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CHAPTER 1.0 Introduction

1.1 Purpose of Study

As part of the requirements of Section 110 of the National Historic Preservation
Act (NHPA), federal agencies must evaluate their properties for historic signifi-
cance in order to manage those resources in accordance with the law. They must
identify properties under their jurisdiction that may be eligible for listing in the
National Register of Historic Places (National Register). The National Register
requires that properties and historic districts be evaluated within their historic con-
texts according to specific Criteria for Evaluation.! As one step in that NHPA com-
pliance process, this study provides a historic context for Cold War properties at
Fort Wainwright, the former Ladd Air Force Base, from 1947-1961.

From approximately 1946 until 1991, the United States and
the Soviet Union faced each other in the Cold War, a tense

\ military and ideological competition with worldwide stakes.
j\\b Alaska, as the closest American territory to the Soviet Union,
“ became an important military arena. Between 1947 and 1961,

F

% the Air Force operated an air base just east of Fairbanks,
Ladd AFB Alaska, which was known at the time as Ladd Air Force
557 & Base.” This study covers those years under the theme of Air
ﬁ? m Force Alaskan Cold War operations. It is commonly known
°Y that the Air Force played a determining role during the Cold

War in Alaska; the historical significance of the Air Force’s

<
Raed, .o o0

Figure 1. Location of Ladd AFB, Alaskan Cold War e.lct.ivity.has also been established accord-
ing to NHPA criteria in prior cultural resource surveys.
1.2 Previous Work

This previous work on Cold War property context and National Register eligibility
has covered large portions of Alaska’s Cold War military fabric.’ The Alaska State
Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) prepared The Coldest Front: Cold War Mili-
tary Properties in Alaska, a historical overview of Cold War activity and Cold War
sites in Alaska. The Alaska District, Army Corps of Engineers has issued a Cold
War Resource Management Plan including a statewide inventory of Cold War in-
stallations and property types. These documents illustrate the interdependency of
Alaska’s various military properties as parts of the region’s integrated defense net-
work.*

' U.S. Dept. of the Interior, National Park Service, National Register Bulletin, “How to Apply the National Register Criteria for Evalua-
tion,” rev. 1998, 7-8. See this bulletin for details on the specific criteria and their application.

2 Prior to the establishment of a separate Air Force, the base was known as Ladd Field. After 1947 and until the Army took over the
installation, it was Ladd Air Force Base.

* See bibliography for full citations. See below, Alaskan Air Defense System, for further discussion of Alaska’s defense systems.

* Department of Defense Legacy Resource Management Program, in cooperation with Alaska State Historic Preservation Officer, The
Coldest Front: Cold War Military Properties in Alaska, by William J. Siedler, draft report, (Anchorage, Alaska Department of Natural Resources,
Feb. 1996), 33.
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Individual installations and systems have also been documented for National Reg-
ister eligibility. These include Shemya, King Salmon, and Galena AFBs, and the
Aircraft Control and Warning (AC&W) sites, documented by the Air Force's 611*
Civil Engineering Squadron. Hanscom AFB in Massachusetts prepared a study of
the Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line. The DEW Line was determined eligible
for the National Register, and Hanscom AFB then prepared a Historic American
Buildings Survey architectural recordation of one of the DEW sites. The Corps of
Engineers studied the Nike Hercules system and sites as well as the historic struc-
tures of Eieison AFB. They also reported on the White Alice Communications Sys-
tem (WACS), which was determined eligible for the National Register. Charles
Mobley and Associates performed a historic architecture inventory and evaluation
for Fort Greely. The SHPO also prepared a public information interpretive pam-
phlet on Nike Site Summit near Anchorage, as well as a National Register nomina-
tion for the property. Nike Site Summit was listed on the National Register in 1996.

The Cold War context for Ladd AFB had not been studied in depth, although the
base’s earlier history is well documented. The installation has a World War II his-
toric district designated as a National Historic Landmark in 1984. In 1998, Gene
Stout & Associates prepared an inventory of selected Cold War resources at Ft.
Wainwright (Ladd), Ft. Richardson, and Ft. Greely. That study was an overview
which sought out properties that might be eligible for National Register status un-
der the “exceptional importance™ criterion for buildings less than fifty years old.
Presently, with the fifty-year horizon now at hand for all early Cold War properties,
managers need a specific historic context for this installation to use in evaluating
the significance of remaining properties. This study develops that installation-wide
context.

1.3 Methods and Results

The authors of a U.S. Army thematic study on Cold War properties pointed out that
“[t]he time span and complexity of the context is enormous and unprecedented.
The Cold War is the history of the world since 1945, sifting through it will take
decades. Most other historic contexts [such as World War 1I]...are more manage-
able.” At an installation level, describing the Cold War historic context is not quite
so daunting, but it can present a number of challenges.

Traditional military histories are not organized from an installation perspective.
Instead, they record the developments within commands and units. At Ladd, as at
most bases, there were substantial numbers of units rotating through the facility,
and as they departed, their records often left the site with them. Frequently, units
and even whole lines of command were redesignated or reorganized. Furthermore,
many activities were considered classified or restricted at the time. Consequently,
on a practical level it is not possible to reconstruct a detailed picture of the many
organizations which were present at Ladd during the early Cold War, and it is not
necessary for evaluating significance. More valuable is an overview of the types of

> U.S. Army Environmental Center, Thematic Study and Guidelines: Identification and Evaluation of U.S. Army Cold War Era Mili-
tary-Industrial Historic Properties, (Aberdeen, MD), 91.
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missions which took place at this busy northern air base, and their relationship to
the larger Cold War scene.

The major portions of this study were prepared in Fairbanks during the summer of
2000, using published histories, cultural resource reports, archival collections, per-
sonal interviews, contemporary newspaper and magazine articles, and what mili-
tary records were available in the Fairbanks and Anchorage areas. Based on a thor-
ough review of this material, a table of missions was developed. The report to date
places Ladd AFB in the Cold War context and describes Air Force missions in the
major areas of air defense, strategic reconnaissance, search and rescue, and scien-
tific research. Additional material is available for further development in the areas
of communications, tactical support, training, base operations and development,
and civilian aircraft operations. The Army was also present at Ladd during this
period, conducting antiaircraft and base defense and training. However, the build-
ings associated with Army missions during the time frame of this study have been
demolished, with the exception of Hangar Five.

The missions at Ladd were significant to the Cold War at three different levels:
national, state, and local. Serving as a sector command center for air defense and a
logistical support center for all northern region Air Force activities, Ladd and its
facilities had literally far-reaching effects and a significance beyond ordinary readi-
ness and base operations. Missions including strategic reconnaissance, air defense,
and scientific research had significance at the national level. Search and rescue
operations had state-wide significance.® Ladd AFB also had intense local impacts
on the Fairbanks area, but because the national significance of the site is so sub-
stantial, local effects will not be addressed in this context study.

1959.

¢ The term “state-wide™ is used loosely. Alaska was a territory during most of the study period, not achieving statehood until January

=
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CHAPTER 2.0 cold War Background

2.1 Overview

When World War Il concluded in 1945, it had left the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. as the
world’s dominant military powers. During the latter part of the war the two nations
had been allied, but after the war the expedient nature of this alliance became
apparent. Within a very short period, a multidimensional conflict ensued between

the two superpowers. Known as the Cold War,

Moscow.

There [occurred] the most remarkable polarization
of politics in modemn history. It was as if a gigantic
magnet had somehow come into existence, com-

this hostile confrontation began without any for-
mal declaration of war but defined international
politics and superpower military strategies for
over four decades.

pelling most states, often even movements and in- At the core of the Cold War was an ideological
dividuals within states, to align themselves along battle between the competing economic and
fields of force thrown out from either Washington or political systems of democratic capitalism and

totalitarian communism. Each side saw the
- John L. Gaddis other’s system as a potentially mortal threat.

The Cold War involved worldwide geopoliti-
cal strategies, as each side sought alliances in
Europe and in the developing world. The initial tensions occurred in Europe, where
the danger of escalation from standoff to full-scale superpower battle was very
high. Over the years, limited proxy wars occurred outside that arena in Korea,
Vietnam, and Afghanistan. The U.S. and the U.S.S.R. did not engage one another
in a direct hot war, although military planners on both sides always prepared for
that contingency. Part of that preparation involved creating and sustaining a large
military-industrial complex. With the advent of nuclear weapons and the systems
for delivering them, technology itself became a critical front in the Cold War.

The Cold War’s dates are approximate. Winston Churchill’s well-known 1946 [ron
Curtain speech generally marks the Cold War’s onset while the official dissolution
of the U.S.S.R. in 1991 marks its close. Stretching over this forty-five year period,
the conflict went through several phases.® The first, “onset and containment”,
roughly corresponds to the Truman administration in the years 1946—1952. By
1947, the Truman administration established a containment policy to limit growth
of communist spheres of influence with implicit and explicit military threats, and
paired this with economic development for at-risk nations. The Berlin airlift of
1948 was the first major military application of containment; the Korean War of
1950-53 was another.

7 John L. Gaddis, Now We Know: Rethinking Cold War History, (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1997), 26. The summary in this section is
adapted from material in Gaddis and in the following sources: Michael Kort, The Columbia Guide to the Cold War, (New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 1998); Richard Alan Schwartz, The Cold War Reference Guide (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 1997).

8 Historians break down the Cold War into different phases depending on the political, military, and cultural emphases of their inquiries.
For the purposes of this study, breakdowns by presidential administration serve best.
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The second period corresponds to the Eisenhower years between 1953 and 1960.
Then, the major US strategic policy was known as “massive retaliation”. The ad-
ministration announced that Communist aggression against U.S. allies worldwide
would be met with nuclear response directed at the U.S.S.R. itself. The U.S. fo-
cused its military resources in this direction, rather than into maintaining large,
expensive ground forces.” At the same time, the technological landscape was chang-
ing. Scientists in the U.S.S.R. had unexpectedly exploded an atomic device in the
fall of 1949, several years before the Americans had estimated they could do so. A
technological arms race was underway. During 1952 and 1953, both the U.S. and
the U.S.S.R. developed nuclear fusion devices, and both nations achieved intercon-
tinental ballistic missile capability only five years later.

A third phase of the Cold War took place during the Kennedy and Johnson admin-
istrations from 1961 through 1968. Some military leaders had been advocating for
“flexible response,” believing that massive retaliation limited American options.
Flexible response focused more resources on conventional capabilities and on op-
tions for limited warfare. In 1962, the Cuban Missile Crisis occurred when the
U.S.S.R. placed intermediate-range ballistic missiles in Cuba, triggering a standoff
with the Kennedy administration which nearly led to nuclear war. Following this
crisis, the two superpowers avoided direct confrontation in each other’s immediate
spheres of influence, and the Cold War battleground moved primarily into the Third
World. During this phase, American involvement in the Vietnam conflict escalated
to its highest levels.

From 1969 until the late 1970s, the Cold War took another turn. Beginning with the
first Nixon administration, the U.S. practiced policies of détente, or peaceful co-
existence with the Soviet Union. Under the surface, the superpower relationship
continued to be hostile, but the two sides began to address issues such as nuclear
arms control. By 1979, détente had collapsed and a renewed Cold War emerged in
the next decade. However, internal politics within the Soviet Union and the East
bloc countries gradually led to the collapse of satellite communist governments
and to the dissolution of the U.S.S.R. in 1991, marking the end of the Cold War.

The time period of this study, 1947-1961, encompasses the formative periods of
the Cold War. This historic context of Ladd AFB spans the most of the Truman and
Eisenhower administrations and illustrates the role a far northern U.S. air base
played in the actual operation of early Cold War policies.

2.2 Cold War in the Arctic: The Polar Theater

The Cold War brought a new sense of ever-present, underlying threat. Since the
early years of the republic, the U.S. had experienced the luxury of being separated
from European conflicts by geography. The appearance of long-range offensive
technology at the end of World War II brought that geographical safety to an end.
Long-distance bombers and early rockets meant that military forces no longer had
to be in close proximity to inflict ravaging damage; in fact, they no longer even had
to be facing one another on the same continent. Furthermore, the shock of the 1941

° Eisenhower’s intent was to keep the U.S. economy in strong condition. The plan also compensated for the numerical inferiority of
Western forces’ conventional weapons and troops compared with the East bloc’s.
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Pearl Harbor attack, which propeiled America into World War II, was never far
from the surface. Concerns about sudden attack, particularly nuclear attack, were
part of military planning.

In the postwar age of long-range bombers, the
shortest routes for such attacks were the air

Toaay, as | look back over my diary of the war years, routes over the north polar region. Conse-
a casual event [in Norway] comes to my mind....’ quently, U.S. commanding generals began to
3 May, 1945. Dinner Russian Hdg., Kirkenes.".... respond to the “polar concept,” the idea that

the Arctic regions themselves would become a
future theater of operations. In 1946, Army Air
Forces General Carl Spaatz directed his com-
manders that “the development of the Arctic
front is our primary operational objective.”"

The little remark that lingers in my mind came just
at the end of the dinner. Colonel Grigge, seated
opposite me, was getting maudlin, and he lifted a

glass of vodka and reached across the table. Bases in the far north soon became outposts for

air defense; some hosted offensive bombers.
‘Colonel American Balchen, we drink to you,’ he Alaska, with its location so close to Soviet ter-
said thickly. ‘But one day in the Arctic we will be ritory, became a front line for land-based de-

fighting you.’ And he clinked his glass against mine. fenses as well.

- 10 . L .
Bemnt Balchen The main strategic significance of the Arctic

regions lay in its transpolar air routes and the
region’s proximity to the Soviet Union, but
military preoccupation with the polar theater
would grow to include many related factors.'> The Department of Defense would
sponsor wide-ranging scientific research and development to improve Arctic oper-
ating knowledge for its forces. In the Cold War, the Arctic would also serve as a
forward deployment zone, a warning area, a listening post, a first line of defense,
and a potential resource storehouse. Alaska became the western anchor for these
Arctic and sub-arctic activities. Alaska would be what one journalist called “our
northernmost sentry....[the] guardian of our continent.”"

2.3 Alaska’s Defense Structure

Throughout the military, the post-World War Il years were a time of extensive
reorganization. It took over a decade before the defense organization we now rec-
ognize was fully in place. Changes took place at the highest command levels. The
1947 National Security Act established the position of Secretary of Defense, while
the 1948 Key West agreement between the armed services assigned postwar roles
and missions. In 1953 and 1958, the Eisenhower administration continued to reor-
ganize and centralize the Department of Defense." These reorganizations added
another dimension to the ordinary turnover in local commands, making the time
period of this study one of unusual structural flux.

' Bernt Balchen, Come North With Me, (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1958), 296-7.

" Kenneth Schaffel, The Emerging Shield: The Air Force and the Evolution of Continental Air Defense 1945-1960. (Washington, DC:
Office of Air Force History, USAF, 1990), 57-58.

12 Lt. Col. Edward Hirsch, “United States Policy Regarding Arctic Security,” G. & P. 206, American Foreign Relations, July 29, 1964.
Copy at University of Alaska, Fairbanks, Rasmuson Library.

13 john E. Metcalf, “Alaska — lts Strategic Role in Our Defense,” The Magaczine of Wall Street (3 January 1959): 345

" Allan R. Millett and Peter Maslowski, For the Common Defense: A Military History of the United States of America, (New York: The
Free Press, 1984), 480. 512, 521, 522.
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In 1947, as part of the National Security Act, the Air Force was formally separated
from the Army as a branch of service; the division of responsibilities, personnel,
and assets took two years to complete.’”® Within the Air Force, three major operat-
ing commands existed: the Strategic Air Command, which dominated the Air Force's
budget, resources, and doctrine; the Tactical Air Command, which supported battle-
field operations; and the Air Defense Command, which oversaw air defense instal-
lations. Between these major commands and their operating wings, numbered air
forces served as intermediate commands. In Alaska’s case, this was the 11" Air
Force, assigned to Air Defense Command. Since late 1945, the 11" Air Force had
been specially designated as the Alaskan Air Command, or AAC. After 1946, AAC
located its headquarters at EImendorf AFB in Anchorage. Northern Sector head-
quarters, covering the entire area north of the Alaska Range, were at Fairbanks’
Ladd AFB.'

In 1947, the Pentagon established a unified inter-service command for Alaskan
operations—the Alaskan Command, or ALCOM. Based on the unified commands
of World War 1, it encompassed virtually all Army, Navy, and Air Force units in
Alaska under one commander-in-chief. ALCOM’s headquarters was at EImendorf
AFB, and the commanding officer of the AAC also served as the commander-in-
chief of ALCOM.

2.4 Ladd’s Role

Ladd AFB, situated on the Chena River just outside of Fairbanks, was a relatively
new installation. Developed just prior to the outbreak of World War II as a cold-
weather testing and training site, it saw a major role in the war as the transfer point
for lend-lease aircraft to the Soviet Union.'” However, that did not guarantee it
prominence or even continued existence as the war ended. Ladd’s original mission
as a cold weather test site for aircraft would soon be eclipsed.'® Throughout the
nation, temporary World War Il installations were being closed and sold through
the War Assets Administration, mothballed for future Army mobilization, or in some
cases, seeing new life as permanent bases.'®

In Alaska, ALCOM disposed of installations and assets from the Aleutian cam-
paign on a massive scale. Proceeding with a heartland defense concept, ALCOM
centralized its resources into the base complexes near Fairbanks and Anchorage.
The heartland concept was intended to provide a combat advantage by allowing a
concentrated force to deploy against attacks using protected interior lines. Since

5 Lyman Woodman, Duty Station Northwest: The U.S. Army in Alaska and Western Canada, 1867-1987, vol. 3, 1945-1987, (Anchor-
age: Alaska Historical Society, 1999), 50.

' Bernard C. Nalty, ed., Winged Shield, Winged Sword: A History of the United States Air Force, Vol 1, 1907-1950, (Washington, DC:
Air Force History and Museums Program, USAF, 1997), 376. Truman R. Strobridge, Strength in the North: A History of the Alaskan Command,
1947-1967, (Eimendorf AFB 1966) 25. John Haile Cloe and Michael Monaghan, Top Cover for America, the Air Force in Alaska 1920-1983.
(Missoula: Anchorage Chapter-Air Force Association with Pictorial Histories Publishing Co., 1984), 157.

7 Land for Ladd Field had been withdrawn by executive order in March 1937; officers selected the exact site for construction in 1939.
Delegate Dimond had won appropriations for the field in 1939, after four years of effort. In 1940, construction began, and Ladd Field was
dedicated on September 4, 1940. Cloe, 21-23. The ALSIB Lend-Lease program is documented in numerous histories including Cloe, 149-156,
Naske & Slotnick, and the Ladd Field National Historic Landmark nomination. Claus-M. Naske and Herman E. Slotnick, Alaska: A History of the
49" State, (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1987), 127. Erwin N. Thompson, National Register of Historic Places Nomination for
Ladd Field Historic Landmark, Alaska, (Denver: Denver Service Center, National Park Service, 1984).

'® A new cold weather test hangar at Eglin AFB, Florida, came online in 1947. See cold weather section for more information. History,
Air Proving Ground Command, 1 Jan - 30 June 1952; at Elmendorf AFB History Office, Ladd AFB History & Misc.

¥ U.S. Army Environmental Center, Army Cold War Historic Properties, 20.
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Alaska’s transportation infrastructure at the time was so limited and the problem of
military supply so acute, it also made sense to concentrate the bases along existing
supply lines near Anchorage and Fairbanks.™ Ladd’s location near Fairbanks, the
Richardson Highway and the Alaska Railroad, its access to fuel from the CANOL
pipeline, and its position at the time as one of the United States’ northernmost
developed air bases were important factors in securing its early Cold War promi-
nence.”!

From the late 1940s into the 1950s, Ladd AFB served as the northern hub for Air
Force activities in Alaska. As headquarters first of the Northern Sector of the AAC
and later of the 11" Air Division, Ladd was centrally involved in the Cold War
missions of the Alaskan Command and in the transient missions of other military
units, including the Strategic Air Command (SAC). Ladd was not exclusively an
Air Force site. The Army was also present to provide antiaircraft (AAA) support
and base defense. At Ladd, Cold War activities fell mainly into three time periods:
an early phase from 1946~1950; a buildup and support hub phase from 1950-1957;
and a transfer phase from 1958—1961, when the installation was tumed over to the
Army.

From 1946-1950, men from Ladd laid some of the groundwork of the early Cold
War with strategic reconnaissance and Arctic research projects. Among other mis-
sions, they made initial assessments of the Soviet presence in the Arctic; more fully
developed the practice of polar navigation; extended Arctic topography; tested cold
weather equipment, clothing, and human performance, as well as maintained the
area air defenses of the region. In 1948, as Cold War tensions heightened, the Army’s
2" Infantry sent ground defense soldiers to Ladd.”

From the onset of the Korean War in 1950 and continuing through 1957, Ladd saw
intense use. It became a busy operations and logistics center with significantly
expanded facilities and personnel strength. As the northern region headquarters of
the 11" Air Division, the base was the logistical support center for Alaska’s new
defense projects. Ladd supported Aircraft Control & Warning (AC&W) sites and
forward operating bases such as Galena, the northwestern segments of the Distant
Early Warning Line (DEW Line), and the White Alice communications network
(WACS). Research projects grew from early Arctic aeromedicine and cold weather
testing to include ice station research on the polar pack ice and support for Air
Force contracted research in geophysics, communications, and other disciplines.
Air defense remained the primary combat mission, while tactical ground support,
fighter escort, Arctic training exercises, and base defense were other parts of the
base’s integrated combat role. The 4" Infantry supplied the Army manpower through
1956.7

After 1957, several developments affected Ladd’s mission. The technologies of
warfare, communications, and reconnaissance had changed. Intercontinental bal-
listic missiles (ICBMs) and satellites would eventually mean a smaller role for AC
&W units, the DEW line, and land-based communications such as White Alice. In

* Strobridge, 38. Woodman, 71.

! Marks AFB in Nome was another far northern base, built beginning in 1941 and used in World War [l by Russian pilots returning from
Ladd to the USSR with their Lend-Lease aircraft. Cloe, 52,156. Other major Arctic air bases, such as Thule in Greenland, did not exist yet.

2 Woodman, 58.

2 Woodman. 66, 148.
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1958, substantial budget reductions forced commanders to reassess their resources.
Near Fairbanks, two major air bases, Eielson and Ladd, existed less than thirty
miles apart.* In 1960, citing economic factors, the Air Force ceased flying opera-
tions at Ladd and reassigned its functions to Eielson and to Elmendorf AFB in
Anchorage. On Jan. 1, 1961, the Air Force transferred Ladd to the Army.

Ladd Air Force Base Missions, 1947-1961

e Air Defense
Aircraft Control & Warning, Fighter-Interceptors/Ground Control Intercept

o Strategic Reconnaissance
Photographic, Electronic, Long-Range Detection, Weather
e Search and Rescue

e Logistic Support of Northern Region Auxiliary Military Facilities
Forward Bases, AC &W sites, DEW line, Clear BMEWS, MIDAS, Other

e Research
Cold Weather Testing, Arctic Aeromedical Laboratory, Ice Stations, Polar navigation,
Support of Contracted Research

e Communications

e Strategic Air Command (SAC) Support

e Tactical Ground Support, Offensive Fighter Escort

e Training
Arctic indoctrination, ALCOM exercises
¢ Base Operations
Administration, Materiel, Maintenance, Supply, Transport, Personnel, Instaliations
| (physical plant), Hospital, Food Service, etc.
e Civil Aircraft Operations, Facilities & Services

° Classiﬁed/unknown

Sources: 5001 Air Base Wing/Air Base Group Histories, 1951-1955; History of Ladd AFB (Close-out); Special
Report, Closeout of Ladd AFB: Base Directories 1956, 1959; Cloe, Top Cover for America, Woodman, Duty
Station Northvest.

Figure 2. Ladd AFB Missions.

HOriginally known as Mile 26, Eielson Air Force Base had been an alternate landing field and storage facility for Ladd during World

War II. A separate installation since 1947, it grew throughout the 1950s and served as a forward base for SAC bombers. See Section 4.1 Tivo Air
Bases Near Fairbanks in this report.
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CHAPTER 3.0 AirForce Missions

As the Northern Sector headquarters of AAC, Ladd AFB supported nearly all of the
Air Force activities north of the Alaska Range in one way or another. A Composite
Wing, sometimes designated as an Air Base Wing or an Air Defense Group, over-
saw many of the base’s primary functions. These included air defense, Arctic re-
search, base administration and wide-ranging logistics functions. At any given time,
so-called tenant organizations, which reported up different chains of command,
also conducted important missions at Ladd. These included strategic reconnais-
sance, search and rescue, communications, and Army support.

3.1 Strategic Aerial Reconnaissance

In the early years of the Cold War, some of the most important of these tenant
organizations were the strategic reconnaissance units. Strategic intelligence, as the
Joint Chiefs of Staff define it, is “intelligence that is required for the formation of
policy and military plans at national and international levels.” Strategic aerial re-
connaissance is one way of gathering this intelligence, by using aircraft to collect
photographic or electronic information.” In early 1946, the newly formed Strate-
gic Air Command began to plan strategic aerial reconnaissance on a global scale.
The first efforts were in photo reconnaissance and mapping. By 1948, a small elec-
tronic intelligence, or ELINT, cadre was operating. Weather reconnaissance was
part of the effort, as was Long Range Detection, the search for Soviet atomic explo-
sions.”

Nonetheless, in the first years following World War 11, strategic intelligence on
Soviet capabilities and intentions was scarce. According to Air Force historian Maj.
John Farquhar, this lack of knowledge affected military planning at the highest
levels. Before the development of the U-2 high-altitude spy plane and reconnais-
sance satellites, technology and politics limited American reconnaissance efforts to
the borders, and not the heartland, of the U.S.S.R.”

Alaska was one of the important staging areas for gathering what strategic intelli-
gence could be obtained along Soviet borders. As one analyst described it, Alaska
was a “great big fat listening post.”?® But the early reconnaissance crews did more
than gather intelligence about Soviet coastal operations. With the advent of the
polar concept, military planners realized that they had very little operational knowl-
edge of the Arctic. Alaskan recon crews had a variety of missions that helped lay
the groundwork for polar navigation, flying and maintaining aircraft under Arctic

* Major John T. Farquhar, “A Need to Know: The Role of Air Force Reconnaissance in War Planning, 1945-1953.” (Ph. D. Diss, Ohio
State University, 1991), 2.

* Farquhar, 56, 88, 117, 139.

¥ Farquhar, 9.10.

# Kolb, Richard. “Alaska, Cold War’s Strategic Frontier, 1945 — 1991.” I'FI¥’ Magazine. electronic version, vfw org/magazine/apr98/
26.shtml, downloaded 6/30/00.
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conditions, and understanding weather systems. Their missions contributed to mili-
tary and civilian knowledge in topography, Arctic search and rescue, and other
areas.

3.1.1 Photo Reconnaissance

“photo reconnaissance... It is the one positive means Ladd was the base for one of the first strategic
by which we are able to study the enemy’s back yard.
Its relative importance cannot be over-rated—we must
have it."#

recon squadrons of the Cold War, the 46%/72m,
During the squadron’s tenure at Ladd from
1946-1949, its men accomplished some of the
most challenging tasks of Arctic flying and laid

S

the groundwork for other units which carried
on its mission through the 1950s. The 46"/72™ was a tenant unit, reporting directly
to SAC headquarters. In addition to strategic recon duties, the 46" was to develop
accurate polar navigation, survey and map the Arctic, perform comprehensive
weather studies, test its men and equipment in Arctic conditions, and later train
other units, particularly SAC bombers, in polar navigation and operations.*

SAC selected Ladd as the home for this unit because of Ladd’s northern location.
In 1946, prior to the formation of ALCOM, the base was in caretaker status. Demo-
bilization was still the order of the day throughout the services. Ongoing cold weather
testing was Ladd’s main operation, together with oversight of the scattered out-
posts of the Yukon Sector.?

When Captain Carl Palmer arrived with the 46™’s advance team in June, he had a
choice of three available areas to base the unit: the “300%, the “500” or the “900”
areas. He recalled that “The ‘900" area was by
far the best. The quarters, quonset huts, head-
quarters area, ramp, aircraft parking area, mess
and supply areas ...seemed to have a homoge-
neous arrangement that lent itself to our orga-
nization, plus the fact that it was remote enough
to give us some independence.... We all agreed
that the ‘900” area would be a good home.”*

Figur

B % oo S e el
3. Hangar 6. Summer 2000.

] The 900 area, with the exception of Hangar 6,
has since been demolished.

The squadron’s reconnaissance missions were intertwined with basic operational
concerns, particularly since this was the first such unit to undertake long-range,
long-term duties in the western Arctic. In order to perform reconnaissance, for
example, the crews had to perfect the grid navigation system for polar flying, a
complex method which until that time had not been systematically tested. Initially,

Printing 1992) 1.
3 White, 20.

twice.

¥ Farquhar, 184, quoting unidentified Army representative to Far East Air Force Reconnaissance conference. Aug. 1952.
% Ken White, World in Peril: The Origin, Mission & Scientific Findings of the 46"/72* Reconnaissance Squadron, (Elkhart, IN: Ken
White & Associates, 1994) 5. Fred John Wack, The Secrer Explorers: Saga of the 46"/72* Reconnaissance Squadrons (Turlock, CA: Seeger’s

32 White, 19, 20. Ladd’s original building numbers were designated in the 100-900 series, but have since been renumbered at least
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they were on their own for search and rescue as well, since rescue units did not have
the long-range aircraft needed for polar area searches.”® Very little information about
polar flying was available to the men.>* In fact, it was the lessons they learned about
the practical aspects of polar flying and the development of arctic aircraft mainte-
nance that became the most important military and commercial legacy of the squad-
ron.»

As a photo reconnaissance unit, the 46%/72™ collected intelligence until 1949, when
other units took over the work. Its missions included searching for unclaimed Arctic
land masses, evaluating the Soviet presence in the Arctic, and photomapping Alaska,
the Canadian archipelago, Greenland, and portions of Soviet territory. Using spe-
cially modified B-29s also known as F-13s, crews flew long-range missions of 12 to
30 hours’ duration, virtually all of it under strict radio silence. The ten-man crews
included a captain and a combination of relief pilots, navigators, radar operators,
radio operators, and photographers. One aircraft, #871, had a high-tech oblique
camera with 100 inch focal length which could photograph installations up to 100
miles away.*

Searching for undiscovered Arctic land was a high priority. Project Nanook was the
code name for the general exploration of the Arctic, and Operation Floodlight was
the particular search for new land masses. Commanders did not know whether the
Soviets had already located any such previously unknown land for forward operat-
ing bases. They also wanted to find out whether they could locate their own bases or
weather stations on such land. Furthermore, at the time, the United Nations was
considering an international agreement on Arctic sovereignty. The U.N. document
proposed to divide the polar regions along longitudinal lines drawn from each Arc-
tic nation’s eastern and western borders due north to the Pole. It would be in the
United States’ best interest to lay claim to any new-found Arctic land before that
agreement took effect.’” The 46"™/72" in sorties from Ladd, searched and mapped
extensive areas of the Arctic under Operation Floodlight.

While no one discovered any new land, there was quite a bit of excitement at Alaska
Air Command in October 1946 over the first sighting of Target X, later called T-1.
Initially, the crew suspected that the large object they sighted, covered with rocks
and vegetation, was an uncharted island. Later reconnaissance determined that it
was an ice island measuring about fourteen by seventeen miles. Within a few years,
ice island research for military and scientific purposes became an important mis-
sion of the Air Force in Alaska, and of Ladd AFB in particular.’®

3 White, 15. In-house rescue was also preferable, due to the classified material on board the aircraft.

3 Explorers such as Roald Amundsen, Admiral Richard Byrd, and Sir Hubert Wilkins had organized pioneer flights into the polar
regions 1n the 1920s. The Soviets had made a few landings on the pack ice as early as 1937. [Vivian Bushnell, ed., “Scientific Studies at Fletcher’s
Ice Island, T-3, 1952-1955” Geophysical Research Papers No. 63, Air Force Cambridge Research Center, USAF, p. 3] Studies on polar air
navigation, including one by Harold Gatty for the Navy Department in 1943, were not widely circulated and were not available to the 46,
according to White. White, 28. The 46™ cooperated with the “Musk-Calf” detachment of the 4149 AAF Base Unit of the Air Materiel Command
and the Royal Canadian Air Force in Edmonton, Alberta who began long-range polar reconnaissance in March of 1946. White, 28. Also see Keith
Greenaway and Sidney Colthorpe, 4n Aerial Reconnaissance of Arctic North America (Ottawa: Joint Intelligence Bureau, May 1948), xi.

¥ Wack, 7. John T. Farquhar, “Northern Sentry, Polar Scout: Alaska’s Role in Air Force Reconnaissance Efforts, 1946-1948,” in Fern
Chandonnet, ed., Alaska At War. 1941-1945 (Anchorage: Alaska at War Committee 1995), 399, 405.

% Wack, 1, 6, 38, 75. White 11, 13, 15. Dick Mclntyre, interviewed by author, Ft. Wainwright, AK, July 5, 2000.

3 Wack, 1. Farquhar, “Northern Sentry,” 400.

3 Wack, 7. Mclntyre interview. Farquhar, “Northern Sentry,” 400. See below, Ice Islands.
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The Kee Bird’s Last Flight

On Feb. 20, 1947, a Ladd RB-29 disappeared during
one of its polar reconnaissance flights. Nicknamed
the Kee Bird after a mythical Arctic bird, the aircraft
had been on a mission to track the ice island, T-1.

Realizing they were lost and low on fuel, the crew
had safely made a controlled crash landing and was
able to radio for help. They did not, however, know
where they were, and the Alaskan Air Command co-
ordinated a search effort out of Ladd. Another Ladd
RB-29 crew captained by Dick Mcintyre located the
downed airmen in northern Greenland. After 22 hours
in the air, the search plane was low on fuel. Reporting
the Kee Bird'’s location, Mcintyre's crew turned back.
Mcintyre, who currently resides in Fairbanks, remem-
bers the Kee Bird search as the most exciting mis-
sion he flew as a member of the 46%/72™ Recon.

The next morning, as Ladd aircraft prepared for a res-
cue, a C-54 from Westover Field, Mass., reached the
men of the Kee Bird. Using a landing strip the Kee
Bird crew had packed down in the snow, the C-54
used new “jet-assisted takeoff’ (JATO) technology to
airlift the crew to safety. Before the rescue, Kee Bird
commander Lt. Vern Arnett had all sensitive intelli-
gence material destroyed at the site.

Returning to Westover Field, the Kee Bird crew dis-
covered that the national press corps was eagerly cov-
ering their story. Instructed not to talk about the de-
tails of the mission, co-pilot Lt. Russell Jordan could
only tell the massed reporters that they had been on
a training mission. “They must have thought | was
either stupid or a doggone liar...,” Jordan recalled.

Two weeks later, the Kee Bird’s crew was back at
Ladd flying polar missions. Seventeen Ladd fliers,
including Mcintyre, received the Distinguished Flying
Cross for participating in the search. The Kee Bird
itself remained on the Greenland ice for more than
forty-five years, before it was accidentally destroyed
during a salvage operation.*

* Farquhar, “Need to Know,” 104, 118. Wack, 82.

Aerial photographic reconnaissance provided
critical military information. Some of the most
important missions involved reconnaissance of
the Soviets’ Chukotski Peninsula in 1948 and
1949, which allayed fears of Soviet buildup in
that region directed against the United States.
The 46*/72™ also photographed the Kamchatka
Peninsula, Anadyr, Diomede, Wrangel Island,
northern Siberia, and Novaya Zemlya, the So-
viet Union’s nuclear testing area.*®

Since the territory of Alaska had not yet been
fully mapped at the time, aerial photos played
an important role in site selection for both mili-
tary and civilian engineering projects. From
1946-1948, soil engineers developed prelimi-
nary methods for determining permafrost loca-
tions from aerial photos provided by Ladd AFB
photo recon units. The method involved study-
ing the aerial photos to develop a soil map show-
ing good, average, and poor soil locations. Poor
locations could be ruled out immediately, al-
lowing field parties to tailor their investigations
to the most likely sites for construction.*

Aerial reconnaissance also contributed to map-
ping projects in Alaska and the Arctic carried
out by a number of agencies including the Army
Corps of Engineers, the Bureau of Land Man-
agement, the U.S. Geological Survey, and the
Coast & Geodetic Survey. In 194648, the 46"/
72™ recon squadron, with the assistance of Ca-
nadian crews, completed the “Polaris™ project
which systematically photomapped the Cana-
dian archipelago. Later, builders of the DEW
Line referred back to this information during
site selection.” In October 1949, the National
Geographic Society released its new map of the
Arctic, crediting the aerial photography teams
of the U.S. Air Force, and the Ladd squadron in
particular, with providing the updated informa-
tion.*

* Department of the Army, Corps of Engineers, Comprehensive Report, Investigation of Airfield Construction in Arctic and Subarctic
Regions, Appendix 3, by Robert E. Frost et al, (Engineering Experiment Station, Purdue University, May 1947, revised May 1948).

1 Wack, 44, 69.

** “Top of the World: The National Geographic Society's New Map of Northlands,” National Geographic 96 (Oct. 1949); 524.
* Compiled from accounts in Wack, 27, 29; White, 107, 111, 118; MclIntyre interview, July 5, 2000.
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3.1.2 Electronic Reconnaissance: the Ferret missions

ELINT, or electronic intelligence, refers to collecting information on the technical
details of an opponent’s radar and communications systems. Electronic reconnais-
sance is a way of collecting ELINT by seeking out and monitoring radar systems
from the air.* In one method, aircraft approach foreign airspace in order to trigger
the radar net. Radar works on the echo principle by bouncing radio waves off an
object. The radar installation on the ground transmits a radio signal and receives
the echo, measures the elapsed time, converts that to distance and displays the
result on an oscilloscope. The target reconnaissance aircraft also receives the trans-
mission as the radio waves strike it. With the proper equipment, its radar observer,
or radio countermeasures officer (RCM), can evaluate the characteristics of the
signal. Electronic reconnaissance works hand in hand with aerial photo reconnais-
sance, and at various times the two were combined during the same flights. How-
ever, some aircraft were specially modified solely to collect ELINT. These were
known as Ferrets.*

Electronic reconnaissance out of Ladd AFB began when the SAC’s only B-29 ELINT
aircraft flew missions during the summer of 1947. One year later, SAC had six RB-
29 Ferrets flying sorties from England, Germany, Yokota, Japan, and Ladd. SAC
directed the Ferrets to collect information on the locations, characteristics and ca-
pabilities of foreign radar. It also directed them to search the electronic spectrum
for evidence of Soviet research and development, for tipoffs about Soviet advances
in electronics, guided missiles and pilotless aircraft. Analysts on the ground could
then map and assess foreign radar nets and estimate Soviet electronic potential.*

The early Ferret missions out of Ladd provided vital information to military plan-
ners. By 1949, the missions had discovered and assessed eleven Soviet radar sites,
and had revealed where significant gaps in Soviet Arctic defenses lay. This gave
planners the information they needed to develop routes for strategic bombers, and
laid the groundwork for the initial war plans covering the Soviet Far East. By that
time, though, the Soviets had figured out how to outsmart the Ferrets, at least for a
while. Picking up the Ferrets’ navigational radar signals, they used this advance
warning to simply switch off their radars whenever the aircraft approached. The
Ferrets responded with alternate methods.*’

Ferret crews were not the only ones conducting ELINT missions out of Ladd. Sor-
ties with other aircraft could combine photo and electronic reconnaissance. Flights
also routinely collected signals intelligence (SIGINT) to assess Soviet communi-
cations systems. One crew member with the 91* Strategic Recon Wing, which re-
placed the 49%/72™, recently described his 1949 experiences. “We were officially
on ‘weather recon’ missions,” the RCM officer recalled. “Tail numbers were re-
moved, and no identifying logos were...painted on the fuselage. Our missions took
us all up and down the Kamchatka Peninsula, up into the Bering Sea and down
off Sapporo, Japan.” He added, “We were careful to stay out of radar range, so

* Farquhar, “Need to Know,” 6, 7.

* Ibid, 6-8.

* Farquhar, “Need to Know,” 88, 115.

7 Farquhar, “Northern Sentry,” 403, 405, and “Need to Know,” 120.
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we could record operating characteristics of the Soviet sites without being de-
tected.”®

Electronic reconnaissance continued through the 1950s although little information

is available. At neighboring Eielson AFB, ELINT missions took place throughout
the 1950s and continued to the 1980s.%

3.1.3 Weather Reconnaissance

Weather reconnaissance took place throughout Ladd’s Cold War years, from the
first arrival of the 59™ Weather Recon in 1946 through the flights of the 55" Weather
Recon Squadron in 1960. Gathering weather information for combat readiness was
an integrated part of strategic aerial reconnaissance.”® Weather recon, though, was
a particularly loose term. There was a constant need for weather information, but
weather flights were also a convenient cover for the more covert missions described
above.”!

Code named Ptarmigan or Loon (based on the
route flown), thousands of these flights departed
regularly from the runways at Ladd and Eielson.
By 1960, over 3,000 Ptarmigan flights had 