The All American Boy

His teeth | remember most about him. An absolypelfect set kept totally visible through the mebil
shutter of a mouth that rarely closed as he cheyuedand talked, simultaneously. A tricky manoeuvr
which demanded great facial mobility. He waswery way the epitome of what the movies, and €Bvly
had taught me to think of as the “All American Boy Six foot something, crew cut hair, big beagin
smile, looked to be barely twenty. His mother trhas/e been very proud of him!

I was helping him to refuel the Neptune P2V onpleteau above Wilkes from numerous 44 gallon drums
of ATK we had hauled to the “airstrip” on the Athesggon behind a D4 driven by Max Berrigan.

I think he was an aircraft mechanic. He amghieof his compatriots had just landed after ahfligom
Mirny, final stop McMurdo. Somehow almost allthe rest of his crew, and ours, had hoppedtheo
weasels to go back to base for a party, leavinggjdiew of us “volunteers” to refuel.

| remember too, feeling more than a little miffedem one of the first things he said after our self-
introductions was “That was one hell of a roughdlag strip you guys have - nearly as bad as Mirny”.
Poor old Max had ploughed up and down with the @4hburs knocking the tops of the Sastrugi andngivi
the “strip” as smooth a surface as he could. theme was not really a strip at Wilkes just a dligfiatter
area of plateau defined by survey pegs.

But it was a very happy meeting - they being th&t frisitors we had seen all year, and this wasexther
7.

The dog team was a big hit of course. Nothing &kimals to break the ice, if you will pardon the
metaphor.

But back to the refueling.

As you might imagine, trying to fill the fuel tasilof, in those days, a large aircraft from druntb &
single hand pump, could be well compared with drih@se crude parallels about porcupines and hot
butter. What was more galling for me as my argeineto seize, was the fairly brisk flow of fuel adt
some drain hole aft of the bomb bay area in thelfg®e where the huge auxillary tank had been mdunte
give the aircraft its long range capability.

In answer to my questioning this curious exercigeumping ATK out on to the snow via the aircrafiy
new found comrade dismissed it as “pretty usudlagi@”. He should know. | had never even beesel
to a specialised aircraft like this before, letreddelped refuel it.

So eventually we were done and trundled back tatidw#on to join the party. Lofty had excellachkelf
again in the pastry department - it was about tig department he did excel in. “Eat it or wedrivas
his favourite riposte.  And our visitors had bghtiwith them some fresh meat and vegetables, so in
today’s vernacular, we “pigged out”.

Next morning; some of us who had not blown oursebway at the party, escorted the nine visitor& o@ac
to the aircraft, to see them off. My toothy en&ld me about the JATO bottles they carried aadlev
use to boost the take-off. These had sone dirsolid fuel rocket propellant, were about tiee ©f a
hospital oxygen cylinder, and up to three couldligped into special racks on each side of thelfggeto
be fired electrically from the cockpit during theke-off run. | think they were supposed to bam20
seconds.

Great! As official photographer, | had chargetef 16mm camera on the base which had a magrtificen
200mm lens. So | lugged a heavy tripod out tosthip and on advice from the pilot, gave mysejbad
vantage point to film the take-off run; especiahlig firing of the JATO'’s.
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We said our farewells and | remember my new “mgge/e Osluck ( sired by Oscar out of Muckluck -
surprise, surprise )a big hug. Their smiles imadic- except for the gaps in Osluck’s teeth.

The cockpit crew certainly had the better of trenpls accommodation. The rest were plopped around
little cramped jump seats, mainly sharing its belith the long range fuel tank.

The engines started with a whine and this ungaddiing bird waddled over the wind-blown snow waves
like a pelican, wings outstretched, to the edgefmore or less flattened sastrugi called the &gilk
airstrip.

It was way before fancy zoom lenses and quick seldidtings, so | had to commit to the long lenstfe
whole take-off sequence, and the JATO rocketsfijilet the viewfinder at the start of the roll. &ything
was looking good.

The engine pitch rose to a scream making the flospdear frantically into the still air, and adrifluff of
snow billowed out as the plane began its roll.ghRon cue | saw the JATO rocket flames spit reats),
seeming to paint the side of the ‘plane in fire.

Hey hang on! It wasn't seeming at all. WHAS suddenly burning right onto the tail.
The plane was now well in the air - thrown therethyy JATOSs’ thrust.

The sharp-edged JATO flame had vanished, no Iditeyéng from the bottle, yet there was fire all otke
rear of the aircraft.

It turned into a steep left bank, and | could reame frantic garbled shouts over the nearby Wesassdio
about fire, smoke, and not being able to see amythil kept the camera rolling but a nearby nisthe
plateau screened us from the remaining drama.

I am sure we all hoped in those few seconds tiraekow the pilot had succeededaity kind of safe
return to the earth. But then the black geyseanufke above our snowy screen signalled immedittely
he had not.

The next few minutes will remain in my memory a® afithose nightmare sequences. Imagine riding
pillion on a D4 going flat out across sastrugiladat 10k per hour, trying desperately to cover apsha
kilometer in case we could help. The weasel beaf course, and we came over the brow of seetd
see through thick smoke, three shadowy figuregystarg to the weasel, all with their hands oveirthe
faces.

In fact four had escaped. The other five cowdtle seen or heard, and the heat from the burmiagk
prevented us getting closer than about 20 metrdwetéuselage, which was largely intact.

The rest of the plane was scattered over a wide are

Apart from severe burns to the exposed skin, thdsegot out were relatively lightly injured.
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It was agreed that the five others must have pedistnd our priority lay with getting the injuredckéao
base as quickly as possible. Max and | were agksthy back and record the wreck site as welleas
could, in case a blizzard wiped out vital evidefareany crash investigation. Locating the bodiEthe
others for later recovery was also part of the plan

In forty minutes or so we had paced and photogralieve thought was relevent and now the centithef
burnt out metal bird was cool enough to approaokeaty. Knowing where most of the crew had been
sitting, it was obvious where they should be, atby the faint sweet sickly smell of badly burrgat we
found a jumbled mass of almost unrecognizable tsodadl but one.

He was fixed in the remains of the exit doorwag;Hands on what must have been the release levers.
knew who he had been.

My friend of less than a day.
The perfect teeth were still perfect. - but blaafl clenched horribly tight.

| wondered what they would tell his mother.

Bill Burch
Wilkes 1961.



