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Greetings dear 49ers and I hope you 
all are doing very well. 

I wanted to start this newsletter with 
a few final thoughts about the status of the 49th FSA. 
I did a bit more ‘exploring’ and I want to share results 
with you.

You’ll recall that we discussed cancellation of the 
reunion this year. This was a difficult decision to 
make, and there’s no one to blame for the situation. 
Our’s is a proud organization with a very rich tradition 
maintained by great people over the years and sustained 
by our relationship with the active duty 49th FTS, our 
involvement in memorial services in France, and the 
ongoing Frank Mullinax fund. 

It is also worth repeating that the present state of the 
49th FSA is a natural progression in the life shared by 
all associations that were born in the strife of WW II, 
against a common enemy, and when the entire country 
came together. The personal and group cohesiveness 
burgeoning at that time helped ignite the 49th FSA and 
sustained us through more than 70 years. 

What is also emerging is that this issue is systemic 
throughout the Air Force and most probably with the 
other services as well. Air Force Clubs are an example. 
The merging of the officer and enlisted clubs that have 
taken place over the past years have not been effective 
in generating profitable business, and I am told that 
the only Air Force Clubs operating in the black are in 
Germany and Japan - none stateside. I don’t know of 

the situation with organizations such as the Veterans 
of Foreign Wars and the American Legion, but suspect 
that they are experiencing similar membership and 
retention issues. 

Enough of this! Let’s move to other topics and 
leading the list is a visit to the U.S. by our dear 
friend and Association member, Mr. Nico Courtine. 
Nico visited the U.S. from his hometown in southern 
France. You’ll recall from the last Newsletter that Nico 
arranged and hosted many memorial services for P-38 
pilots killed in combat during World War II. This year, 

Nico held memorial services for Lt. Donald Tracy 
and Lt. Warren Semple, 49th Fighter Squadron who 
were killed in combat in 1944. Our FSA contributed to 
these services with floral wreaths and tributes which 
were translated into French. We also arranged to have 
family members attend the memorial service for Lt. 
Tracy. These services are well attended by dignitaries 
and townspeople; all showing honor and 
respect to young Americans who paid the 
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By Jim Van Laak - 49th FIS May 1978 to September 1983

ultimate sacrifice for the liberation of France. While in 
the States, Nico gave several presentations to a WW II 
Army Association. His topic was the contribution of 
the French Resistance which greatly helped the allies 
to achieve victory in Europe.

It’s looking more likely that we will have a ‘Last 
Hurrah’ reunion in Dayton, Ohio this coming April 
or May. Subsequent Newsletters will have details 
and thanks to our Treasurer John (Jazz) Jannazo who 
will coordinate the activity in Dayton. This will be a 
bittersweet reunion and Lorraine Weatherbee put it 
best: “I and some of my kids will be there! If not, I will 

‘lower the flag’ with a grateful heart and a prayer of 
thanksgiving for all of you who were part of my life”. 

A continuing request to all of you is to help with 
these newsletters. Specifically, notes, anecdotes, 
stories, and memories of your experiences while 
active duty members of the 49th or wives / kids of 
active duty members. Many thanks to Jim Van Laak 
for the article in this newsletter about his memories as 
a F-106A pilot. Good job Jim!           

Thank you dear 49ers, stay well, check our new web 
site, and God Bless America.

Continued from Page 1

As a freshly minted Air Force 
pilot, I was lucky enough to 
get assigned to the 49th Fighter 
Interceptor Squadron at Griffiss Air 
Force Base in Rome NY. Griffiss 
was home to B-52 bombers and 
KC-135 tankers, but it also housed 
a number of tenant organizations. 
One was the 49th, and another was 
the Rome Air Development Center 

where my wife was assigned. 
New UPT graduates were required to spend a year 

or two as T-33 target pilots, and although it looked like 
a big step down from the ‘sexy’ T-38 we had flown in 
training, it was a superb way to gain experience before 
moving up to the F-106. The 900 hours I logged in that 
trusty old bird taught me more about hard IFR flying 
than anything before or since. It also provided the skills 
and confidence needed to be scrambled from a sound 
sleep into a dark and cloudy night.

Scrambling was the raison d’etre for the 106; 
everything about it was optimized to get from the alert 
shelter to eliminating inbound threats in the minimum 
possible time. It had only one engine to start, one seat 
to fill; its front end was state of the art radar and fire 
control; its sleek shape, including internal weapons, was 
made to accelerate and go fast. A true Mach 2 airplane, 
it was an incredible accomplishment less than a decade 
after Chuck Yeager first broke the sound barrier. 

Like everyone else, I loved flying the 106. It was 
solid and classy, fun to fly and dependable.  Its speed 
and range made it a great cross-country mount, and its 
power let it deal with most anything that came along. I 
particularly loved to go high, often lighting the burner to 
climb above all of the airline traffic. Air Traffic Control 
was always amused when I asked to “pop up” to 45,000 
and would get there in what seemed like seconds. 
Sometimes I went up there just for the view.

I was tickled to learn that one of the 49th airplanes 
was famous. Tail number 58-0787 was known to some 
as the Cornfield Bomber, though we called it the Gray 
Ghost. Its fame came from having landed itself in a 
snow-covered field near Great Falls, Montana after the 
pilot ejected from a spin. After being sent to the depot 
for repairs, it eventually found its way to the 49th. When 
I heard its story, I knew that was the plane to have my 
name on it. What could be better than an airplane with 
a survival instinct! It took some horse trading, but my 
name was on 787 from 1981 to 1983.

Of course, I loved nearly all of our airplanes. Almost 
all of them were very good flying machines. However, 
tail number128 was trouble, having developed quite a 
reputation across several squadrons. Tail number 079 was 
one of the first 106s to develop cracks in its wing skins, 
and we were told to park it until funding was found to use 
it as the prototype for the reskinning effort. What was 
supposed to be a short wait turned into over 6 months, at 
the end of which I flew it to the bone yard. The fun started 
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for real when the time came to get it back in the air after 
months of being picked over for spare parts. Despite a 
month of dedicated work by the maintenance troops, it 
was a mess. It took me 5 attempts to get airborne, and the 
first two times I never left the chocks. On that first attempt 
I had 7 grounding squawks without moving a foot. When 
I did finally get it airborne, raising the gear handle gave 
me an immediate gear warning tone and light, master 
caution light, BANG-BANG-BANG ringing through the 
airplane, and a call from the tower on guard that I was 
“streaming fuel at a high rate!” Since these were hints 
that it was not ready for prime time, I came out of burner, 
circled around, blew the gear down, and got it back on 
the runway. It was the shortest flight I ever logged, just 4 
minutes from brake release to wheel stop.

Tail number 083 was severely damaged when its pilot 
got into a supersonic vertical dive chasing an F-15. One 
of the limitations of the delta wing design was that the 
airplane could only generate about 3 Gs when supersonic 
because of the shock wave sitting on the elevons. When the 
pilot realized his mistake, he was supersonic with the stick 
full back and almost no turning ability as he plummeted 
toward the ground. The airplane finally went subsonic 
about a thousand feet above the desert and instantly had 
14 Gs on it, ripping the drop tanks off, cracking the wings, 
and bending the fuselage. The pilot landed at Michael 
Army Airfield where the plane was deemed unrepairable. 
It was originally to be scrapped, but was saved when a few 
weeks later a 106 from another squadron landed at the 
same airfield after its nose was knocked off in a midair 
collision. The opportunity was too good to ignore, and the 
decision was made to put the good wings on 083’s fuselage 
and return the plane to service at the 49th.

I flew 083 many times after that, and it definitely flew 
differently than the others. It was noticeably slower, 
probably because it had a noticeable yaw at supersonic 
speeds. It handled OK in flight, but the damage was 

clear to the crews who changed engines. Where the 
original design let two men push the engine out on rails, 
083 required the use of a tug to get it in and out. Since 
I was then the head of the Aircraft Generation Branch 
as well as running QA, I spent a lot of time with the 
maintenance folks and saw the effort this plane required. 

Probably the biggest lesson I got from our maintenance 
guys was how hard our youngsters worked to keep those 
old planes in the air. The avionics folks were always on 
the flight line during our mission periods, usually trying 
to get the fire control up to snuff, but I soon saw that 
this was just the tip of the iceberg. When I was on alert I 
would often visit the night and swing shifts to see what 
they were up to. They told me officers were rare on the 
flight line at those hours.

Since Griffiss was a northern tier base, winter was 
a big part of our world. I can remember going out one 
night to visit the folks working on a plane outside in the 
wind. The wind chill was a good twenty below zero, and 
they were working on the avionics. From the alert shack 
I watched them take their gloves off for a few seconds to 
handle connectors before putting them back on before 
frostbite hit. Every few minutes they would pop into the 
weapons bay to get their upper bodies out of the wind 
and try to warm up. I decided to go see what they were 
up to, but they popped into the bay just as I got to the 
plane so I joined them. I was at the back of the bay, with 
about four others huddled in front of me. Nobody had 
noticed me join them, and I was startled when the one in 
front me snuggled up against me for warmth. It turned 
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out to be a young woman who about fainted when she 
saw the wings on my jacket. She quickly withdrew 
and blabbered out an apology, but after a few awkward 
moments, we all had a good laugh.

Being a maintenance test pilot meant lots of weekend 
flying. We had a hard requirement for planes on alert, 
and that meant people with critical skills worked 7 days, 
sometimes for weeks at a time. Whenever possible I tried 
to make the weekend duty a little less onerous. A favorite 
tactic was to make a high-speed pass at the end of the 
FCF so the troops could see the product of their work. In 
those days nobody seemed to mind 500 knots on initial.

Some specialists were badly overworked. For a while 
we had a lot of trouble with air in the hydraulics, and I 
remember our one and only 7 level hydraulic tech telling 
me he had not had a day off in over 3 weeks. Although 
I could not fill in for him, I did what I could, including 
making myself available for engine runs and hot bleeds 
whenever he needed me. 

As my experience grew, something about the 106 
made me want to explore its limits. One day I took 787 
to 68,000 feet just to see what it could do. The flight 
was illegal, going over 50,000 without a pressure suit, 
but I felt I was not taking a big chance since the design 
was certified to 65,000. I was still climbing over 500 
feet per minute when I reached its published ceiling, so 
I let it go a little longer. At the top the airspeed was 
only 200 KIAS, but in the thin air that was Mach 1.3. 
The airplane felt fine, and the only concern was the 
EGT approaching redline. While there, I savored the 
view, wondering what it would be like to keep going 
into space. Good sense eventually got my attention to 
remind me I would have been in a bad way if the engine 
flamed out without a pressure suit, so I stopped the 
climb at 68,000 and started back down. 

Altitude was great, but speed is what we all craved, 
and the best of our planes was tail number 069. It would 
easily cruise at 540 knots TAS while burning only 1000 
pounds of fuel per hour - less than its stable mates. It was 
one clean machine, and on one maintenance test run I 
reached Mach 2.1 despite having used most of the fuel on 
other tests. Since it was still accelerating when fuel was 
getting low, I was sure it had a lot more to offer. When I 
landed I asked the crew chief to take the fuel tank pylons 
off while I called for a tanker to prepare for another flight. 
With even less drag and a full load of internal fuel, I was 
hoping for at least Mach 2.4. Alas, one of the troops 

innocently bragged to headquarters that we were going 
to set a new single engine speed record, and ten minutes 
later I was in the Squadron Commander’s office. Larry 
Wusk quietly informed me that there would be no record 
runs in 30-year-old airplanes. Not long after that, 069 was 
retired when its landing gear was damaged in a ground 
accident. It can be seen today on a pylon in Great Falls 
although it is wearing a different tail number.

There were so many great experiences flying the 
Dart. I remember skimming the water as I ran down an 
RF-4 near Goose Bay, easily beating him by almost 100 
knots. Also at Goose Bay I took a jet with a brand new 
paint job through a little shower at 660 knots. When I 
got back to the base, I got a dirty look from its crew 
chief. Turning around in the cockpit, I saw that the paint 
was stripped off half of the wings. 

The 106 would easily overfly thunderstorms, and 
was stable as a rock if you got caught in one. There is a 
good reason NASA used a B model to collect lightning 
strikes, and I can attest that it was a non-event to be 
hit during the day. Nighttime hits would leave you flash 
blinded, but the plane didn’t care. 

My “final” flight in the 106 happened twice. My last 
scheduled flight was a maintenance test hop after heavy 
maintenance and included all of the test items. This required 
I come back with the Ram Air Turbine deployed, which 
kept my speed low and kept me from doing anything fun. 
But the day before I out processed I got called for one last 
test hop. This was just an engine change so I came back 
with a clean airplane and some gas to beat up the field. I 
made the fastest, lowest flight of my life down the runway 
– almost 500 knots at about 15 feet – and zoomed to 10,000 
feet before pulling it over on its back. When I got done 
debriefing maintenance, the squadron ops officer walked 
in. Looking at me very sternly he said “I was sitting at the 
end of the runway when you went by. It’s a damn good 
thing I didn’t look up or I would have to ground you!” His 
wink told me he understood.

The very last time I saw a Dart fly was out at NASA 
Dryden Flight Test Center in 1997. I was about to fly 
their F/A-18B on a familiarization hop and another pilot 
was suiting up to fly a 106 that had been used in a series 
of tow tests. We compared notes about our airplanes 
and went off to fly. When I got back to the field he was 
making a photo pass over the parallel taxiway as I came 
down initial. We ended up flying about 300 feet apart, 
letting me enjoy that beautiful profile one last time.

Continued from Page 3
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PaM MurPhy - quite the lady 
By Dennis McCarthy, Los Angeles Times, April 15, 2010

Pamela Murphy, widow of 
WWII hero and actor, Audie 
Murphy, died peacefully at her 
home on April 8, 2010. She was 
the widow of the most decorated 
WWII hero and actor, Audie 
Murphy, and established her 
own distinctive 35 year career 
working as a patient liaison 
at the Sepulveda Veterans 

Administration hospital, treating every veteran who 
visited the facility as if they were a VIP. 

Any soldier or Marine who came into the hospital 
got the same special treatment from her.  She would 
walk the hallways with her clipboard in hand making 
sure her boys got to see the specialist they needed.  If 
they didn’t, watch out.

Her boys weren’t Medal of Honor recipients or movie 
stars like Audie, but that didn’t matter to Pam.  They 
had served their Country. That was good enough for 
her. She never called a veteran by his first name.  It 
was always “Mister.”  Respect came with the job.

“Nobody could cut through VA red tape faster 
than Mrs. Murphy,” said veteran Stephen Sherman, 
speaking for thousands of veterans she befriended 
over the years. “Many times I watched her march a 
veteran who had been waiting more than an hour right 
into the doctor’s office.

She was even reprimanded a few times, but it didn’t 
matter to Mrs. Murphy.  “Only her boys mattered.  She 
was our angel.”

Audie Murphy died broke in a plane crash in 1971, 
squandering millions of dollars on gambling, bad 
investments, and yes, other women. “Even with the 
adultery and desertion at the end, he always remained 
my hero,” Pam told me.

She went from a comfortable ranch-style home in Van 
Nuys where she raised two sons to a small apartment - 
taking a clerk’s job at the nearby VA to support herself 
and start paying off her faded movie star husband’s 
debts. At first, no one knew who she was. Soon, though, 
word spread through the VA that the nice woman with 
the clipboard was Audie Murphy’s widow.  It was like 
saying General Patton had just walked in the front 

door. Men with tears in their eyes walked up to her and 
gave her a Hug.  “Thank you,” they said, over and over.

The first couple of years, I think the hugs were more 
for Audie’s memory as a war hero. The last 30 years, 
they were for Pam.

One year I asked her to be the focus of a Veteran’s 
Day column for all the work she had done. Pam just 
shook her head no. “Honor them, not me,” she said, 
pointing to a group of veterans down the hallway. 
“They’re the ones who deserve it.”

The vets disagreed.  Mrs. Murphy deserved the 
accolades, they said. Incredibly, in 2002, Pam’s job 
was going to be eliminated in budget cuts.  She was 
considered “excess staff.”  “I don’t think helping cut 
down on veterans’ complaints and showing them the 
respect they deserve should be considered excess 
staff,” she told me.

Neither did the veterans. They went ballistic, holding 
a rally for her outside the VA gates. Pretty soon, word 
came down from the top of the VA. Pam Murphy was 
no longer considered “excess staff.”  She remained 
working full time at the VA until 2007 when she was 
87.

“The last time she was here was a couple of years ago 
for the conference we had for homeless veterans,” said 
Becky James, coordinator of the VA’s Veterans History 
Project. Pam wanted to see if there was anything she 
could do to help some more of her boys. Pam Murphy 
was 90 when she died. What a lady.
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i n t e r c e P t o r  M o d i F i c a t i o n S
conSidered But not accePted

By A. Asterita

In the last two issues of the Hangman you were 
introduced to two USAF Interceptor proposal that 
were very interesting, but didn’t make their way into 
the inventory. These were an F-86D variant, and a 
North American proposal using a variant of the A-5 
Vigilante.  

Here is another interesting proposal, this time by 
the Grumman Aircraft Corporation. It is a modified 
F-14 Tomcat, a Navy aircraft, but modified as an Air 
Force interceptor with upgraded engines, avionics, 
and fire control system.  As with the Vigilante variant, 
this aircraft was considered for the Interceptor 
Improvement Program in 1973.  However, as mentioned 
in the previous article, the program did not proceed.

49th FSA
2018...2019....2020....2021

MiSSing Man


