AVIATION HISTORY OF THE 17TH SIGNAL BATTALION


1951 - 1954





1951





At the outset of 1951 there were no aviation personnel assigned to the battalion nor any aviation equipment on hand.  In the summer of 1951 while stationed at either Phillips Barracks or Forstner Kaserne in Karlsruhe, the first items of aviation equipment began to trickle in.  Notably, Message Center Company Supply received a canister vacuum cleaner and a few empty tool boxes.





About September 1951, the first aviation specialist reported to the battalion.  This individual was Sgt Eugene B. Faucheux, RA 14023713, a school trained aircraft mechanic who subsequently became NCOIC of the Aviation Section.  Faucheux was followed in mid-October by 1st Lt Robert N. Dempster, Sig C 01341521.  Dempster was designated OIC of the Aviation Section, a position he retained until his return to CONUS in July 1954.  Dempster had a civil aviation background and was rated as an army Aviator after Tactical training at Ft Sill, OK.  Next on the scene was 1st Lt Clifford F. Shaffer, Sig C 0492846.  Shaffer, a US Army Air Corps Service Pilot during WWII, had extensive experience as an Army Aviator in the National Guard of Delaware.  During his tour with the 17th Sig Bn, Shaffer not only served as an aviator, but also volunteered for non-aviation duty in the battalion.  For a period of time he was Hq Company Commander.  In July 54 Shaffer succeeded then Capt Dempster as OIC aviation Section on the occasion of the latter’s departure for CONUS.  1st Lt Ralph L. Ballard, Sig C (SN unk) was next to arrive.  Ballard had been an aerial navigator in the Army Air Corps in WWII and a Sig C Reserve Army Aviator thereafter.  The personnel situation for 1951 was rounded up by the assignment of several enlisted men from the battalion were  given OJT on aviation mantenance and other section duties.





The fixed base for the Aviation Section was established at Karlsruhe Airfield on Erzberger Strasse.  This was a fine sod airfield with very efficient drainage and paved parking ramps.  Although there was an airfield permanent building only slightly damaged from WWII bombings, US forces did not utilize this facility.  In recollection, the only building tenant was a German weather station.  When the 17th Sig Bn aviation activity commenced, the only other tenant on the airfield was the small aviation unit of the 555 Engr Gp consisting of a couple of aircraft and two aviators.  They had a small wooden Constabulary hangar large enough to accommodate one L-4 or L-5 for maintenance.  They had also constructed a permanent operations building and graciously assigned about 150 or 200 square feet for our administrative needs.  As our need for storage of equipment and repair parts increased, we erected tents and obtained two large cargo vans from the battalion for shelter.  We ended 1951 in this condition.





When the first aviators joined the battalion in the fall of 1951, there were no assigned aircraft available and insufficient logistic support had there been aircraft.  The Engineer aviation unit gave Signal aviators their required orientation flights and otherwise supported our needs for proficiency flying.  By late November - early December 1951, the battalion was issued two aircraft, an L-5-E SN 417483 and an L-5-B SN 417174.  We ended 1951 with these two aircraft, about half our authorized personnel, most of our surface transportation, and about half of our tools and other support equipment.  In this period our Field maintenance support came from an Ordnance Light Army Aircraft Maintenance Company at Echterdingen Airport near Stuttgart, Germany.





In 1951, battalion aircraft lacked radio communications equipment to work in battalion tactical activities. Missions were limited to the provision of staff transportation to battalion elements scattered throughout USAREUR and CommZ.  The Section further conducted aerial photography missions in support of Hq USAREUR.





1952





In 1952 additional school trained mechanics were assigned bringing the Aviation Section close to full strength in that area.  Two additional aviators reported in: 1st Lt William G. White, Sig C 02021147 and 1st Lt Henry L. Luers, Sig C 065214.  White was the first helicopter qualified aviator assigned to the battalion.





Mechanics and organizational tool kits were filled.  A full complement of surface vehicles was provided including a gasoline tank trailer for aircraft servicing.





We began the year in Karlsruhe.  Through refinement of the tent and van facilities conditions would be called fair although were was insufficient sheltered maintenance.  However, in early 1952 the battalion was transferred from Karlsruhe to the Pirmasens Signal Depot.  The Aviation Section remained in Karlsruhe for some time after the move of the battalion because there were no useable facilities in the Pirmasens area.  An investigation of the feasibility of establishing an airfield in a site reasonably close to the Depot produced negative results.  The established rules for dealing with French and German authorities in the acquisition of civilian property would have involved negotiations over a period of eighteen months or longer simply to arrive at approval.  Further delay in carrying out funding, design, and construction phases would have extended the available date to a matter of three years or more.  Under these constraints, a decision was reluctantly made to accept a Depot command offer of an extremely confined area on which to establish an aviation fixed base operation.  The battalion mounted a major effort to make this area useable.  Employing battalion personnel augmented by civilian Labor Service Corps personnel this area was cleared, and rudimentary leveling accomplished.  In June 1952 the Aviation Section moved from Karlsruhe to Pirmasens.  As at Karlsruhe, administrative space was obtained from tents and cargo vans.  Overall, our plant situation had deteriorated severely.  There was no hangar for sheltered maintenance work and no paved areas for parking and servicing aircraft.  An area about seventy-five feet wide by sixteen hundred feet long was marked off as a runway.  Under normal circumstances, this would have been more than adequate for L-19/H-13 operations.  In reality the field was much tighter than that.  Because of non-existent drainage, large portions of the runway were frequently unuseable with mud and standing water prevailing.  Hitting a planned touchdown spot on landing was difficult because of almost constant turbulence and downdrafts on short approach.  Soon after establishing operations on this strip, a pierced steel plank (PSP) runway 20 feet wide by 700 feet long was superimposed on the landing area to enable operations during muddy conditions.  Battalion aviators developed extraordinary skills routinely operating from this difficult strip.  In over 15 months of consistently heavy activity (including some night operations), there were no operational accidents or incidents.  During that same period of time only two transient aircraft landed on the battalion strip.  Most aircraft with business at the Depot preferred the more comfortable 10,000 foot runway at Zweibrucken RCAF station some 12 kilometers from Pirmasens.  As soon as the Aviation Section became operational in Pirmasens some effort was directed toward improving the environment.  Through the scrounging talents particularly of Sfc Clarence Ford and Lts White and Shaffer, the Aviation Section acquired two Quonset Huts for supply and operations.  Wooden tent floors, materials for construction of jury rig maintenance shelters, and other odds and ends made life more bearable.  The efforts were great and the achievements considerable, but this temporary airfield unquestionably held the honors as the most miserable fixed base site in USAREUR in that period.





During 1952 the L-5 type aircraft were phased out and before the year was out we were equipped with five L-19 and two H-13 aircraft.  At times during the year, the battalion had the luxury of having more aircraft than aviators.  In face, during one period three aviators were placed on loan with the battalion from 7th Army units to enable full performance of the aviation mission.





The improved manning and equipping of the Aviation Section in this year enabled full performance of the Signal Aviation mission of the battalion.  During field exercises the Section conducted air courier, message pick-up and drop, airborne radio relay, and photographic missions.  The aircraft were also used for logistic support of isolated communication sites and transportation of battalion staff.  On some field exercises, the Section was employed to augment the resources of the USAREUR Flight Detachment in the accomplishment of their mission.  While in garrison, the Aviation Section provided transportation for battalion personnel, conducted on-call courier missions, supported Group Headquarters as directed, flew missions in support of Post Headquarters at both Karlsruhe and Pirmasens, and supported the Signal Office, USAREUR as requested.  Among the more interesting missions was an aerial photo survey of the Rhine River in the Frankfurt-Mannheim, Karlsruhe, Strasbourg, Freiburg areas for the purpose of cataloging bridging and landing sites.  Most of the flying on this task was accomplished by Lt Ballard.  The Section also flew two photo missions in a survey of security installations in the vicinity of Eschwege only a few hundred meters from the border with the Russian Zone.  During this period Lt Shaffer conducted a humanitarian project in conjunction with German doctors. It had been determined that certain children with whooping cough did not respond to conventional treatment but did occasionally respond to moderately high altitude flight.  Lt Shaffer made frequent flights from Karlsruhe Airfield with selected patients.  Altitudes of 13000 to 16000 feet proved beneficial according to feedback from the German doctors.





Two accidents occurred in 1952, both related to operations out of Karlsruhe prior to the Pirmasens move.  In February, Lt Dempster flying L5 #174 from Karlsruhe to Heidelberg in somewhat marginal weather began to pick up ice.  The flight ended abruptly in a frozen farmers field near Reilingen.  Neither Dempster nor his passenger, 1st Lt John F. Wassenberg, Sig C 062537 were injured but the aircraft went to the boneyard.  In April or May of 1952, Lt Shaffer was just touching down in landing at Karlsruhe when a young child ran out in front of him on the runway.  Shaffer was forced to brake heavily to avoid striking the child.  As a result of the heavy braking, the aircraft flipped over.  Shaffer experienced moderate internal injuries, the child was untouched, and the aircraft was severely damaged.  Both Shaffer and the aircraft were restored to flying status.





During early 1952 Field maintenance support was shifted from the Ordnance at Stuttgart to a Transportation FM Co at Metz, France.





1953





In 1953 new personnel appeared.  2nd Lts Jesse M. Burch, Sig C, 01932356 and John R. Sisbarro Jr 01886024 reported in fresh from flight training and both are dual qualified (fixed and rotary wing).  Next man aboard was 1st Lt Raymond W. Truex, Sig C 01850797.  Ray had been a member of the US Army Air Corps during WWII as a Liberator pilot.  Most of our TO&E and T/A equipment was on hand and we had a much better balance of aviators and aircraft than heretofore.





The deplorable conditions at our fixed base in Pirmasens remained with us throughout this year.  One major improvement was the construction of a good hangar for performance of maintenance.  This hangar was designed and built by members of the Section with some other battalion assistance.  All materials were scrounged.  Tarpaulins served as doors.  Through efforts initiated in mid-1952 budgeting for permanent airfield facilities as achieved and a construction schedule established.  The new airfield would include a paved runway and parking area, two hangars, refueling facilities and some other niceties previously lacking.  Construction activity would preclude the presence of the Aviation Section on the site.  We moved our shanty village from the airfield to the Pirmasens Signal Depot Radio Transmitter Site and attempted operation from that location.  That effort lasted about a week before the mud shut us down completely.  Arrangements were then made with the RCAF at Zweibrucken to temporarily base the Aviation Section there during construction of the new Depot airfield.  So we moved in on the Canadians with vans, tents, trailers and our seven aircraft.  We were able to comfortably operate from an area intended for parking three Fighter type aircraft.  The Canadians were wonderful hosts who referred to us as the “South Zweibrucken Air Force”.  The only drawback was the 12 km commute to Pirmasens.





Our mission performance and activities in 1953 were similar to those described in 1952.





A final note pertaining to late 1953 or early 1954.  A Captain Eugene C. Paulsen, Sig C 01646489 arrived in USAREUR obviously bound for the 17 Sig Bn.  However, the Commanding Officer, 516th Sig Gp, exercising his prerogatives, established the staff position of “Group Aviation Officer”, and retained Paulson at Group Headquarters in Karlsruhe.  The 17th Sig Bn Aviation Section provided Paulson with an aircraft and maintenance support.





The Aviation Section recorded on accident during 1953.  An L-19 piloted by Lt. Ballard experienced a hard landing at a field exercise strip at Fte D’Lorraine, near Metz, France.  Neither Ballard nor his passenger were injured.  Aircraft damage was fairly extensive.





The opening of 1954 found the following status for the Aviation Section:





	Location:	Zweibrucken RCAF Base (Temporarily)





	Personnel:	Captain Dempster


			Lt. Shaffer (Company duty)


			Lt White


			Lt Ballard


			Lt Luers


			Lt Truex


			Lt Burch


			Lt Sisbarro


			Enlisted:  Fully manned





	Equipment:	Four fixed wing aircraft


			Two rotary wing aircraft


			Other; 95% complete (Vehicles, tools, etc.)





	Facilities:  New airfield under construction at Pirmasens.  Change in TO & E resulted in a decrease of two L-19 aircraft and an increase of two L-20.  The battalion was issued oneL-17 in lieu of an authorized L-20 1-general the mission performed during this period follows the description for 1952.  However, special mention must be made of a special mission performed for the government of the Netherlands.  This activity involved the employment of battalion helicopters in very low level aerial photography of surface features in the coastal areas of the Netherlands.  The mission was carried out by Lts White and Burch.  Burch and his Dutch photographer experienced a mechanical failure while flying at tree top level.  Burch, exhibiting extraordinary skill, successfully autorotated the H-13 into an incredibly confined area with no damage to the aircraft or injury to the occupants.





In early July 1954, Capt Dempster departed the battalion for a school assignment in CONUS.  He was relieved as OIC of the Aviation Section by Lt Shaffer.  Shortly thereafter, the new airfield was completed and Lt Shaffer moved the fixed base from the Zweibrucken RCAF base to comfortable new quarters at Pirmasens.
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