B-25 FERRY FLIGHT 

(by Members of CAF Southern California Wing)

The North American B-25J Mitchell "BIG OLE BREW 'n little ole you" (N5865V) was donated to the Confederate Air Force in 1988. Early in 1993, CAF Headquarters assigned the bomber to the So Calif Wing for restoration to flying status. 

This is the story of ten CAF Colonels who took on the assignment of breathing fire back into the dormant B-25, getting it into the air, and ferrying it from Midland TX to their home base at Camarillo, CA for restoration. (CAF Colonels participating in the B-25 ferry flight were Joe Peppito, Russ Drosendahl, Bill Main, Merrill Wein, Ron Fleishman, Cliff Brown, Kelvin Rautiola, Dick Russell, Howard Ulm, and Wil Lorenzini.) 

The Colonels came home empty-handed on their first attempt to retrieve the B-25 from Midland in April 1993. Inspection of the airplane revealed corrosion in the left wing. A decision was made to replace the wing and do other repair and maintenance work prior to the ferry flight. 

Joe, the Wing's maintenance chief, carefully planned the next trip. He's a real pro who knows his business. About a week prior to the trip, he called a meeting at his home, cooked dinner for the group, and assigned jobs to everyone. He presented a plan of action that included the dates for departure and project completion, test flights, and even the time the B-25 would set down in Camarillo! It looked good on paper, but it was later found that bets were made both in Camarillo and Midland that the schedule would not be met. 

A replacement B-25 left wing was loaned by CAF member Carl Scholl (Aero Trader, Chino CA). The best way to get the wing from Chino to Midland was to carry it in the Wing's C-46 "China Doll". After all, the C-46 was designed for hauling things. A wooden mock-up of the wing was made and the group practiced loading and unloading it into the C-46 prior to the trip. 

On Thursday May 6 1993 they flew the C-46 to Chino, loaded the 900 lb wing (it was a tight fit!), a 1000 lb C-119 display propeller, a B-29 main-gear wheel, and flew back to Camarillo. Then early Saturday May 8 they added more parts, about 5000 lb of tools, ten CAF Colonels, and left for Midland TX a second time. The 900-mile flight took 5:03 hours. 

The wind always blows in Midland. Fortunately, the restoration work was done inside the 200 x 300 ft CAF hangar. The facility is fully equipped, but even so the Colonels were glad to have their own tools. Midland's air compressor threw a rod the day before they arrived, and when a new one was delivered, the fork lift driver dropped and damaged it. The B-25 props were scheduled to be overhauled and mounted before the other work began, but they were delivered just 15 minutes before the Colonels arrived! 

Work started on Sunday, and it was ten hours a day from then on. First the new propellers and spark plugs were installed, and the engines were run for compression checks. The #1 and #14 cylinders on the right engine needed changing; #8 was found to have two broken leads at the cylinder end. The biggest problem was removing the carburetor scoop. 

They learned how to remove a B-25 windshield before leaving Camarillo by practicing on neighbor Ed Schnepf's B-25 "Executive Sweet". At one point Ron stopped to admire the clean windshields, then realized they only looked clean because the old windows had been removed and were not yet replaced. Based on past experience he thought one of the ex-airline captains (they like clean windows) had done his thing. 

Lunch breaks were taken at the Warfield truck stop, just outside the airport on the Interstate. If you've never eaten at a southern truck stop, there are a few things to remember. You order by the numbers, the portions are large, the prices are reasonable, the service is quick, and you don't give the waitress any static. The food is from the two basic southern food groups ... the chicken fried group and the barbecue group. 

During the next few days they got into the spirit of things and really tore into the B-25. The oil coolers are located in the wing root and had to be removed to get to wing bolts. After Russ removed the coolers, he looked like he had been dipped into 50 weight! They took turns loosening the flange/mount bolts and developed a new respect for the midgets and ladies with small hands and double jointed wrists who put all those bolts, nuts, and washers into places that they couldn't see, let alone get a wrench on. They also found that with a little effort, a lot of cursing, and some protest on his part, they could squeeze Wil into the hard-to-get-to places in the wing. By Wednesday the wing was off. 

It was harder to attach the new wing panel to the airplane. The hard to reach fasteners went pretty fast, while the impossible ones took longer. Wil designed a tool for installing the nuts on the oil cooler clamps. It took about ten minutes to make the tool and several hours to install each nut. 

By Thursday the new wing was on. By Friday things were looking up. The Mitchell began to look like an airplane again with the left wing firmly attached. The right engine, which up to this point was a collection of parts spread over the right wing, was assembled and Kelvin and Howard were not cursing Wright engines as much. However, Kelvin still came up with some colorful descriptions of cooling ducts and air scoops. 

The group had some fun at the expense of Wing Leader Steve Barber, who monitored progress from Camarillo CA. Someone called to tell him "They dropped the wing and damaged it, and left Texas with their tails between their legs!" It's good Steve has a strong heart! 

The moment of truth finally came on Friday afternoon May 14 ... TEST FLIGHT TIME! After a run-up and engine check, Merrill, Bill, and Kelvin took off in the Mitchell. 

The flight went well until the landing gear was lowered ... there was no down light on the left main gear! Merrill told the tower he'd "touch and go" to test if the gear was down and locked. It was. Even so he accepted the tower's offer to have emergency equipment stand by and made the landing without incident. He taxied into the hangar ramp area followed by the crash trucks and local TV cameras. They quit for the day. 

On Saturday morning they conducted another retract test and found the problem ... a stuck down-lock switch. It was replaced. They made another test flight in the afternoon and got a faulty nose gear indication. No problem this time and no crash trucks or TV cameras. Flight-testing was complete. 

They loaded their tools, the wing that had been removed, and personal baggage into the C-46, and got both the B-25 and C-46 ready to leave Sunday morning. They took off at 0930, made a pass over the field, and headed to Mesa AZ for a fuel stop. Since the B-25 had no altitude encoder, it flew in formation with the C-46. 

The Colonels arrived at Falcon Field about 1230 and were given a red carpet welcome by the CAF's Arizona Wing, who are also restoring a B-25. They took off again at 1330 on the last leg of the trip ... to Camarillo. The flight was smooth until entering California airspace, where they vectored around some weather, arriving over Camarillo a little earlier than the original estimate. 

Meanwhile, back at the CAF hangar in Camarillo … 

A call came early Sunday morning that the planes were fueled, loaded, and ready to leave for home. As the day progressed a crowd gathered at the field to prepare a special homecoming for "Big Ole Brew". Four SNJ/AT-6s were launched at 1500 to intercept the big birds. 

The tables were laden, the drinks were cold, and the crowd assumed the proper position ... standing erect, feet apart, heads tilted back, mouths agape, ears straining to hear the first sounds of big, round engines. The cry went up! "There they are!" High overhead were two big dots and four small ones. The mother bird was bringing her brood home. The C-46, B-25, and four SNJ/AT-6s formed up for a group photo. What a sight! 

The B-25 landed to cheers and applause, followed by the other planes. The landing was within 10 minutes of the projected arrival time set two weeks earlier! (Some money changed hands over those bets?!) 

The recap showed that the 10 Colonels spent 754 hours on the B-25, and a total of 911 hours for the entire trip. Everyone shared a sense of accomplishment with the work that was done in a week … changing the left outer wing, two cylinders, both propellers, both front windshields, retraction checks, some hydraulic and electrical work, two test flights, as well as loading and unloading the wing assemblies and other aircraft parts that were carried in the C-46. The camaraderie generated by this operation was truly a delight. 

Since arriving at the So Calif Wing home base in Camarillo CA, the B-25 has been undergoing a complete restoration. Current estimates are for the B-25 to be ready for the 2001 airshow season. 

