CONVOY MEMORI ES W TH THE 81st TCF

Wil e assigned to the 81TCF, | renenber one particul ar
convoy com ng honme froma 2 week deploynent to Barstow,
Calif. As was typical of the smaller TCFs, our convoy
consisted of the commander's jeep in front, foll owed by
about 20 M35A2-6X6 trucks ("6-bys") with the unit wecker
bringing up the rear. On this particular trip, nmy truck

t owed Radar Mai ntenance's S-280 nmaintenance shelter and ny
shot gun was fell ow radar maintenance nenber and good
friend, SSgt Bob Boot h.

During the convoy back to Cannon AFB (Covis, NM, we were,
natural |l y, anxious to get back home to our
wives/girlfriends (neighbor's w ves, whatever) but Barstow
to-Cannon was a three day trip so we had a | ot of driving
to do. The national speed limt at that tinme was 55 nph
but it didn't really matter since nost | oaded 6-bys could
barely do 50. Nonetheless, the rule was: Pedal to the
metal and if you break down, pull over and the wecker wll
get you. Meanwhile, the rest of the convoy wll continue
to that night's notel stop. (In other words, "Your
breakdown isn't gonna slow us down!" Anyway, our first
night's stop was to be in Needles, AZ but our truck blew an
exhaust gasket about two hours west of the notel. Qur
truck still ran but it was | oud and spewed a | ot of snoke
fromthe right front wheel well. So we pulled to the side
and waited for the wecker. It was pretty depressing

wat chi ng the rest of our convoy di sappear over the hill on
their way to their cold beer, hot neal and clean sheets in
Needl es. Well, the wecker put us on the tow bar and since
the wecker had only two seats, Bob and | rode the rest of
the way in our 6-by.

Now, as anyone famliar with Needles, AZ wll tell you, the
area that we were inis quite hilly and the wecker, which
normal Iy struggled to do 50 on a descending road with a
strong tailw nd, was lucky to crest the tops of the hills
doing 20 with our dead truck in tow (But it was quite

i npressive because it was already dark and that w ecker was
shooting a 3ft flame out of its stack pulling such a heavy

| oad!) So, after a few of these, | decided to try
sonething that the railroads did in nountai nous areas:
doubl eheading. On the next hill, as we started sl ow ng
down, | started our engine, fed in sone accel erator and

slowy eased the clutch out. Once we were engaged,
floored it and the two trucks sped up so fast that the



wrecker crew | ater told us that they thought that the tow
bar broke! W topped that hill doing at least 50 with both
trucks shooting flanes (ours comng fromthe right wheel
wel 1) and enough snoke and noise that the |ocals probably

t hought that Southern Pacific had pulled sone of its big
steanmers out of nuseuns. Thankfully, the road | evel ed out
somewhat after the first couple of hills of "doubl eheadi ng"
so we di sengaged and shut the engi ne down for the rest of
the trip into Needles.
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On anot her convoy (in a different truck) | had an
experience that wasn't quite as nuch fun as our

"doubl eheadi ng”". The 81st was returning hone froma two
week depl oynent to Nellis AFB for Red Flag ' 80 and we had
st opped at sone nountaintop about 20 mles from Vegas to

pi ck up our G ound Radio and Radio Relay guys and their
equi pnment. Scope Dope and good friend SSgt Don Depaul a was
driving and I was his shotgun. W had an S-280 shelter
full of Ops junk in the bed and an Al1B fuel trailer full of
di esel on the pintle hook. After collecting our guys from
t he nmountai ntop, we started back down with the plan that

t he convoy would pull over at the bottomto |et our brakes
cool down (it was a long, curvy and steep descent).

As we neared the bottom true to plan, the convoy slowed as
the trucks started pulling into a large clearing on the
right side of the road. However, our truck had different
plans - W had NO BRAKES!!! To keep fromrear-ending the
slow ng truck in front of us, Don swng around to the left
(thank God there was no opposing traffic!) and we bl ew past
all of our turning M35s with our horn blaring. As we
passed the turnoff, | could see Captain Lord (D rector of
Ops) screaming at us to turn in as we went flying by

(doi ng, probably, 60-plus and tow ng 400 gall ons of diesel
fuel!!l) After a few nore mles, and sone scary turns, the
road | eveled off and we were able to drift to a stop.

Don and I were shaking as we got out of the truck just in
time for Captain Lord's jeep to cone sliding up to us. He
was yelling profanity before he even cane to a stop. (He
was a hot head and assuned that we were just screw ng
around!) Naturally, he refused to believe our story until
t he vehi cl e mai ntenance guy clinbed out from under our
truck with a ruptured brake line. Two nonths later, at
Commander's Call, Sgt Depaula and | received the 602nd' s



(our parent G oup at Bergstrom AFB in Austin, TX) Safety
Award for 1980. Predictably, Captain Lord, preferring to
believe that we were, sonmehow, at fault, refused to shake
our hands in congratul ations.

Now, as Paul Harvey says, here's the rest of the story:
MB5s had air brakes with an energency backup braking
system That backup kicked in when it sensed a |loss of air
pressure in the primary braking systemand applied the
brakes using the air froma storage reservoir. (Renenber
the buzzer that used to sound when you first started up an
MB5? That was the air brake reservoir's | ow pressure
war ni ng that would buzz until it was charged by the
engine's air brake punp. It usually took |ess than two
mnutes to charge it up but you couldn't drive unti

then.) Anyway, the key here is that the enmergency brakes
were activated when they sensed a | oss of air pressure in
the primary brake system However, the Achilles Heel of
the MB5 brake systemwas a 1 foot |ong tube that went from
the hydraulic master cylinder at the brake pedal to an air
val ve that controlled the air brake system Therefore,
when that tube ruptured, we lost the ability to apply the
brakes but since the air systemwas still intact, the
energencies didn't kick in. The tube was replaced easily
but they had to tow our M35 back to Cannon anyway because
the clutch was irreparable. |It, along with our underwear,
was scattered all over that nountain road!

As | recall, Don and | drank heavily that night!
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