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at Godthaab, a Danish settlement south of Sondre Stromfjord, to pick
up a coastal pilot, Balchen’s ship, Munargo, proceeded to the mouth
of the fjord leading to Sondre Stromfjord.

“The fjord,” Balchen observed, “is a mile wide at its mouth, almost
blocked at its entrance by a small island called in Eskimo Simiutak,
which means ‘cork stopper,” and runs inland northeast over a hundred
miles.” The vessel steamed up the fjord, initially between mountains
that rose straight up out of the water on both sides to an elevation of
five thousand feet. As the Munargo got deeper into the fjord, the
steep mountains gave way to rounded granite and glaciated hills, with
patches of heather and willows in bright autumn colors.?

Arriving at Sondre Stromfjord on October 9, Balchen faced the dif-
ficult problem—the first of many—of unloading his supplies across a
half-mile mud flat. He welded together two barges, which he used to
lighter the supplies toward the beach at high tide. From the point
where the barges ran aground he built a tramway to the firmer terrain
beyond. The process was time consuming, but the weather remained
clear and dry, permitting the men to put in long workdays. By the end
of November a camp had been built, along with a temporary runway.

The news of Pearl Harbor lent added incentive to the labors of
Balchen’s men. Despite worsening weather, work on a permanent
runway continued. On March 14, 1942, a British Royal Air Force
Hudson bomber became the first of thousands of aircraft to land at
Bluie West 8.

When Smith landed at Sondre Stromfjord in June 1942, he
thought that he had reached the ends of the earth. He was in for a rude
shock. Instead of the relative comforts on the main base, he would be
going to the tiny island of Simiutak at the mouth of the fjord, part of
a twenty-two-man detachment that included Air Force weather
observers and communicators and five Coast Guardsmen operating a
navigational beacon for ships. The assignment to Bluie West 8, Smith
recalled, was “pure misery.” The cold would settle off the ice cap in
the interior of Greenland, then funnel into the fjord. Icy gales of 60
to 70 miles per hour were commonplace. Even worse than the weather
was the boredom. With little else to do in his spare time, Smith
learned Morse code and the fundamentals of radio communications
procedures. After ten miserable months on “the rock,” he had to
spend another three months at the main base of Sondre Stromfjord
before he was able to put Greenland behind him.
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Smith happily returned to the United States in September 1943.
Assigned to a weather reconnaissance squadron at Presque Isle,
Maine, he flew first as a weather observer, then as a radio operator, on
the unit’s B-25s. His duties involved lengthy missions over the North
Atlantic ferry route, mainly flying between Labrador and the southern
tip of Greenland. He recalled hours upon hours of boredom as the
aircraft droned over the empty ocean, punctuated by moments of
excitement when ice built up on the wings and caused the aircraft to
sink toward the surface of the ocean before warmer air enabled the
pilot to regain control of the B-25.

Smith’s routine changed early in 1944. Between February and
June he made numerous flights from the Azores to collect weather
data for what turned out to be the D-Day invasion of Europe. In July
he transferred to a B-17 weather reconnaissance squadron that was
based at Manchester, New Hampshire, where he remained until the
end of the war.

Discharged as a staff sergeant in September 1945, Smith returned
to Oklahoma and for a time took classes at a junior college in Altus.
Deciding to make the service a career, he rejoined the Army Air
Forces—soon to become the United States Air Force—in February
1947. Shortly after reenlisting he took advantage of an opportunity
that allowed senior enlisted personnel to apply for a commission. After
gaining his second lieutenant’s bars in September 1948, Smith was
posted to Shepard AFB, Texas, as a squadron adjutant.

Smith served in a series of administrative positions over the next three
years. In the fall of 1951 he abandoned his desk job arfd volunteered to
become an instructor at the Air Force’s survival school at Stead AFB,
Nevada. Smith spent five years at Stead, conducting classes in survival and

‘escape-and-evasion. In 1954 he completed a parachute training course at

the Army’s jump school at Fort Benning, Georgia, followed by six weeks
of Special Forces training at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, in 1955.

Smith’s military career took another turn in 1956 when he was
accepted for Russian-language training. He spent one year at Syracuse
University in intensive language studies, an experience he thoroughly
enjoyed. Following completion of the course in April 1957, he was
sent to Ladd AFB in Fairbanks, Alaska, as a staff intelligence officer
with the FEleventh Air Division.
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Thorsrud became part of Operation HAIK early in 1958. Born in the
United States of Norwegian parents, he had been a smoke jumper for
the U.S. Forest Service during the summers of 1946-51 while attending
the University of Montana. Recruited by the CIA following graduation,
he was sent to Taiwan to work as a jumpmaster on a classified projecF.
This covert operation used aircraft flown by personnel of Civ%l Air
Transport (CAT), the first of the CIA’s secretly owned airlines, to insert
Chinese Nationalist agents on the mainland to foment rebellion against
the Communist government. Thorsrud spent several months on what
proved to be an abortive scheme. Dropped deep into China, the agents
were ultimately captured by the Communist authorities. Thorsrud
resigned from the CIA at the end of the Korean War and went through
pilot training with the U.S. Air Force. In 1957 he was flying jet ﬁghte_rs
for the Montana Air National Guard and preparing for a career as an air-
line pilot when he was again contacted by the CIA. Offered an attractive
position in the agency’s Air Branch, Thorsrud accepted.’®

Having worked closely with CAT, Thorsrud was given the task of
coordinating airdrops to the rebels on Sumatra. A CAT C-46 and a
CIA-owned DC-4 picked up .50-caliber machine guns, bazookas,
75_mm recoilless rifles, small arms, and ammunition at the CIA’s sup-
ply base on Okinawa, then flew to Songkhla in southern Thailand.
With Thorsrud on board one of the transports to supervise the drop,
the two aircraft departed after dark and flew a southerly course to
Sumatra. Using the lighthouse near the port city of Padang as a check-
point, the CAT pilots dropped their cargo on an adjacent airfield. The
DC-4 dropped in central Sumatra at Pekanbaru.

The Sukarno government responded with air attacks on the rebel
positions, followed by a paratroop assault on the east coast ar.ld an
amphibious landing near Padang. The dissidents fled to the hills in
the interior of the island after only token resistance. At a meeting of
the National Security Council on April 24, 1958, CIA director Dulles
reported that the rebel movement on Sumatra had “pra.ct‘ically col-
lapsed” during the past week. “There seemed to be no willingness to
fight on the part of the dissident forces on the island,” Dullejs

observed, “and the dissident leaders had been unable to provide their
soldiers with any idea of why they were fighting.” It was, Dulles con-
cluded, “a very strange war.”* .

Prospects for resistance on the Celebes, where Cols. Al?X Kawilarang
and Joop Warouw provided the kind of effective leadership that was so
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lacking on Sumatra, seemed more promising. Also, the CIA supplied
aerial support for the rebels. In March the CIA had established a rebel
Air Force at Menado. Initially, two Filipino pilots had been recruited to
fly P-51s. Also, a Polish crew that had been trained by the CIA for pen-
etration missions in Europe (but never used) was brought in to man a
B-26. CAT mechanics serviced and maintained the aircraft while CAT
C-46s shuttled supplies from Clark Air Base in the Philippines.

The project got off to a tragic start. On their first mission the two
Polish crew members were killed when their B-26 crashed following a
night takeoff from Menado. At this point, the CIA turned to Robert
E. Rousselot, CAT’s director of operations, to provide volunteer
pilots to fly the B-26s. Within a short time two individuals were ready
to conduct offensive operations in support of the rebels. William H.
Beale, Jr., a retired U.S. Air Force lieutenant colonel, had flown B-26s
during the Korean War. Rousselot considered him “a military regi-
mented type, responsive to direction, and a good pilot.” The other
aviator, Allen L. Pope, also had flown B-26s in Korea. He had joined
CAT as a copilot in 1954 and flown supply missions in Indochina to
the doomed French position at Dien Bien Phu. “He had venom in his
blood,” Rousselot recalled. “That’s what it takes for this.”s

Beale and Pope launched attacks on the government’s air bases,
destroying fuel depots and aircraft. They also bombed commercial ship-
ping in the area, closing the sea lanes to Java. The Sukarno government
protested to Washington in the sharpest possible terms. In response, the
State Department told the embassy in Jakarta to convey the following
to the Indonesian government: “U.S. has no control6ver bombing by
rebels or adventurers whom rebels may have hired. As regrettable as
these bombings are, there is nothing we can do to stop them.”¢

Connie Seigrist, a CAT pilot who flew the airline’s PBY-5A, joined
the rebel Air Force in mid-April. His task was to conduct reconnais-
sance missions around the Celebes, look for sea traffic that could
threaten the safety of the base and identify targets for the B-26s.
When strike missions took place Seigrist’s PBY acted as search-and-
rescue protection for the B-26 pilots.

Seigrist enjoyed his work. An Oklahoma native, he had flown C-46s
for the Army Air Forces in the Pacific during World War II. After the war
he joined with several ex-servicemen to start an airline in the
Philippines, using surplus PBYs. In 1948 Dutch authorities arrested
Seigrist for flying arms to the nationalist rebels in Indonesia fighting
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against colonial rule and sentenced him to a year in prison. Upon
release, he joined CAT, which was expanding its operations following
the outbreak of war in Korea. Seigrist initially flew C-46s that shuttled
between Japan and Korea, carrying supplies to hard-pressed United
Nations forces fighting on the peninsula and carrying wounded sol-
diers back to Japan. Later he was assigned to CAT’s PBY and worked
mainly with CIA officers who were supporting Chinese Nationalist
positions on islands off the coast of mainland China.’

Although the rebel Air Forces controlled the skies over the
Celebes, CIA officials were concerned about the possibility of an air
attack from the government base on the island of Flores, six hundred
miles south of Menado, and wanted to conduct a preemptive strike.
As the B-26s lacked the range to reach Flores, they hoped to use
Seigrist’s PBY for the task. Although the PBY had been equipped to
drop bombs during World War II, a quick inspection revealed that the
bomb shackles had been removed from the wings of the aircraft.
Undaunted, Seigrist and his associates loaded four 250-pound frag-
mentation bombs on board the aircraft through the waist gunner’s
blister. They then devised a platform to roll the bombs out of the aircraft.

On May 10, 1958, Seigrist took off to bomb a small nearby atoll.
Securing one bomb to the platform and installing an arming unit,
Seigrist approached the atoll at an altitude of eighty feet, then gave the
signal to roll the bomb out of the blister. It hit the target exactly on
center! On the next three runs, however, the bombs tumbled instead
of streamlining, and the arming mechanism failed to activate. Deciding
that the first bomb had been “a lucky hit” and unable to come up with
a solution for the tumbling problem, they dropped the project.

Two days later Seigrist participated in a successful attack by Beale
against a corvette that had been supplied to the Indonesian Navy by
the Soviet Union. As Seigrist circled away from the strike area at three
thousand feet, Beale dropped a bomb down the stack of the corvette,
sinking it in shallow water near the shoreline on an island two hun-
dred miles southwest of Menado.

The next morning, May 13, Seigrist was awakened shortly after
dawn by two loud explosions. He knew at once that rockets had been
fired at the airfield. He ran out the back door of his quarters, located
across a road at the south end of the runway, and jumped into a slit
trench that was used as a latrine. Seconds later a P-51 put two rockets
through the roof of his quarters. The aircraft then pulled up and
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began a strafing pass in line with the slit trench. Seigrist jumped out
and sought shelter behind some nearby trees. As a second P-51
attacked the aircraft on the field, destroying the PBY and damaging a
P-51, three B-25s bombed the runway. It was all over in five minutes.
Following the attack, the odoriferous Seigrist approached Rousselot
and asked to be assigned to B-26s. “I was tired of being shot at,”
Seigrist recalled. Rousselot agreed to the request. That same evening,
Seigrist boarded a CAT C-46 and flew to Clark Air Base.

Seigrist spent three days at Clark, training on B-26s under a U.S.
Air Force captain who had been detailed to the CIA. It was an inten-
sive course, with flight instruction, gunnery work, and dive and skip
bombing practice. Although Seigrist had never before flown a B-26,
he quickly adapted to the aircraft. “I found the B-26 to be a dream to
fly and very easy and accurate to shoot or bomb from,” he noted. “I
was happy for the simple reason I could now shoot back.”

On May 17 Seigrist obtained a B-26 that had been released from
overhaul by the U.S. Air Force and flew it to Menado, arriving shortly
after midnight. Ground crews immediately began loading the aircraft
with fuel, four 500-pound bombs, and .50-caliber machine gun ammuni-
tion in preparation for a strike against Ambon Island, 360 miles southeast
of Menado. Two aircraft would be involved in the mission. Seigrist was
designated Bluebird Two; Pope had the call sign Bluebird One.

Mission plans called for Seigrist to carry a radio operator, who
would communicate with the search-and-rescue PBY, if needed. As
the individual was unfamiliar with the B-26, Seigrist gave him a quick
briefing prior to takeoff. Above all, Seigrist cautiontd, do not touch
the red-colored emergency bomb salvo switch. Shortly after Seigrist
strapped himself in, the aircraft literally jumped off the ground.
Looking out, he saw maintenance personnel scattering in all direc-
tions. The radio operator had released two thousand pounds of
bombs! Fortunately, the bombs did not have a chance to arm because
they fell so short a distance. The radio operator thereupon climbed
out of the airplane and refused to return. With time growing short,
Seigrist decided to leave without him—and the bombs. Seigrist would
have to rely upon his machine guns.

Arriving over Ambon, Seigrist flew to his target, an airfield on the
eastern side of the island. “I was instructed to destroy any aircraft
parked around the airfield,” he recalled, “not to shoot into buildings,
and to proceed to assist Bluebird One after hitting my target, providing
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I had fuel enough remaining with sufficient ammunition to be of
assistance to him.” Seigrist found two B-25s and two P-51s on the
field, probably the same aircraft that had been used for the attack on
Menado. He strafed them all, opposed by only a single machine gunner.

While Seigrist was making his strafing runs, he received a call from
Pope asking him how the attack was progressing. Seigrist replied that
he was almost finished. Pope suggested that he join him, as he had
“some very interesting targets.” Seigrist completed his attack, then
tarned westward to rendezvous with Pope. He called Bluebird One
over the radio but received no reply. Approaching the port of Ambon,
Seigrist saw an Indonesian P-51 coming in from the right side. He
turned his aircraft toward the attacker just as the P-51 pilot fired two
rockets. As the rockets whizzed by, Seigrist opened fire with his .50-caliber
machine guns. Pieces flew off the P-51 as it passed overhead. Low on
fuel, Seigrist headed for Menado. He again called Pope on the radio,
but there was only silence.

Landing at Menado, Seigrist felt the aircraft pull hard to the left.
As he stepped on the right brake, the B-26 began to shake violently.
The aircraft rolled off the runway, and the nose wheel collapsed. It
turned out that the left tire of the B-26 had been shot out, probably
during Seigrist’s attack on the airficld. He had been fortunate to
escape without greater damage. A

Pope had not been as lucky. A few hours after he arrived back in
Menado, Seigrist learned that Bluebird One had been shot down dur-
ing an attack on an Indonesian naval convoy. Pope had managed to
bail out of the crippled aircraft—a difficult feat in a B-26—but had
broken his leg during the process. He was now in Indonesian hands.

Pope’s capture spelled the end for the CIA’s Indonesian adventure.
The Dulles brothers agreed that Operation HAIK had failed. Ulmer,
who had been ordered to shut everything down, cabled the necessary
instructions to Clark Field. “This is the most difficult message I have
ever sent,” Ulmer wired. “Highest national interest,” however, dic-
tated that CIA support of the dissidents be ended. Those at Menado
who had worked hard to build up the confidence of the rebels took
the news hard. One of the CIA officers, Rousselot remembered,
broke down and cried when he received the order to disengage.®

On May 21 four B-26s, two P-51s, and a PBY left Menado for the
Philippines. CAT personnel were evacuated at the same time, leaving
behind a hostel with two large rocket holes in the roof, the charred shell
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of the PBY that had been destroyed during the earlier attack on the
aircraft, and Seigrist’s crippled B-26. Menado fell on June 26, 1958,
marking the end of effective resistance to the central government.

*

Thorsrud and Seigrist next came together two years later for what
proved to be a far greater paramilitary project—an attempt to overthrow
the government of Fidel Castro on the island of Cuba. Seigrist first
learned that something new was in the wind in August 1960 when he
was given recurrent B-26 gunnery training at the Chinese Air Force
range, west of Taipei. Shortly thereafter Rousselot assigned Seigrist and
Beale to ferry a C-46 to the United States. They left Taipei on September
3, arriving in QOakland three days later. They then received instructions
to proceed to San Antonio. Met by a CIA officer upon arrival, Seigrist
and Beale were given their final destination: San Jose, Guatemala.

The two men flew to San Jose on September 9, 1960. A week later
they ferried the C-46 to a newly constructed base at Retalhuleu, sixty
miles northwest of San Jose. Seigrist was told not to keep a flight log
on his activities. Also, he was to use the name “Seig” Simpson while
he was working on “a special project.”

Opver the next three weeks two additional C-46s arrived from Taiwan,
together with two C-54s from Florida. Also, two dual-controlled B-26s,
belonging to the District of Columbia Air National Guard, appeared.
Fifty-seven Cuban trainees soon followed. Beale (“Billy Bell”) and
Seigrist took charge of instructing the Cubans on the transports, while
Maj. Gen. George R. (“Reid”) Doster, commander @f the Alabama Air
National Guard, worked with the B-26 pilots. An eighty-member con-
tingent of Guardsmen serviced and maintained the aircraft.

The training program got off to a shaky start. Beale’s first student,
Manual Gonzales, was an experienced C-46 pilot who had worked for
a Cuban airline. To Beale’s horror, however, he flew like he had never
before seen the airplane. Early in training Gonzales nearly tore off the
transport’s landing gear while attempting to set down at Retalhuleu.
The aircraft had to be taken out of service for extensive repairs, while
the fifty-year-old Gonzales was hospitalized with a herniated diaphram,
suffered while wrestling with the heavy controls of the C-46.

The first airdrop mission took place in late September. According
to one report the C-54 on this flight was hit by antiaircraft fire as it
parachuted arms and ammunition to guerrillas in the Escambray
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Mountains near Trinidad in central Cuba. With one engine out the
aircraft limped back toward Retalhuleu but was forced to land in
Mexico, close to the border with Guatemala. Mexican authorities
promptly seized the aircraft and refused to return it.

Seigrist heard a different version of events. Cuban friends told him
that no antiaircraft fire had been encountered during the drop. The
crew had placed the aircraft on autopilot for the long return flight and
then fell asleep. Awakened by the sun they realized they were lost as
the notoriously unreliable autopilot had drifted off the preset head-
ing. The crew ran out of fuel while attempting to orient themselves
and landed on a grassy plateau.

The troubles at Retalhuleu continued. Shortly after the C-54 incident,
Jose Perez-Menendez was practicing airdrops in a C-46 when his
wingtip hit the top of a mountain near the training base. He managed
to make a forced landing without injuries to the crew, but the aircraft
suffered extensive damage.

With three aircraft out of service or lost, relations between the
Americans and Cubans deteriorated. “We were tremendously disap-
pointed” at the loss of the aircraft, recalled Eduardo Ferrer, commander
of a transport detachment, “but worse still, the Americans were
beginning to doubt our ability to carry out further missions.”®

Supply drops resumed on November 6, 1960. Ferrer flew as navi-
gator on a C-46 that was assigned to drop arms and ammunition to
guerrillas in the Escambray Mountains. The flight would involve a
round trip of 1,680 miles. Mountains over thirteen thousand feet had
to be crossed in Guatemala, and Ferrer had to rely on celestial navi-
gation (LORAN later was added). The C-46 took off at 6:30 .M.
Arriving over Trinidad at midnight the crew began to search the
mountains for the ground signal: the letter L, illuminated by seven
flashlights. After two passes they received a signal from the ground,
but it was not the correct one. They decided to drop anyway, and
11,500 pounds of cargo tumbled into the night.

The mission proved typical of what would follow. There were sixty-
six additional drops between November and March 1961. Flights took
place during the full moon cycle. Some C-46s flew directly between
Retalhuleu and Cuba; others staged through Puerto Barrios on the
Gulf of Mexico, 225 miles closer to the island. Only seven of the sixty-
six flights were judged successful. Most of the time no ground signal
was obtained, and supplies were parachuted blindly into the mountains.
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" The problem centered on a lack of direct communications between the

guerrillas in Cuba and the supply base in Costa Rica.!?

Although hit occasionally by small arms fire during their drops, no
transports were lost. On one mission an aircraft had its landing gear
shot out, but the pilot managed to return to Retalhuleu and land
with only minor damage to the C-46. It was quickly repaired and
returned to service.

While the transports were flying their drop missions, plans for the
invasion of Cuba were changing. Initially, the CIA had envisioned
the infiltration of a few hundred men into Cuba who would join the
guerrilla forces in the mountains. By January 1961, however, this
scheme had greatly expanded. A larger force was to be landed near
Trinidad. It would establish a provisional government and pave the
way for U.S. intervention. The invasion would be preceded by a series
of airstrikes that would eliminate Castro’s Air Force.

On March 11, 1961, Richard M. Bissell, Jr., the CIA’s deputy
director for plans (in charge of covert operations), presented the
Trinidad scheme to President John F. Kennedy and his National
Security Council. Registering concern about the scope of the enter-
prise, Kennedy directed Bissell to come up with a new plan for a less
conspicious and less obvious U.S. involvement.!!

Four days later Bissell showed Kennedy the modified plan. A landing
now would be made at the more remote Bay of Pigs. U.S. sponsor-
ship would be held to a minimum. Kennedy approved the change but
remained uneasy about the extent of U.S. “visibility.” In the days
ahead he continued to press for a less powerful arfd less conspicious
air strike. The original plan, which had been approved by the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, called for two all-out air strikes by the sixteen B-26s
of the invasion force, to take place on the day before the landing. On
April 12, however, Bissell responded to adminstration pressure and
substituted a single strike by eight B-26s, flown by “defecting”
Cubans, that would take place two days before the invasion. If neces-
sary, a second strike could be launched on the morning of D-Day.!?

In March 1961, unaware of the debates taking place in Washing-
ton, D.C., the anti-Castro Air Force had moved from Retalhuleu to
Puerto Cabeza (“Happy Valley”) in Nicaragua to prepare for the
invasion of Cuba. Thorsrud came down from Washington to com-
mand the base, with Seigrist as head of transport operations. General
Doster continued to be in charge of the B-26s, while Douglas R.
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Price, a CAT pilot who had joined the training team at Retalhuleu,
assisted Seigrist.

On April 12, 1961, Seigrist recalls, a briefing on the invasion plan
took place. A high-level delegation from Washington, D.C., arrived at
Happy Valley in a Lockheed Constellation. They briefed Thorsrud
and other senior members of the staff on the aerial requirements that
would precede and then support a landing by anti-Castro Cubans at
the Bay of Pigs. After the group departed Thorsrud and Lt. Col.
George Gaines, a U.S. Air Force officer detailed to duty with the
CIA’s Air Branch, called together Seigrist and other operational per-
sonnel and told them about the plans. Doster’s B-26s were to attack
Cuban airfields on Saturday, April 15. The aircraft then would stand
down on Sunday before returning to action on April 17. ,

“T do recall vividly,” Seigrist later wrote, that “I objected to the Plan.”
The invasion had a chance to succeed, he believed, only if air superiority
over the beaches could be maintained. The lengthy pause would enable
Castro to mobilize his forces to oppose the landing. It seemed a foolish
scheme, and potentially disastrous. Gaines informed Seigrist that the plan
had been developed by “brilliant people” who knew what they were
doing. Everyone was expected to abide by these orders.!®

On Saturday morning, April 15, nine B-26s departed Happy Valley
(CIA code name JTIDE) shortly before dawn. One aircraft, with fake
battle damage and Cuban Air Force markings, headed for Miami to
establish the cover story for the air attack. The pilot would claim to be
part of a group of B-26 airmen who had defected and turned against
Castro. The other eight B-26s, newly modified with eight .50-caliber
machine guns and carrying eight 5-inch rockets under the wings in
addition to 250- and 500-pound bombs, attacked the three main
Cuban Air Force bases at Campo Libertad (Havana), San Antonio de
los Banos (25 miles southwest of Havana), and Santiago de Cuba (on
the eastern end of the island).

Approaching their targets at low level, the B-26s achieved complete
surprise. One aircraft was shot down over Havana; one was hit by anti-
aircraft fire but managed to land safely at Key West Naval Air Station;
and a third landed at a British field on the Cayman Islands. Five air-
craft returned safely to Happy Valley. The mission had inflicted severe
damage on Castro’s Air Force, leaving it with only two T-33 jet trainers,
two or three British-manufactured Sea Fury fighters, and two B-26s.

In accordance with the air plan for the invasion, the rebel air force
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stood down on Sunday, April 16, 1961. On Cuba, Castro’s security
forces began arresting the first of some 250,000 people suspected of
opposing the government. At the same time, he mobilized his military
forces while awaiting the expected invasion.

Meanwhile, U-2 reconnaissance photographs revealed that Castro
still had a number of operational aircraft. Thorsrud recommended to
Washington, D.C., that six B-26s be launched for a sunset strike
against the Cuban airfields. His superiors refused his request. Indeed,
as the CIA’s cover story about the defecting B-26s began to unravel,
officials in Washington were resolving to stop all additional air strikes.
By the end of the day, Secretary of State Rusk and National Security
Adviser McGeorge Bundy had secured President Kennedy’s agree-
ment to cancel the air strikes against Cuban airfields lest they further
damage what was rapidly becoming a rather tattered cover story.*

Learning of the presidential decision, Bissell and deputy CIA director
Charles P. Cabell protested to Secretary of State Rusk on Sunday
evening. Although Rusk agreed that the B-26s could be used over the
invasion beaches, he remained opposed to strikes against Castro’s
bases. He offered Bissell and Cabell the opportunity to make their
case directly to Kennedy but they declined, considering the effort
pointless. Returning to CIA headquarters, Bissell directed that a mes-
sage be sent to Happy Valley cancelling the morning strikes against
Cuban airfields. As one historian has observed, “Bissell’s appalled
operations staff rightly considered this decision a disaster. . . .”15

By the time the cancellation order reached Happy Valley, the B-26
pilots had been briefed for the strike against the Guban airfields and
were ready to depart. They were quickly rebriefed for close air sup-
port missions. Thorsrud, who found the cancellation order “totally
unbelievable,” concluded that any hope of success for the operation
had been lost.!¢

D-Day, April 17, saw a series of air and sea battles over the invasion
beaches at the Bay of Pigs. Cuban Air Force Sea Furies sank two ships
of the assault force and forced the others to withdraw. The T-33s
proved terribly effective against the B-26s, shooting down four rebel
aircraft. Another B-26 crashed in Nicaragua while returning to Happy
Valley, killing the crew. Although Castro lost a Sea Fury and B-26 to
antiaircraft fire, the two T-33s remained operational.!”

Realizing that the invasion would certainly fail without air superiority,
CIA officials at Happy Valley again sought permission to strike Cuban
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airfields. Kennedy relented. Three B-26s departed Happy Valley at 8:00
.M. for a nighttime mission. Two returned due to engine trouble; the

third could not find its target. A second mission by two B-26s also failed .

when the pilots could not identify their targets. Manuel Villafana,
Cuban rebel air commander, thereupon ordered the B-26s to stand
down on Tuesday, as he feared the loss of additional aircraft to the T-33s.

When reports reached Happy Valley on Tuesday that the troops on
the beach were coming upon intense pressure, Seigrist went to
Thorsrud and asked permission to lead a flight of B-26s in support of
the ground troops. Price also volunteered for the mission. Thorsrud
eventually received authorization for the flight, provided that Cuban-
crewed B-26s accompanied the two Americans. Four Cuban crews
agreed to fly with Seigrist and Price.

The six B-26s took off from Happy Valley on the afternoon of April
18, arriving over the Bay of Pigs an hour before sunset. Seigrist—
radio call sign Lobo One—carried eight 225-pound fragmentation
bombs and eight rockets; other aircraft were armed with napalm. Gus
Villoldo, Cuban security chief at Happy Valley, rode with Seigrist as
an observer. As he neared the coast, Seigrist spotted a line of tanks and
trucks heading along one of the two access roads that passed through
the Zapata Swamp from the interior to the invasion beaches. Setting
his bomb release mechanism to release his eight bombs at four second
intervals, Seigrist lined up on the lead tank and dove to the attack. He
released his bombs on target and proceeded down the column with
his machine guns firing. Seigrist then made a 270-degree turn and
attacked with his rockets, hitting several tanks. He continued around
and fired his remaining rockets into the last three trucks, hauling
artillery pieces, at the end of the column. Out of ammunition, he
watched as the other B-26s proceeded to destroy the convoy. Later
reports revealed that this attack had been the most costly battle of the
invasion for Castro’s forces. The B-26s had destroyed thirty vehicles
and inflicted some nine hundred casualties on the Cuban militia.

Pulling off the target, Price found that fragments from his own
bombs had damaged his elevator trim tabs. The aircraft tended to nose
down, and it took constant heavy pressure on the controls to keep it
level. To relieve the strain on his arms Price took off his seat belt and
buckled it around the yoke. When he reached Happy Valley he unfas-
tened the belt and landed without difficulty.’8

It could have been much worse. All the B-26s had been hit by small
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arms fire, but none suffered significant damage. Also, Seigrist learned,
two T-33s had appeared in the area less than a minute after the B-26s
had departed.

Encouraged by the day’s events, CIA officials scheduled a series of
B-26 missions over the Bay of Pigs for Wednesday. The day got off to
a good start when two B-26s successfully attacked a Cuban column
shortly after dawn on April 19. A second two-ship strike force, crewed
by Alabama Air National Guard pilots who had been instructing the
Cuban airmen, appeared over the beach shortly thereafter. Although
the aircraft were supposed to receive air cover from a nearby U.S.
Navy carrier, an apparent confusion in timing prevented the scheduled
rendezvous. The deadly T-33s were waiting. Both B-26s were shot
down, killing the four Americans on board.

Seigrist and Price formed the third mission in what was planned as
continuous air cover over the Bay of Pigs. In accordance with instruc-
tions from Thorsrud, Seigrist attempted to contact the aircraft carrier
USS Essex as he approached Cuba. He had been told, as had the
Alabamans, that the carrier would send up jet fighters as protection
against the T-33s while the B-26s supported the ground troops. The car-
rier, however, did not answer his calls. Unknown to Seigrist, President
Kennedy had decided against additional American involvement. Seigrist
continued toward the beach. Just before he arrived overhead he was con-
tacted by the ground and told to leave the area immediately.

The battle on the beach continued into the afternoon but Castro’s
forces clearly had the upper hand. The end came before sundown. At
5:00 p.M. Brig. Comdr. Jose de San Roman sent hfs final message: “I
have ordered all equipment destroyed. We have nothing left to fight
with. The enemy tanks are overrunning our position. Good-bye, my
friends.” “There was nothing left to say or do,” Seigrist wrote. “There
was no way to back up and start again. We had lost—period.”*?

%

Seigrist and Price remained at Happy Valley following the Bay of Pigs
disaster, acting as caretakers for the property on the airfield. They flew
C-46s filled with undistributed propaganda leaflets, which they
dumped into the Gulf of Mexico. They loaded tanks of unused
napalm on B-26s and dropped them on some exposed rocks off shore.
At the end of July Seigrist and Price were ordered to Washington, D.C.
Thorsrud met them upon arrival and informed them that they were
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now employees of a new company called Intermountain Aviation.
Based initially in Phoenix, Intermountain had been established as a
“proprietary” by the CIA. Overtly a private commercial enterprise
that specialized in aerial delivery techniques and worked under con-
tract for the U.S. Forest Service and other agencies, Intermountain in
fact would be secretly owned by the CIA and responsive to the direc-
tions of the agency’s Air Branch. Thorsrud would be in charge of the
company, and Seigrist would be chief pilot.

Thorsrud sent Seigrist and Price to California in August to pick up
Intermountain’s first aircraft. Arriving in Burbank, they called at
Lockheed Aircraft’s famous “Skunk Works,” home of the U-2, SR-71
Blackbird, and other secret projects. Their aircraft turned out to be
less esoteric than most of Lockheed’s products. On August 18 they
collected a B-17G with registration N809Z. Neither Seigrist nor Price
had even flown the World War 1I Flying Fortress, but after one land-

ing and takeoff each, the check pilot released the aircraft to them. “It

was easy to handle,” Seigrist recalled.

When the aircraft reached Phoenix, Thorsrud informed Seigrist
that the B-17 would be used to test a new Skyhook aerial recovery sys-
tem that was being developed by Robert Fulton. The tests would take
place at Intermountain’s new operational base at Marana Air Park,
north of Tucson. If it proved satisfactory, Thorsrud said, Skyhook
might well be used to extract Al Pope from his Indonesian prison.

The CIA already had worked on a scheme to free Pope, who was
under a death sentence in Djakarta. In February 1961 Fulton had
gone to Okinawa where he trained Air America pilots on the Skyhook
system using a Navy P2V. The mission never took place, in part
because the pilot who was to be used in the operation—Woodward
Forte—had been killed during an arms drop mission in Laos. As
Seigrist and Price began intensive training for the possible rescue, the
Kennedy administration continued its efforts to obtain Pope’s release
through diplomatic channels. If it appeared, however, that the
Indonesian government intended to carry out the death sentence, a
Skyhook mission might well be authorized.

John D. Wall, Intermountain’s vice president, directed the build-
ing of a replica of Pope’s prison in a remote corner of the Marana
complex. “We had various sources of dependable information,”
Seigrist notes, “on the size of the building and his guard’s schedule.”
The Navy supplied four mannequins that would substitute for Pope
during training exercises.
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The first problem with the proposed rescue scheme arose during a
practice pickup of one of the mannequins. According to information
received from the CIA, a balloon, line, and hydrogen pellets would be
smuggled into the Indonesian prison. Because of the confined area,
Pope would have to be lifted over a fourteen-foot wall during the initial
phase of his Skyhook ascent. On the first trial at Marana, the mannequin
slammed into the wall with such force that its arm was torn off.20

Another serious problem arose as the mannequin was being
winched on board the B-17. As it came within fifty feet of the aircraft,
the hitherto quiet ride became violent as the figure lost streamlining.
Nearing the entry point that had been cut into the belly of the B-17,
the head of the mannequin hit the bottom of the aircraft with a
resounding thump. It was clear that a human head could not with-
stand such an impact.

There was little question that the four-engine B-17 created severe
turbulence underneath the aircraft that was not present when a twin-
engine P2V was used. Various experiments were conducted to get
better data on the extent of the difficulties. One of these flights began
in a routine manner but nearly ended in disaster. Seigrist made the
pickup without difficulty. Again, as the mannequin neared the aircraft
it began to oscillate wildly. This time, however, the mannequin pro-
ceeded to yo-yo back and forth on the flexible nylon pickup line.
Finally, it wrapped itself around the horizontal stabilizer. “Immediately
we started a roll to our left,” Seigrist recalled. He jammed his foot on
the right rudder pedal but could not budge it. “With reflex action I
chopped both right side engines before we rolfed over into the
ground.” Seigrist applied full power to the left engines. Helped by the
propeller drag on the right engines, he managed to bring the wings
level. As the aircraft began to sink slowly toward the ground, Seigrist
found that by slighty reducing power on the left outboard engine, he
could make a wide, level turn to port. “I continued my turn to the
left,” he noted, “making about a 10-mile pattern around the airfield
until I was able to line up with one of the runways.” He landed at the
end of the runway just as he ran out of altitude. Thanks to Seigrist’s
superb airmanship, the B-17 and crew were saved from what might
well have been a calamity.

A solution to the problem came with a modification of the entry
point for the mannequin. Instead of using the hole in the belly of the
aircraft, a new entry was made by constructing an opening in the area
that originally had been used by the rear turret gunner of the B-17.
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Tests revealed that the mannequin could now be brought on board
without the oscillation problems that had been caused when it
entered the disturbed airstream underneath the aircraft.

Strong surface winds also caused difficulty for the Skyhook system.
“We found 30 knots was marginal for a safe pick-up,” Seigrist reported.
Above this, the mannequin would not ascend vertically but would be
dragged along the ground. Rain also created problems. It covered the
balloon and saturated the braided lift line, making the line too heavy
for the balloon to keep taut.

The four mannequins suffered during the test program. Two were
completely destroyed, while the other two ended up being held together
with tape and parachute shroud line. The wooden prison replica had to
be constantly rebuilt as the mannequins slammed into the fourteen-foot
wall. Nonetheless, by the early months of 1962 Seigrist was confident
that it would be possible to rescue Pope “without a scratch.”

As it happened, the rescue operation was unnecessary. In February '

1962 Attorney General Robert Kennedy received assurances from
President Sukarno that Pope would be set free. Five months later he was
quietly released from his Indonesian prison. Returning to the United
States, Pope found employment with the CIA’s Southern Air Transport.?!
The skill gained by Intermountain’s Skyhook crew, which included
not only the pilots but the personnel who operated the nose trigger,
winch, and other equipment necessary for a successful pickup, would
not go for naught. In May 1962 word was received at Marana that a
new project was about to be undertaken—one called COLDFEET.

NP8

On May 15, 1962, five days after LeSchack received word about
the discovery of NP8’s location, Intermountain Aviation presi-
dent Thorsrud informed chief pilot Seigrist that the company had
been selected to conduct the Project COLDFEET operation.! The
news, Seigrist recalled, came as “a tremendous shot of adrenaline to
all of us associated with the Skyhook program.”

Before Intermountain could be used for COLDFEET, however,
LeSchack had to negotiate a contract between the company and
ONR. The negotiations, as far as LeSchack was concerned, amounted to
“a wonderful farce.” He knew how much money ONR was prepared
to spend, and it was less than Intermountain needed to do the job. He
also was aware that the company, while ostensibly a,private concern,
was in fact owned by the CIA. And Thorsrud wanted to do the mission
as badly as LeSchack wanted it done. In the end, an agreement was
reached for an amount of money that clearly would be overrun.
LeSchack figured that if the operation succeeded, he would have no
trouble securing the additional funds. On the other hand, if it failed,
he probably would not be around to worry about it.

Having solved one problem, another difficulty quickly reared its
head. All previous live pickups by the Fulton aerial retrieval system
had been made by military aircraft and had involved military personnel.
The Federal Aviation Agency (FAA) considered Intermountain’s B-17
to be in a special category that restricted its operations. These restrictions,
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LeSchack learned in a frantic phone call from Thorsrud, would have
to be lifted before the aircraft could proceed to Barrow. LeSchack pre-
pared a letter from ONR that Thorsrud then hand-carried to the chief
of the FAA’s Flight Standards division. The FAA promptly granted
approval for the B-17 to conduct “cold weather testing” from Barrow.
Thorsrud, however, worried throughout the ensuing operation that
the FAA might precipitously withdraw the permission.

As the B-17 would have to be in place at Barrow no later than May
26, preparations for the mission began at once. On May 18 Seigrist
made a practice pickup of a static load to test all elements of the
Skyhook system. The horns were then removed from the B-17 and
placed on board the support aircraft, together with balloons, lines,
radio, and other gear. Five days later Seigrist tested the long-range
bomb bay fuel tanks that had been installed in the B-17 to ensure that
the lines and valves were operating properly. At the same time he

checked out the Kerfoot directional gyro system that had been placed ‘

on board to assist with polar navigation.?

As no one connected with Intermountain had any experience fly-
ing in the far north, Thorsrud sought the assistance of an experienced
navigator. Through the contacts of B-17 copilot Price, who had once
worked for Pan American Airways, Intermountain obtained the ser-
vices of William R. Jordan. An experienced pilot, Jordon also was a
licensed navigator. During the 1950s he had served as Pan Am’s chief
navigator and FAA-designated flight examiner, authorized to issue
flight navigator licenses. The early 1960s brought the additional duty
of checking out new crews on grid navigation for Pan Am’s polar
route to Europe.

Jordan recalls receiving a late-night phone call inquiring if he
would be available for a mission “to test some Arctic rescue gear for
the Navy.” The plan, he was told, called for a departure from Thule,
Greenland, for a flight of three hundred miles to the northwest.
“What kind of aircraft would be involved?” Jordan asked. “A B-17,”
came the reply. Jordan demurred. The idea of flying over polar ice
fields in a World War II bomber held little appeal for him. Not to
worry, he was told; the B-17 had been completely rebuilt and was like
a new airplane. When Jordan continued to hesitate, he was informed
that the job would pay $100 a day, plus expenses. Also, Pan Am
would continue his base pay while he was away. Jordan was persuaded.
“I’ll go!” he said.?
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On Wednesday, May 23, the Intermountain C-46 picked up addi-
tional Skyhook equipment at Fulton’s factory in Newtown,
Connecticut, then collected the COLDFEET team in Washington,
D.C, and flew to Marana. LeSchack found the experience rather
exotic, arriving at a remote desert airfield late at night and meeting
with a colorful group of individuals who obviously were engaged in
deeply secret activities. Smith was less impressed. Apprehensive about
Intermountain’s lack of Arctic experience, he was reassured when he
learned that a skilled polar navigator had been added to the mission.

The next day the B-17, flown by Douglas Price and Robert Zimmer,
proceeded to San Francisco and picked up Fulton and Jordan. While
en route to Fairbanks, Fulton approached Jordan and told him that
the story about testing naval survival gear was not true. They were
not going to Thule. Instead, they would be flying to Barrow to
search for an abandoned Soviet ice station. Jordan replied that he
would not miss this trip for the world. “I didn’t say it to Bob,”
Jordan remembered, “but it did go through my mind that now,
maybe I could pay back a little something for the great education I
had received first in naval flight training and then at the University of
California under the G.I. bill.”

While the B-17 was flying up the West Coast, the C-46, which had
been delayed at Marana with hydraulic problems, headed to Fairbanks
via Great Falls, Montana, and Edmonton, Alberta. Both aircraft
reached the Alaskan city shortly before midnight. The COLDFEET
team then transferred to the B-17 and flew immediately to Barrow,
with the C-46 to follow the next afternoon. #

Operations from Barrow, home of ONR’s Arctic Research
Laboratory, got underway on Saturday, May 26. Cadwalader had
asked the commander of the Alaska Sea Frontier to provide a P2V
from Patrol Squadron One (VP-1) to assist in the search for NP8.
The aircraft, flown by Lt. Larry T. Lowe, was waiting at Barrow when
the B-17 arrived. On Saturday morning the P2V departed for the pre-
dicted position of the Soviet drifting station, carrying Cadwalader and
Robert Fischer, ARL’s chief pilot.

Cadwalader’s decision to seek VP-1’s help would prove crucial to
the success of COLDFEET. Lieutenant Lowe had deployed to Kodiak
Naval Air Station on his second tour to the Alaskan post in mid-March
1962. He had great faith in his aircraft, a P2V-7S. This final produc-
tion model of the highly successful Lockheed Neptune series was
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powered by two Wright R-3350 engines that featured water injection
and power recovery turbines, plus two underwing Westinghouse J-34-
WE-36 jet engines. The jets ordinarily were used only on takeoff or
when one of the piston engines failed.*

Lowe’s aircraft had excellent range, with four fuel tanks in the
wings, two tip tanks, and one bomb bay tank. The 4,170 gallons of
fuel translated into an endurance of 15 hours and 30 minutes. As it
turned out, Lowe would need it all.

Lowe had equal confidence in his crew. Lt. Dale B. Petty was second
pilot, while Lt. (j.g) Frederick J. Maier acted as third pilot and naviga-
tor. In addition to the three officers, the aircraft carried eight enlisted
personnel. In April 1962 Lowe’s crew had won the squadron’s “Crew
of the Month” award. Assigned to a specific aircraft, the crew would
stand down when their P2V underwent maintenance. This system,
Lowe observed, worked well: “You knew the capacity of both.”

Prior to leaving for Barrow, Lowe had been given an additional nav-
igator. While Lowe’s crew had never flown over pack ice, the crew of
his BOQ suitemate, James Barnes, recently had operated from Barrow
on a project to drop explosives over leads in the pack ice for underwater
acoustic propagation tests. Barnes volunteered his navigator, Lt. (j.g.)
Richard L. Olsonowski, for the search mission. Olsonowski and Maier,
who was the squadron’s navigation officer, spent several hours reviewing
a textbook on polar navigation, brushing up on the grid navigational
techniques that would be used over the pack ice.

Lowe and his crew gave a good deal of thought to the requirements
of the search mission. The APS-20 radar on the P2V was useful only near
the coastline; over the pack ice the screen showed only clutter. Also, the
drift meter worked over water but not over ice. As the magnetic compass
was unreliable this close to the magnetic North Pole, reliance would have
to be placed on the aircraft’s two gyro compasses and celestial navigation.

Lowe decided to bend the regulations on reserve fuel. Usually, bad
weather required that a pilot have sufficient fuel to reach his destination,
shoot an instrument approach, then proceed to an alternate airport
and arrive with a 10 percent reserve. This would not be possible when
flying out of Barrow, as there was no alternate airport. Lowe would
time his departure from the search area based on the predicted flying
time to Barrow on one engine. While other pilots might have used a
greater safety margin, Lowe had enough confidence in his airplane
and crew to cut short the usual requirements.
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Lowe’s takeoff from Barrow was anything but routine. At a max-
imum gross weight of eighty thousand pounds, the P2V needed
most of the four thousand-foot pierced-steel-planking (PSP) runway
to become airborne. At least the weather was good as Lowe headed
for the predicted position of NP8, some 750 miles distant. He
remained at a low altitude while flying over the pack ice, employing
a maximum-range power setting on his engines. Navigator Maier
used a periscope sextant to take constant sun lines, while
Olsonowski consulted navigational tables and plotted the lines on a
grid map. Although the navigators could accurately place the aircraft
somewhere along the sun line, there was no way to obtain a cross
bearing and fix the P2V’s position on the line. It was the best that
could be done, however, given the limitations of Arctic navigation
in the days before LORAN and OMEGA radio positioning systems
covered the Arctic, and well before Global Positioning System satel-
lites were in place. A

The hours passed without incident as the aircraft droned northward
over the polar ice field. Only one problem arose for the navigators.
Cadwalader and Fischer kept pressing into the tiny navigational com-
partment to check the aircraft’s position. Olsonowski hesitated before
raising the issue with a four-striper. Finally, he had to tell Cadwalader
that his presence was interfering with the navigational work. The
senior officer took the admonishment with good grace and left Maier
and Olsonowski to their task.®

Arriving in the area where NP8 had been reported, Lowe climbed
to a higher altitude and set up a square search patterrf. Using a power
setting that would give maximum endurance, he flew the expanding
square legs of the pattern in good visibility as the crew of the P2V
searched the horizon. Lowe’s crew, trained for antisubmarine warfare
and ship identification, was expert at the task. The P2V provided
excellent visibility from the cockpit, nose dome, and windows on each
side of the fuselage and in the tail. Also, the crew rotated their posi-
tions frequently, a technique that kept them alert.

After some four and a half fruitless hours in the search area, Lowe
decided that the time had come to return to Barrow. As he was mak-
ing his last circuit prior to departure, the crew spotted the elusive
Soviet drifting station. The navigators fixed the position of NP8 as
best they could, then Lowe headed south. The P2V missed its estimated
time of arrival at Barrow by twenty minutes, crossing the coastline well
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cast of the ficld. Lowe followed the coast until he reached the airfield,
then landed after a flight of fourteen hours and forty-two minutes.

That evening Cadwalader called a meeting of the B-17 and P2V
crews. He showed the assembled group photographs of Soviet pre-
fabricated buildings used in the Arctic and of American quonset huts,
emphasizing the differences. Remembering the mission from
Resolute, Cadwalader wanted to make sure that Smith and LeSchack

were placed on the correct target! Cadwalader then displayed the
position of NP8 and its estimated speed and direction of drift.

At 9:50 A.M. the next morning the B-17 took off in search of NP8.
The aircraft carried a heavy load of fuel and passengers. In addition to
the normal wing tanks, the B-17 featured long-range tanks in the
outer wing panels and a huge tank in the bomb bay. Six 55-gallon
drums of fuel sat in the main cabin; the fuel would be pumped by
hand into the large tank as it became exhausted, then the drums would
be dropped overboard.

The aircraft’s Skyhook crew consisted of jumpmaster Wall, assistant
jumpmaster Miles L. Johnson, winch operator Jerrold B. Daniels,
nose-trigger operator Randolph Scott, and tail-position operator
Robert H. Nicol. In addition to the COLDFEET team of Smith,
LeSchack, and Walter, the B-17 also carried Thorsrud, Fulton, and
Cadwalader.

Like Lowe, pilots Seigrist and Price had to use most of Barrow’s PSP
runway to get into the air. As the aircraft lined up prior to takeoff,
Jordan set his gyro to the runway heading. The weather remained excel-
lent as the B-17 flew northward. While most of the crew and passengers
settled down for the long, cold, noisy flight to NP8, Jordan worked on
his navigational task. His first sun line showed that the initial setting of
the gyro was a few degrees in error. He reset the compass and told the
pilots to turn to the proper heading. Jordan continued to take sun lines
at twenty-minute intervals as the aircraft proceeded over the pack ice.®

At 2:00 p.M. the B-17 reached the predicted position of NP8,
according to Jordan’s calculations. But the crew saw only a field of ice
that stretched to the horizon in all directions. “It was the most deso-
Jate, inhospitable looking, and uninviting place I had ever seen,”
Seigrist recalled, “or ever would want to live in much less fly in as a
steady diet.” He promptly initiated a square search pattern, as had
Lowe. After completing several legs of the pattern the pilots
announced that they had the ice station in sight! As the aircraft headed
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for the location, Smith and LeSchack, with their adrenalin pumping,
began last-minute preparations for their parachute drop. Arriving
overhead, however, the ice station turned out to be a flattened pyra-
mid of fuel drums. Cadwalader believed they were looking at a piece
that had broken off NP8. The ice station could not be far away.

The search continued. Although the B-17 located Ice Station
Charlie, there was no sign of NP8. Finally, after nearly five hours in
the search area, Seigrist was forced to head for Barrow.

As the B-17 droned southward, Cadwalader asked Jordan for an
estimated time of arrival. The navigator later confessed that he was “a
little stressed” by the request. He was over seven hundred miles from
Barrow in a relatively slow airplane. He knew that the slower the air-
speed and the greater the distance, the more likely small errors would
occur. “I quickly reviewed my outbound ground speed calculations
and wind drifts,” he noted, “and put it all in my E6B navigation
computer [basically, a circular slide-rule] and came up with an ETA
[estimated time of arrival] for Captain Cadwalader.” Seigrist touched
down at Barrow in the constant Arctic daylight at 11:30 p.M.—within
one and a half minutes of Jordan’s estimate.

Cadwalader faced a dilemma. Both Jordan and the navigators of the
P2V were convinced that their navigation had been accurate. Jordan
believed the Navy had given him the wrong position; Maier and
Olsonowski were positive that they had properly placed NP8 and that the
problem lay with Jordan. Cadwalader was impressed with the accuracy of
Jordan’s ETA for Barrow. The P2V, on the other hand, had missed its ETA
by twenty minutes, suggesting that NP8 lay north of its*plotted position.

In the end Cadwalader decided on a plan of action that would
involve both aircraft. The P2V, with ARL pilot Fischer on board,
would leave Barrow two hours before the B-17 and attempt to locate
NP8. The B-17, following behind with the COLDFEET team, would
conduct its own search. If the P2V succeeded in finding the Soviet ice
station, it would contact the B-17 and direct it to the area by radio.

Lowe left Barrow at 9:00 A.M. on May 28. Following the same
procedure they had used earlier, Maier and Olsonowski directed the
aircraft toward the spot where they believed the drifting station could
be found. Lowe arrived in the search area at 2:00 r.M. in deteriorat-
ing weather conditions. With restricted visibility, he had to set up a
tight square search pattern as he hunted for the target.

Meanwhile, the B-17 had departed from Barrow at 10:50 A.M.
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Directed by Jordan, the aircraft reached its search area at 4:00 p.M.
Seigrist also began to fly a square search pattern as all eyes scanned the
barren ice pack below.

At 5:00 p.M., following three hours of searching, the P2V located
NP8 at 83° N, 130° W. Lowe immediately sent the agreed upon radio
signal to Seigrist: “The magnetic survey has been completed!” The B-17
lay some forty-two miles distant. Lowe took an Ultra High Frequency
(UHF) radio bearing on transmissions from the aircraft and gave
Seigrist the proper heading to fly to reach the target.

Word that the elusive ice station had at last been located energized
the COLDFEET team. Smith, LeSchack, and Walter again checked
their main and reserve parachutes, then reexamined their survival and
survey equipment. They paid special attention to the parachutes on
the Skyhook retrieval containers, upon which their survival depended.
Smith, as usual, betrayed little emotion, with only the slightest hint of
a smile of anticipation around his eyes. The ebullient LeSchack, how-
ever, could hardly contain his emotions as the project he had set in
motion so many months ago at last neared its denouement.

Jumpmasters Wall and Johnson gathered their wind drift markers
and proceeded to their assigned stations—Wall in the bombardier’s
window in the nose, Johnson at the “Joe hole” that had replaced the
wartime belly turret. Fulton darted forward and aft, jumping over
drop bundles, as he prepared to photograph the action.

Arriving over the drifting station, Seigrist began to circle at three
hundred feet to inspect the camp. He observed a group of buildings,
an abandoned tractor, and an ice runway. “A long ridge of pressure
ice had formed and ran across the mid section of the runway,” he
noted, “making it inactive for large aircraft.” The Soviets obviously
had had to abandon the station in haste before the runway became
unusable. Logistical support of the camp, Seigrist recognized, had
been “totally dependent on the runway length being capable of
accommodating large aircraft” (see Figure 4).

Smith carefully examined the site to ensure that they were looking
at NP8 and not Drifting Station Charlie. After Smith confirmed the
identity of the camp and made sure there was no sign of life—man or
bear—Seigrist climbed to 1,200 feet while Johnson opened the Joe
hole. Upon Wall’s command from the nose, Johnson dropped a
smoke grenade. When it failed to ignite, he threw out a second marker.
Although it, too, failed, Wall and Johnson had supervised so many jumps
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for the U.S. Forest Service that they were confident they could place
Smith and LeSchack anywhere they wanted to go on the ice below.
After Smith pointed out a drop zone near the station, Seigrist—who
had made hundreds of airdrops for CAT/Air America—set up his
approach. He had agreed with Price that as a former Army Air Forces

Figure 4
Russian map of NP8. Note changing dimensions as floe disintegrates.
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pilot he would fly the B-17 for Smith’s drop, while ex-Navy flyer Price
would take the controls for LeSchack’s exit.

As Smith positioned himself at the Joe hole, sitting on a step aft of
the radio compartment, LeSchack leaned over and shouted a final
reminder to ignite a smoke flare as soon as he landed. Smith nodded
in acknowledgment. Moments later Johnson began the countdown to
jump. Three. Two. One. Then he gave a gentle shove as he eased
Smith through the hole and into the cold Arctic air at 5:50 P.M.

As Smith descended toward the snow-covered pack ice, he found
himself drifting toward the station’s radio antenna. With thoughts of
possible impalement passing through his mind, the experienced
jumper pushed down hard on both of his parachute toggles in an
effort to increase his forward speed. The technique worked. Smith
avoided the radio mast and made a soft landing in one and a half feet
of snow. He set off a smoke flare, then radioed Wall to make his next
pass fifty yards to the right.”

Meanwhile, LeSchack positioned himself over the Joe hole.
Johnson double-checked his static line, which was hooked into a bulk-
head D-ring behind him. As LeSchack was putting on his helmet,
Cadwalader leaned over and shouted above the roaring engine,
“Good luck, Leonard. I envy you.”

Thoughts of apprehension and elation passed through LeSchack’s
mind as Johnson began the countdown. Finally; Johnson shouted
“Jump!” in his ear. LeSchack breathed a quick prayer, then eased him-
self out of the Joe hole at 5:57 r.M. Remembering his training,
LeSchack kept his feet together, held the kit beneath his reserve chute
with his left arm, and tightly grasped the ripcord of the reserve chute in
his right hand. Seconds later he felt a jerk, looked up, and with
immense relief saw his canopy fully deployed.

LeSchack experienced a sense of near euphoria as he floated down—a
feeling of freely floating that only parachutists know, combined with the
realization that the culmination of all his planning, aggravation, badger-
ing of senior officers, and personal commitment was at hand. Looking
downward, he saw the green smoke of Smith’s flare. He tugged gently on
one of his toggles to alter the direction of his descent. As he neared the
landing spot, he pulled both toggles as Smith shouted encouragement
and instructions. The ice approached faster and faster as LeSchack got
closer to Smith’s position. Finally, he wheeled the chute into the wind and
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touched down perfectly. It was the softest Janding LeSchack had ever
made on his tenth—and what would prove to be his last—jump.

With the two men safely on the ice and no need for Dr. Walter’s
assistance, Seigrist commenced a series of eight cargo drops. Between
6:02 and 6:22 P.M., equipment rained down from the B-17, all on tar-
get. Smith promptly retrieved the Forest Service beacon and turned it
on. Designed for short-range use (lest the Soviets pick up the signal),
it could be heard clearly within five miles of the station. After final
assurances from Smith and LeSchack that all was well, Seigrist left the
area at 6:45 P.M. for the long flight back to Barrow.

As the B-17 disappeared over the southern horizon, Smith and
LeSchack experienced a sudden sense of isolation and exhaustion. They
stood together in the center of the camp for what seemed a long time,
then turned their attention to the task at hand. They first conducted a
hut-by-hut examination of the station to identify the best location to set
up housekeeping. After about an hour they selected what appeared to
be the senior scientist’s cabin. There were two double-decker beds on
either side of the hut, a work table at the end opposite the entrance,
and, near the door, a wood-coal stove and small table.

They next opencd all their drop bundles and arranged the contents
outside the hut so they could begin their investigation the next day. After
bringing in the food supplies, Smith lit a small sterno stove and began
cooking a couple of cans of stew for dinner. To Smith’s delight LeSchack
produced a flask of Canadian Club he had managed to stash—with some
difficulty—among the medical supplies, two Leica-M3 cameras, note-
books, and .45-caliber magnum in his jump kit. The two promptly pre-
pared a drink familiar to all those who have worked on ice: C.C. and snow.

Although Smith and LeSchack found blankets and mattresses in the
camp, the bedding was so smelly and grimy that they opted for their
own sleeping bags. For added comfort they inflated their air mattresses,
which they placed on top of the Russian mattresses. After finishing off
LeSchack’s pint of whiskey, they crawled into their sleeping bags to
get some rest. Exhausted, both mentally and physically, they quickly
fell into a deep sleep.

After they awoke in the morning, they fired up the sterno stove,
made coffee, and discussed their day’s activities. After making a pre-
liminary survey of the camp, they would identify an order of priority
for detailed study. Using a photogrammetrically prepared map of the
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station, they would divide their investigation into four geographical
areas. They then would work independently, comparing their findings
at the end of the day.

After Smith departed for his designated search area, LeSchack set
up their radio equipment. In accordance with arrangements made
with Cadwalader, both NP8 and Barrow would monitor the designated
band twice daily but would not transmit unless there was something
urgent to report. NP8 would transmit twelve hours prior to the
scheduled pickup on the third day. Using the toboggan Fulton had
insisted that he acquire for the previous operation from Resolute,
LeSchack moved the case of heavy batteries to the hut that the Soviets
had used for their radio station. All that remained were switches, con-
trol panels, one high-frequency transmitter, an antenna coupler, and a
huge pile of electronic-parts debris on the floor.

LeSchack’s radio, which had been wrapped in both sleeping bags
for the paradrop, was ready for immediate hookup. Although pre-
pared to string his own antenna, LeSchack hoped to save himself the
work by using the existing arrays. After looking carefully at the Soviet
antennas, he selected one that had the best orientation for communi-
cating with Barrow. Not surprisingly, it was the least-sophisticated
antenna; the more directive arrays were pointed toward the Soviet
Union. He hooked up his transceiver to the storage batteries and
turned on the set. It worked without any problems. He then tuned
the receiver to the twenty-meter band and picked up Russian-language
broadcasts. The transmitter also seemed to load up properly when
attached to the antenna. He believed that if propagation conditions
were right, contact could be made with Barrow.

While LeSchack worked on the radio, Smith investigated the aban-
doned camp. In general he found the Russian facilities to be “crude.”
The shelters were doubled-walled plywood. Unlike the Jamesway huts
on Ice Station Charlie, they were not mounted on skids. This would
make them more difficult to move when pedestaling took place dur-
ing the summer months.

Several of the huts were rather crudely holed for wiring for instrument
leads, almost as if hatchets or hammers had been used. Electrical systems
could only be described as “haphazard”; some huts were not wired at all.
The equipment left behind by the Soviets was World War II vintage. An
abandoned D-4-sized tractor was in sad shape and likely prewar.

The Soviets had used coal for heating. The smoke not only would
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produce a great deal of contamination, but also would settle down
and create problems during the summer when anything dark on the
ice accelerates melting. The Soviets seemed to put effort into their
equipment only when absolutely necessary.

Later in the day Smith and LeSchack came together to inspect the
kitchen and mess hall. “What a horror!” LeSchack observed. “Food
was still on the stove, frozen in greasy skillets. There was dried blood
all over, and animal carcasses, including dog carcasses, were laying
around in an adjacent shed.” The mess hall had a seating capacity of
about fifteen. No doubt the station’s complement was fed in two shifts.

In one corner of the mess hall Smith and LeSchack found a dozen
16-mm motion picture films, indicating that the hut also served as a
social center. Tacked to the walls were political posters that exhorted
citizens to work hard for the Communist party. Scribbled across one
of the posters was a note from the station commander giving the date
of abandonment and asking anyone finding the message to contact
the Soviet Arctic and Antarctic Institute in Leningrad. Smith folded up
the poster and stuffed it into the pocket of his coveralls.

The two men continued their investigation in favorable weather.
The temperature stood at 15°, with ten knots of wind. The sky was
overcast, and a light but steady snow came down. After some twelve
hours of activity the men came back together to share an evening meal
and compare notes. Smith had some scientific items that he asked
TeSchack to identify, while LeSchack had material in Russian that he
wanted Smith to translate. After a C-ration meal they climbed into
their cold sleeping bags for a second night’s sleep in the high Arctic.

They split up again the next morning, this time making a detailed
examination of each hut, sifting carefully through the debris, collect-
ing important artifacts, photographing instruments, and in general
seeking information that might be useful to intelligence analysts. In
one of the huts that had been used as a photographic darkroom
LeSchack found a strip of 35-mm negatives in the negative carrier of
an enlarger. They turned out to be photographs of the camp staff.
LeSchack was particularly amused by one showing a burly scientist in
a bathing suit smiling for the camera as he sat on the ice next to a lead.

Smith also discovered several personal mementos of the previous
occupants. The radio hut, for example, contained a pad of messages
from family members to the camp’s staff. One was from a mother
admonishing her son to wear plenty of warm clothes when he stepped
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outside. Both Smith and LeSchack found a number of pinup girls
attached to the walls of the huts—they were all pictures of ballerinas.

The major thrust of LeSchack’s efforts was to determine how advanced
an oceanography program the Soviets were conducting, and to find any
clues about the state of Soviet acoustical surveillance. He took pho-
tographs showing generators that were cushioned on rubber tires. The
Soviets obviously were trying to muffle the noise on the station, some-
thing that would be done in association with acoustical surveillance work.

The two investigators met again at the end of the day to discuss
their findings. Pleased with their progress, they turned in for the night,
confident that they could complete their work before the scheduled
arrival of the B-17 the next day.

When LeSchack awoke on the third day, May 31, he turned on his
transmitter and began sending a weather report to Barrow. Using his own
amateur radio call sign (W4RVN), he couched the message in jargon that
ham operators invariably use. Transmitting just outside the twenty-meter
amateur radio band, where there would be no interference from ham
operators, LeSchack figured that should the message be picked up by
unintended listeners, the worst anyone would think was that he had acci-
dentally drifted out of the assigned amateur band. After sending at the
agreed upon time and hearing no response, LeSchack reluctantly
concluded that propagation conditions were not adequate to establish
communication with Barrow. As it turned out, he was only partially
correct. A fragmentary and garbled weather report had reached ARL.

%

While Smith and LeSchack were conducting their investigation of
NP8, preparations for their pickup were being made at Barrow. Under
Fulton’s scrutiny, Intermountain mechanics Leo Turk and Carson
Gerken installed the Skyhook horns on the B-17 and rigged the
deflection lines. On May 30 Seigrist and Price checked out the equip-
ment by making a practice pickup of a static load in front of ARL. The
next morning Cadwalader heard enough of LeSchack’s weather
report to judge that conditions at NP8 would permit a pickup.

The B-17 left Barrow at 9:35 A.M. on May 31. Navigator Jordan
directed Seigrist toward the predicted position of NP8, shooting a
series of sun lines as the aircraft flew northward over the pack ice.
Reaching the target area at 2:40 p.M., Seigrist began his usual square
search. The weather, contrary to expectations, was terrible. With a
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ceiling of only five hundred feet, Seigrist had to fly tight patterns. The
restricted visibility of one to three miles further hampered the search.

Seigrist flew the search pattern for over four hours as the crew of
the B-17 scanned the bleak ice field for signs of the Soviet drifting sta-
tion. They saw nothing. Seigrist, listening for the UHF beacon at
NP8, heard nothing. Finally, at 7:00 p.M., fuel considerations forced
an end to the search.

On the Soviet drift station, Smith and LeSchack, according to their
plan for their Skyhook retrieval and their collection of Soviet artifacts,
had chosen a pickup zone outside of the camp area. The original plan
had been to leave their findings for the last of the three pickups, allowing
a measure of safety so that in case one of the pickup kits was inoperable,
the last kit would be switched to personnel pickup. However, it became
clear with the increasing surface wind that there would be no safe way
of keeping two balloons aloft in the same area at the same time. It also
became clear that it would take two men to launch an inert load.

Smith and LeSchack had to carefully choose what would be sent
skyward. The combined weight and size of their findings would have
to approximate the weight of an adult male (150 pounds) and be con-
figured so that the pickup container would be aeronautically stable in
flight and able to fit through the tail entrance of the B-17. They
decided to use a duffle bag that originally had served as a drop con-
tainer. Then they carefully packed the selected material into the bag,
ensuring that a pear-shaped configuration would be produced.

Smith and LeSchack took the duffle bag via sled to an area close to
the abandoned tractor. Next they prepared a pile of debris, including
old rubber tires, which they planned to ignite as the pickup time
approached. At 3:00 PM. they turned on the U.S. Forest Service
radio beacon and lit the pile. The expected pillar of black smoke
quickly dissipated in the wind. In any event, it likely could not be seen
against the gray, overcast sky. After waiting several hours for the arrival
of the B-17, the disappointed men gave up and returned to their hut.

#

Cadwalader’s confidence in Jordan’s navigational skills had dimin-
ished during the earlier search for NP8. Although he had released the
Navy P2V following the successful insertion of Smith and LeSchack,
he had reserved the option of recalling the aircraft if necessary. Before
departing Barrow on May 31 for the pickup at NP8, he had arranged
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with ARL director Max Brewer to recall the P2V upon receipt of a radio
message from the B-17. As Seigrist flew southward, Cadwalader sent the
prearranged signal to Brewer: The P2V should return to Barrow.

Lieutenant Lowe and several of his crew were attending a movie at
their home base of Kodiak Naval Air Station on the evening of May
31 when they were called to Operations and ordered to fly to Barrow.
A run-up check of the P2V, however, revealed problems with the
engines. The trouble turned out to be the propellers, which had been
pitted by rocks thrown up when reversing pitch on Barrow’s PSP run-
way. Both propellers would have to be changed. Although reluctant
to give up his own aircraft, Lowe had no choice but to use a substitute.

Lowe’s troubles continued as he headed toward Barrow. En route,
the substitute P2V developed engine and compass problems. He arrived
at Barrow after midnight with an aircraft that could not be used for the
search until repaired with parts that had to be flown in from Kodiak.

Meanwhile, on NP8, LeSchack and Smith were behaving with a
surprising lack of concern despite not being retrieved on the appointed
day. They began to prepare for a long siege. They had the makings for
all the potable water they needed and sufficient C-rations for a month,
and when these ran out, they could start on the frozen carcasses in the
Soviet food storage locker. While the latter did not appeal to their
“bourgeois” tastes, they knew they could remain there with enough
food for at least a year. When they returned to their hut, Smith
announced that it was time to “clean house,” whereupon he found a
broom and began sweeping. They did indeed clear out the hut they
now called home, tossing unnecessary furniture and debris left by the
previous tenants out into the snow. The coal and wood stove, which
they had not bothered to light during the first three days, was now
cleaned out, refueled with the ample coal supplies left on the station,
and fired up. They rearranged the tapestries hanging from the walls to
their liking, and within a few hours had transformed the hut into
more livable quarters.

&

That evening, with the stove providing a pleasant warmth, Smith and
LeSchack removed several layers of clothing, melted enough snow to
take sponge baths, and attempted to transform a C-ration meal into
more gourmet fare. They had completed, according to their previous
plan, the significant part of their investigation at this point. Since ‘it
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was now clear they would have additional time, they relaxed and dis-
cussed future plans for work on the station. They had an opportunity
to evaluate what they had accomplished and what the ramifications of
their findings were. Clearly they had made a worthwhile intelligence
find. The fact that they might never return to report it never entered
their minds. They felt secure that ultimately they would be picked up,
but, recognizing that Captain Cadwalader was undoubtedly “going
through hell” at the moment, they wondered just how and when the
pickup would be accomplished. After a long discussion of the impli-
cations of their investigation and of the general plan for the following
day’s research until the pickup aircraft arrived, they banked the stove
fire and retred to their sleeping bags, knowing they would sleep well
while Cadwalader would not.

The following morning they awoke early, and LeSchack went to the
radio shack to find out if he could hear any transmissions from
Barrow. He and Smith, after some discussion, and knowing that the
crew at Barrow would be continually looking for them, decided it
would not be wise to transmit again for fear of giving away their activ-
ities. In retrospect, this was a bad decision, because the crew at
Barrow actually could hear them, and a transmission at the time would
have relieved Cadwalader tremendously. Upon hearing nothing, from
Barrow, however, Smith and LeSchack resumed their investigative
activities and began a much closer examination of each hut.

S

Cadwalader, having heard nothing from Smith and IteSchack since
the initial partial weather report, was anxious to reach the two men.
Rather than wait for the P2V to be repaired, he arranged for
Lieutenant Maier to join the B-17 crew for another try at locating the
Soviet drift station.

Seigrist lifted off the PSP runway at Barrow at 1:40 r.M. on June 1.
With Maier shooting the sun and Jordan plotting the positions, the
aircraft once again headed northward. Reaching the predicted posi-
tion of NP8 at 6:30 r.M., Seigrist began his square search in weather
that had improved since the previous day. The ceiling had risen from
one thousand to three thousand feet, and the visibility was ten to
twelve miles, occasionally reduced to one mile. After fifteen minutes
observers on the B-17 spotted the ubiquitous Ice Station Charlie. As
the range and bearing from Charlie to NP8 was known, Cadwalader
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grew optimistic about the prospects of locating Smith and LeSchack.
“Success seemed assured,” he reported.®

Seigrist, using the gyro compass, took up a heading for NP8.
Arriving at the location, he saw nothing. Again, he began a square
search. Four fruitless hours later he abandoned the search, climbed up
through the overcast, and headed for Barrow. As Maier and Jordan
once again shot sun lines in the Arctic midnight, their calculations
revealed that the gyro compass had precessed 30 degrees. With an
error of this magnitude, the chances of flying an accurate course from
Charlie to NP8 had been nil.

At about 7:00 p.M. down on the ice, Smith and LeSchack thought,
as they had the previous day, that they heard the drone of engines, but
it may have been wishful thinking. In any event, they saw no aircraft,
so they continued their work until the evening radio schedule. Once
again they listened without transmitting, then retired to the hut for
dinner, an evaluation of the day’s activities, and finally sleep.

On the morning of June 2 they awakened, monitored the Barrow
frequency, had breakfast, and continued to refine their intelligence
gathering. They took more notes and photographs and recovered
more artifacts. They rearranged their “booty” bag to include new
finds and excluded items they now believed to be less important.

&

The tired B-17 crew reached Barrow at 4:00 A.M. on Saturday, June 2.
The aircraft had flown twenty-eight hours and thirty minutes during
the previous two days, and Cadwalader was growing concerned about
the condition of both the aircraft and the pilots. Adding to his worries
was the continued lack of communication with Smith and LeSchack.
Cadwalader recognized the chances were excellent that LeSchack
and Smith, with their extensive polar survival experience, were safe,
having plenty of food and much to keep them completely occupied;
consequently, Cadwalader was not overly concerned about them. The
specter of facing the Washington admirals, however, who had warned
strongly against the scheme and who now might be forced to lose face
by requesting that the Air Force Air Rescue Service be brought in to
help find the men, was both real and imminent. Messages, of course,
had gone out from Barrow detailing COLDFEET’s progress; Phases I
and II were complete, and Phase IIT was continuing . . . and continuing.
It would be only a matter of hours before the Washington brass rec-
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ognized that Phase III was going on considerably longer than
planned, and they would react strongly and unfavorably. Cadwalader
wanted to avoid this at all cost; accordingly, he was anxious that the
next mission be successful so that he would not have to delay report-
ing on a completed Phase IV. Clearly, further delays would trigger a
larger, publicized search.

While the B-17 had been looking for NP8 on June 1, Lieutenant
Barnes arrived from Kodiak with Lowe’s aircraft. He had not carried
additional navigators as he did not expect his crew to be used for the
search. Cadwalader, however, was drawing up contingency plans to meet
the growing emergency. He made tentative arrangements to have a third
P2V brought in from Kodiak, together with enough navigators so that
there would be two on each aircraft. The three P2Vs would conduct
staggered searches on subsequent days, “allowing the B-17, which was
showing signs of wear, to stand down until the site was located.”®

Before putting this plan into action, Cadwalader decided to make
one more effort to find NP8 with the assets on hand. He wanted to
duplicate the successful search of May 28. Lowe’s P2V would leave
two hours before the B-17. Both aircraft would search for the Soviet
drifting station. If the P2V managed to locate it, Lowe would again
direct Seigrist to the target by UHF radio bearings.

#

The search for the stranded investigators was renewed on Saturday,
June 2. In accordance with Cadwalader’s plan, the P2V took off at
10:00 A.M., six hours after the B-17 had returned to Barrow following
its failed attempt to locate the Soviet drifting station. The tired crew of
the Skyhook aircraft was scheduled to depart again at noon, allowing
time for only a brief rest. A problem with the deflection lines, however,
caused a delay while Fulton worked on the rigging. As a result, it was
not until 1:25 p.M. that the B-17 lifted off the Barrow runway.

As he headed northward, Lowe found the weather conditions far
less favorable than they had been on his previous searches. He had to
fly above a solid layer of clouds at ten thousand feet in order for Maier
and Olsonowski to see the sun. Using this altitude meant higher fuel
consumption. Arriving over the predicted point, Lowe let down to
five hundred feet, remaining in and out of clouds. The visibility was
no more than a half mile. It did not matter, however; he had only
begun to fly the first leg of the square search when he picked up the
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short-range UHF beacon on NP8. Maier and Olsonowski, in an
impressive display of navigational skill, had brought the P2V almost
on top of the drifting station. Lowe contacted a delighted Smith on
the radio, made sure that the two men were well and ready for pickup,
then waited for the arrival of the B-17.

As time passed without hearing anything from the B-17, Lowe began
to get concerned about his fuel reserves. The need to fly at a high alti-
tude from Barrow had burned more gasoline than previously, reducing
his loiter time in the search area. Lowe finally established radio contact
with the tardy B-17, but it became questionable whether or not he could
remain on station long enough to direct Seigrist to NP8. Although the
B-17 received a strong signal from the P2V, it took thirty minutes for the
Skyhook aircraft to reach the ice station, which it had missed by seventy-
five miles. Finally, seven minutes after Lowe’s absolute deadline for
departure, the B-17 flew into sight. “I stayed a bit longer than the time
needed to reach Barrow on one engine,” Lowe recalled, “figuring it
would be OK if [an] engine failed a few minutes after I departed the
area.” Lowe’s decision spelled the difference between success and failure.
As Cadwalader reported: “It was lucky that he waited, as the visibility was
no more than a mile and the ceiling 500 feet, and without [Lowe’s] aid,
the B-17 would probably never have arrived.”

*

LeSchack had been hauling his toboggan from one hut to another
when he first heard the welcome sound of aircraft engines. He looked
up and saw the unmistakable shape of a P2V in the distance. In his
excitement he jumped up and down and waved his arms. He then
yelled for Smith, who was working inside one of the buildings. Smith
retrieved the UHF survival radio from inside his parka and quickly
established voice contact with “Backdoor Four.” Lowe said that the
B-17 was on its way but would not arrive for another two hours.

Smith and LeSchack returned to their hut for what they hoped
would be their last C-ration meal. As they made final preparations for
departing NP8, Smith kept in touch with the P2V. The news was not
good. Lowe was short on fuel, and the B-17 had not yet made radio
contact. The P2V had throttled down to minimum speed in an effort
to conserve every possible drop of precious gasoline. From the ice,
the patrol aircraft was moving so slowly that it looked as if it was
about to fall out of the sky.
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Smith and LeSchack moved to the pickup location, carrying their
special Skyhook overalls, the pockets of which were now packed with
their notes and exposed film. They wanted to at least ensure the safe
return of these items if for some reason the pickup of the dead-weight
cargo was unsuccessful. After many anxious minutes of watching the
P2V circle slowly overhead, Lowe finally announced that he had
established radio contact with the Skyhook aircraft and that it was en
route to the station.

Smith and LeSchack strained their eyes through the gray overcast
sky for sight of the B-17. The wind was picking up, and blowing snow
had begun to decrease visibility. At last, to the immense relief of the two
men, the B-17, resplendent with its nose yoke, appeared on the hori-
zon. Lowe wished the COLDFEET team luck, then announced that
he was returning to Barrow.

Establishing UHF radio communications with Seigrist, Smith
asked him to drop the spare Skyhook package so that 150 pounds of
cargo could be lifted off the station. He also wanted an additional
cylinder of helium, as he feared that the cold might have caused
shrinkage of the gas in the cylinders they had with them. At 6:20 p.M.
the B-17 dropped the requested items.

Smith and LeSchack inflated all three balloons and tethered them
to the abandoned tractor. With the wind rising, it proved difficult to
manage the helium-filled balloons, which required the efforts of both
men. At the same time, the blowing snow threatened to cause white-
out conditions, alarming the COLDFEET team. “It was beginning to
get a bit sweaty,” Smith observed. ’

As Seigrist set up his approach, Smith and LeSchack struggled to
ready the booty bag for the pickup. The wind over the ice had
reached fifteen knots, as measured by the Soviet pocket anemome-
ter that LeSchack had found in the meteorology hut. As the balloon
reached the end of its tether, it drifted downwind. The pickup line
lay over a considerable distance from the vertical in the strong wind.
Smith and LeSchack struggled to keep the duffle bag from sailing
down the ice.

After the line was fully extended for several seconds, the two men
felt a sharp jolt, followed by a sudden release of tension. They realized
that a safety system, designed by Fulton to prevent the balloon from
breaking loose if a pilot struck the lift line but failed to engage it, had
activated. The top portion of the lift line consisted of a special braid,
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called a slip or monkey knot, that compressed 175 feet of line into 35
feet. The braid was secured with a piece of eighty-pound test line. If the
pickup plane’s wing struck the line, the shock would cause the monkey
knot to unfasten, releasing the extra 140 feet and allowing it to pass
around the wing tip without breaking the balloon. This would give the
pilot a second chance to make the pickup. The wind over NP8, however,
was so strong that it caused the monkey knot to unravel, releasing the
140 feet of line. It took ten seconds for the balloon to travel to its new
apex; the pull on the line then returned with increased force.

As Seigrist approached the ice station, he knew that the pickup
would be far from routine. He later described the scene:

The buildings passed under my right wing on my final flight path
to the line. Instantly upon loss of sight of the buildings the horizon
definition disappeared into the grey ice crystal-dominated atmos-
phere. I was instantly in a situation that could be imagined as flying
in a void. I could see the line ahead with no problem but realized I
was on the borderline of up or down or left or right vertigo
although with the line going straight up ahead I had wings-level
information. As soon as contact was made on the line I immediately
went from visual to flying by instruments to avoid vertigo.

The sky anchor locked onto the line, which was pulled on board and
attached to the winch. As the cargo neared the B-17, tail position
operator Nicol discovered that its contents had shifted during
retrieval, causing the bag to assume a shape that could not be pulled
through the tail opening. Calling for assistance, he began to unload
the bag while it remained hanging just outside the tail. After the
removal of several items, he was able to drag it into the aircraft.

With the cargo safely aboard, Seigrist and Price traded seats for the
retrieval of LeSchack. As previously agreed, Seigrist would fly the B-17
during Smith’s drop and retrieval, while Price would handle
LeSchack. “Now the moment of truth had arrived,” Seigrist empha-
sized. “After all the months of practice, Doug and I were to make our
first live pickup under conditions we had never experienced or could
even have imagined.”

On the ice below, LeSchack, fastened into his harness and holding
the inflated balloon as close to the surface as possible in order to
maintain control in the ever-increasing wind, trudged to the pickup
zone near the tractor. The area was reasonably clear, with the nearest
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obstacle of consequence being the pressure ridge, three hundred yards
away, that had destroyed NP8’s runway.

After moving some one hundred yards from Smith and the tractor,
LeSchack decided he had found a safe spot and released his balloon.
Turning slowly toward Smith, LeSchack threw a salute at his senior
colleague, then plopped down on the ice and assumed the standard
pickup position.

LeSchack looked upward. Seeing the balloon about to extend the
pickup line to its full length, he pulled his balaclava helmet (stitched
to resemble a modern ski mask) over his face so that only his eyes were
visible. This would protect his face from the 125 knots of icy wind he
would encounter while being pulled behind the aircraft. He then
waited. In a matter of seconds the pickup line reached its full height.
At that point, to LeSchack’s horror, he became almost weightless!

With the strong wind at the balloon’s altitude exerting an upward
pull nearly equal to LeSchack’s 185 pounds, he began to bounce
across the surface toward the pressure ridge. Frantically, he tried to
grab hold of a piece of ice to halt his progress. If he could not stop,
he faced the prospect of being severely battered by the jagged blocks
of ice that comprised the pressure ridge and having his pickup line
entangled. Adding to his woes, LeSchack’s face mask had twisted on
his head during his struggle, leaving him sightless.

LeSchack suppressed an urge to panic. The thought came to him
that his pickup line would react in similar fashion to the line on the
booty bag. The wind stress would release the monkey knot, allowing
the line to extend an additional 140 feet. LeSchack tried desperately
to arrest his progress across the ice as he waited for the eighty-pound
test line to break. Seconds later he felt the jerk. His weightlessness
immediately disappeared. He had about ten seconds before the bal-
loon would reach its new elevation and he once again would be
dragged toward the pressure ridge.

LeSchack applied his full weight to the surface and with a strength
born of desperation dug small holes in the ice with his mittened
hands. By the time the balloon had reached the end of its tether, he
was able to lay prone on the ice and maintain his fragile handhold to
prevent further sliding. As he waited anxiously for the pickup, he
began to wonder about the likely effects of his highly unorthodox and
possibly dangerous lift-off position.

Price, following Seigrist’s advice, had oriented his approach on
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ground markers as he flew toward the station. Nearing the nylon line,
he lost peripheral sight of the buildings that had been providing a use-
ful horizon. Slightly disoriented, he contacted the nylon line below
the mylar marker. Nose-trigger operator Scott watched as the line slid
down the horns and locked into the sky anchor. As it streamed along
the underside of the fuselage, assistant jumpmaster Johnson reached
down through the Joe hole and placed a clamp on it. He then signaled
Scott to release the line. After tail position operator Nicol secured it,
Johnson released the clamp. The line was then attached to the winch,
and Daniels began to pull it on board.

LeSchack felt the normal jerk when he was lifted off the ice. As he
began to streamline behind the B-17, his unusual pickup position
caused problems. The pickup line harness had tightened with the
connection in front of his face instead of behind his head, as it was
supposed to do. This meant LeSchack was being towed through the
air at 125 knots with his face into the wind. He found it nearly impos-
sible to breathe. Recalling the aerobatics experiment he had conducted
during his first pickup at Pax River, LeSchack stretched out his arms.
Using them as ailerons, he forced himself into a 180-degree roll so
that his back was to the wind, enabling him to catch his breath. The
technique worked, but it required all his remaining strength to keep
his arms extended. If he relaxed for a moment, his body would roll
back to the more stable face-into-the-wind position.

Finally, six and a half minutes after he lifted off the ice, the disori-
ented and breathless LeSchack was hauled into the B-17. He looked
exhausted, Wall recalled. A quick examination by Dr. Walter, however,
showed no obvious ill effects from the adventure. With LeSchack safely
on board, attention now shifted to Smith.

Keenly aware of LeSchack’s problems, Smith released his balloon
from his position next to the tractor. Although he had hoped to hold
onto the machine, he soon lost his grip in the strong wind. Like
LeSchack, Smith also began to drag across the ice toward the loom-
ing pressure ridge. He had traveled some seventy-five yards before he
managed to hook his heels onto an irregularity on the ice. Also, like
LeSchack, Smith lost his vision as the hood of his pickup coveralls covered
his eyes. “Then,” Smith recalled, “I was flying.” Unknown to Smith,
he nearly missed the ride of his life.1?

Following LeSchack’s piclup, Price again traded seats with Seigrist.
With the weather continuing to deteriorate, Seigrist made a tighter
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approach to the ice station, hoping to engage the line before vertigo
became a problem. As soon as the buildings disappeared beneath the wings
of the B-17, Seigrist felt the urge to turn right to catch the line, despite the
fact that he had been lined up and stable up to this point. “I forced myself
not to turn right,” he noted, “trying to overcome any vertigo.”

Seigrist caught sight of the mylar marker some two hundred yards
ahead. The marker was a bit off to his left, but there was no time to cor-
rect the approach. The line made contact with the outer portion of the
left horn. “It just hung there,” Seigrist recalled, “what for me was an
eternity.” Finally, the line slowly slid down the horn and locked into the
sky anchor. Listening over the radio, Seigrist heard Smith break into
song on his UHF radio as he was being towed through the air. At
8:18 p.M. the tired but elated senior investigator was winched on board.

With Smith and LeSchack and their precious cargo safely off the
ice, the B-17 headed back for Barrow. As the aircraft departed NP8,
Thorsrud opened his ever-present briefcase and drew out its only
contents, a bottle of Vat-69 scotch. Paper cups appeared, and the
COLDFEET team toasted their success. The last thing Smith and
LeSchack heard before falling into an exhausted sleep was the gruff
voice of an obviously relieved Cadwalader, famed for his acerbic sense
of humor, admonishing them for drinking and disorderly conduct
“on board a military aircraft.”

Itwas 2:15 A.M. on June 3 when the B-17 touched down at Barrow:.
Brewer and his assistant, John Schindler, had arranged a celebration
for the tired adventurers. After posing on the ramp for a photograph
with the P2V crew, everyone adjourned to the library of ARL. Large
tables were filled with food and booze. Smith and LeSchack passed
around Russian cigarettes from the drift station. “They tasted terri-
ble,” Lowe recalled. Smith presented Cadwalader with the poster
signed by the Soviet station commander that he had retrieved from
the wall of the station’s mess hall. Congratulations and laughter filled
the air. A difficult and dangerous mission had been accomplished
without accident or injury.





















































































