BOMBERS
VER
BROWARD

NORTH PERRY AIRPORT DURING WORLD WAR II

Im 1939, Broward County was still
recovering from the long depression
brought on by the collapse of the early
1920s" land boom, the 1936 and 1928
hurricanes, and the 1929 stock market
crash. The Evropean war which broke
out in September seemed far away, ]:Il.lt.
it reached Broward's shores in
December, when the German ship
Arauca, pursued by the British cruiser
Orion, attempled to escape by entering
Port Everglades, where it was
impounded for over a year. The war
came even closer to the Broward
County coast in the months imme
diately following Pearl Harbor, when
German U-boats torpedoed Allied
merchant ships off Florida"s Atlantic
seaboard and in the Gulf of Mexico.'
Florida would scon become deeply
involved in the activities of war
preparations,

The state’s good vear-round fying
weather, flat terrain, and surrounding
waters made it a prime site for air and
sen bases. Housing, schools, and
amenities could also be provided for
service personnel and their families.?
Indeed, Florida's advantages had been
recognized even before World War I,
when the Pensacola Naval Adr Station
was established in 19143 In Dade
County, the small Opa-locka airfield
dwe]nped. h:," aviation pinnu:[ Glenn
Curtiss and given by him to the 1.5,
Mavy im 1931 for a reserve training
base, became part of the Miami Maval
Adr Btation during World War 114

by Gerry Witoshynsky

The pace of military preparedness
had quickened noticeably even before
the United States entered the war, In
1939, Embry:-Riddle Company in
Miami, o flight training school, began
a program for University of Miami
men siudents, and later, women stu-
denta were also enrolled.® These ste-
dents and many other women aviators
would perform distinguished service
during the war as instructors and ferry
pilots for all types of planes transferred
everywhere in the United States’

The December 7, 1941 Japanese
attack on Pearl Harbor brought war
nlnnmni: to emergency status. Operats
ing municipal airfields were quickly

commandeered for training, while new
fields sprang up almost overnight in
cow pasture and palmetto pateh, The
Fort Lauderdale Maval Air Station, for
example, was operational at the city's
Merle Fogg Field within four months
af its inception, and opened in Octaober,
1842, Two auxiliary sites were also
built, orne at Pompano and the other
along West Prospect Road.” Port Ever-
glades became the base of a navy boat
facility, to assist the Fort Lauderdale
NAS with air and sea rescae services,
and to tow targets for bombing prac-
tice, The huge Miami Naval Air Sta.
tion was comprised of the main station
at Opa-locka, plus Municipal, Master,
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One of a number of sowth Florida aviation fecilities which can trace its
origing fo World War II, North Perry Airport was established on southern
Broward County's pastureland as an auxiliory training field for the huge
Miami Naval Air Station. As such, it played an imparfant rele in fraining
navy fliers for the air war in the Pacific. In recognition of the historical
significance of this site, the original operations building has been preserved

Gerry Witoshynsky i a founder and current president of the Pembroke
Pines Higtorical Saciety and a .l"urmer Broward County Historical
“Bombers Quver Broward”
regearch on the history of North Perry Adr sort and was first delivered as
ane af the Higtorical Commission's me wthly history programs. The
photographs accompanying this article are courfesy of the Pembroke Pines
Mrs, Witoshynsky and the Pembroke Pines Historical
Society are interested in localing any addilional information perfoining
fo Marth Perry's Warld War IT history. Anyone having photographs, recol-
lections, documents, or information en the whereabouts of veterans who
were al North Perry during the war is wrged to eontact the Broward County

is the result of her in-depth
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Henry 1) Perry, c. 1860,

North Perry, South Perry, Forman,
and Davie fields? Statewide, there
were approximately one hondeed air-
field installations.®

The many dairy farm pastures along
the fringes of the Everglades in south-
enst Florida were ideal for military
airfields, The land was level, mostly
cleared, and sparsely populated. ! The
farmers would either rent or sell
acreage that could quickly be deweal-
oped into auxiliary training sites.
Some arens of the fields were still used
as pasiures, so there was no loas of the
dairy products needed for the huge
surge in population created by the
influx of servicemen. it

South Broward ploneer Henry [
Ferry had atarted his dm'ir_',' wast of
Hallandale, north and south of Pem-
broke Hoad. in 1923, He acquired at
least 1,9} acres, and at one Hme
grazed 1500 sows.'2 The navy rented
from him what would become South
Perry Field, paying $400.00 a yvear for
the 400-mcre parcel. The site was
apened Oetober 28, 1940, and consiated
of & grass emergency landing strip
with no buildings. Later, North Perry
Field was porchased from Perry
through condemnation proceedings.
The price paid was 325 276.00 for G40
acres — one square mile.'® According
to navy archives, the field was com-
misgioned by July, 1943, with the U-
ehaped Operations Building serving as
a bunk voom, cafeteria, and & minor
radio repair shop. A three-story section
served as the control tower. The per
sonnel assigned to the field were
support for the trainees flving in from
the main base at Miarmi,. !4

*rnrth Perry had an unusual wagon-

¥iew of the North Perry runway as it appeared during the war, as seen

from an incoming plane,

wheel configuration of ranways, as did
Forman Field in Davie. The runways
were marked with aireraft carrier
dimensions s the pilots could learn
how to land on an 800-to-800-foot long
carrier deck.’ On an into-the-wind
approach, the planes would land with
flaps down, nose up, tail wheel drag-
ging, and at stall speed.i®

World War II photographs taken at
Worth Perry Field show Grumman
Wildcats and AT-11 Kansans, as well
as the wagon-wheel runways, Avenger
torpedo bombers most likely used the

field as well, and the SNJ trainer,
called the AT-6 Texan by the other
services, flew in and out,!*

The Wildeats and later Helleats and
the Avenger planes were all designed
by the Grumman Corporation and
built by that company and by o divi-
sion of General Motors, They were the
major sircraft carrier fighter bombers
uged by the navy until late in the war,
The Avengers had engines of between
1,700 and 1,900 horsepower and
weighed 18,250 pounds leaded. Wing-
span was fifty-four feet, and its fusel.

Acrial view of the North Perry runways, showing “wagonwheel™
configuration.
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Grumman F4F Wildeat carrvier fighters at North Perry during World War

IT.

North Perry operations building, e 196808, with eattle pasture behind
row of trees in background.

age length was forty feet, The Avenger
could carry a bomb load of 2,000
pounds, and was equipped with 30 and
S ealiber machine guns. Top airspeed
was 275 miles per hour, Armor plating
around the cockpit saved many a pilot,
crew, and plane from destruction, The
faster and more maneaverable Japa-
nese Zerses could not withatand the
American mircraft’s heavy gunfirve
What the American planea lacked in
performance early in the war was
made up by the training of the pilot
and the endurance of the planes, and
many & pilot's skills were honed in the
skies over Broward County,

The F4F Wildeat was one of the most
important naval fighters in the early
war years, It represented one of the
firat steps up from bi-planes o mon-

oplanes. It had a 1,200 horsepower
enging and folding wings, as did the
Avenger, and its landing gear re-
tracted into the fuselage, Wingspan
was thirty-eight feet, length wos
twenty-sight feet, nine inches, and
when leaded it weighed 7,952 pounds,
The Wildcat's armament conaisted of
200 pounds of bombs or torpedoes and
gix machine guns. Airspesd was 330
MPH. The later FGF Helleat was an
improvement on the Wildecat, and
12,000 were produced in a thres-yvear
i 18

Fort Lauderdale Maval Air Station
was & major base for the TEM Awven-
gers.® Future President George Bush
was stationed at the base for advanced
training in torpedo bombing, and
received his wings before his nine

teenth birthday. @

Ensign George Gay, the famous
“sole survivor” of Torpedo Squadron
Eight that was wiped out at the June
4, 1942 Battle of Midway, trained at
Opa-docka. After he recovered from his
thirty-six hour ordeal in the water
during the battle, he tu;:ed thauU.E.
auahern,mu]u.n;’ speeches to sell war
bonds, and visiting bases to cheer on
fledgling aviators. He eventually

ame an instructor at Opa-docka.
Ensign Gay recalled a particularly
memorable experience while serving in
that capacity, The “outlving field"” he
mentions was probably either North
Perry or Forman Field;

Early in my tour here, I nearly
Bought the farm,’ as they say. I
was flying in an SNJ wp o an
autlying freld north of Opa-locka
to observe my charges during
field carrier landings. I was
tooling along af 4,000 feel and
feeling fine, [ began to think how
long i had been sinee I had an
airplans an ity back, and decigded
to get some of the cobwebs out
af my svstem. I looked af the
altimeter, and then looked over
the side. I elimbed to 5,000 feet.
After looking that over, I climbed
to &,000 feet. | decided fo stort
erith @ nice, easy roll. Everyihing
ewas heautifel undd [ got on my
hack and the noge started down
Just @ litle ton much, Being
aecusiomed o that big TBF, I
pushed the noge up too much and
stalled the right wing. On an SNJ
the right wing will stall a split
secaond before the left one, and
it"s enough to cause violent reac-
tigng. When I guit gwrating, was
headed straight down, I had not
forgotten allof this — I just didn't
remember if. I pulled out right
over the treefops, going like o bat
out of hell, That got me mad, s0
I wend back wp and kicked the
dewil out of that plane. I guess
I shouldn't have taken if oul an
the airplane, but I had o prove
b meyvself that I eouwld do .27

Later in his book, Ensign Gay wrote
about the low level flving he called
“legalized flat hatting"” — flying every-
where at tree or housetop level, and,
over the ocean, nicking the waves with
the propellors, The farmers frequently
complained to the base commanders
about their cows being scared amd
stampeded. However, Mra. Annabel
Perry, Henry's wifie, recalled that their
animals eventually became immune to
the noise and would only look up in
curiosity as the planes flew above their

tures.® With more than a dozen
es in the Miami-Fort Lauderdale
aren, several squadrons could be in the
mir ot one time, with the roar of engines
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Detnil of a 1944 aeronaution] q:l:uu-':.W
of south Florida, showing bomb- .
ing ronges and military installn- = i
tions in Broward and Palm Beach- _
counties and the surrounding §
areas {map courtesy of George”
Cordes, Clewiston Museum).
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The Morth Perry operations build-
ing and control tower as it
appeared in the 1980s.
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a fact of life, day and night. The ocean,

Lake Okeechobee, and many sections
of the Everglades, incloding what is
now OB, Smith Park in broke

Pines, were used as bombing ranges.®
Gunnery schools were established at
Riverside Military Academy in Holly-
wood, on the Dade-Broward line north
of COpa-locka, and late in the war, at
M Perry Air Field.®™ With the high
number of flights, many planes
crashed, and to this day wrecks are
found in remote areas of the Ewver
glades, and old bombs are hooked by
fishermen,®

With its massive production and
manpower training capacity, Ameri-
ca's stunning early logses of territory,
ships, planes and personnel were
overcome, and was assured,
After the war ended dramatically
when the U.S. dropped two atomic
bombs on Japan in August, 1945,
many military airfields were retained
in Florida for some time. A tragic
oecurrence of Broward’s post-wartime
period was the mysterious loss of five
Avengers with fifteen crew members
on December 5, 1945, The planes flew
out over the Atlantie from Fort Laud.
erdale on & routine training mission,
and for reasons atill not fully under

stood, disappeared without a trace. The
"Lost Flight™ has since become a chicf
element in the “Bermuda Triangle”
o

Accounts of wartime Fort Lauder-
dale and Hollywood tell of community
efforts to entertain the military
members in their leisure hmlru —_
Broward County was o good
and the fine times m.m_v.redh:rﬂfu
eog were a major fnctor in the p-uul.-mi.r
pepulation boom as many ex-service
people returned to live permanently.®

Fort Lauderdale Naval Air Station
reverted to the county, when no longer
needed, eventually Ihmming Fort
Lauderdale-Hollywood International
Airport. The West Prospect Road field
is now Executive Airport, and Pom-
pano Field is a general aviation fa-
cility. Thanks to pioneer Ela.vla dairy-
man Hamilton ?S‘ Forman, Forman
Field became the South Florida Edu-
ecation Center, containing Nova Uni-
versity, Broward Community College
Central Campus, Nova High School,
Nova Middle School, and Nowva,
Blanche Forman and Eisenhower
Elementary Schools,® Davie Field was
returned to the Forman family,

South Perry was again used as
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pasture for awhile, and later becames
part ufthb:dﬂity of m. which
incorporated in 1955, FTY Was
at first leased to, and then, in October
1657, deeded to Broward County,® It
now operabes as a busy general avi-
ation installation, with wpgraded,
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Perry's original Operations
Building has besn pressrved by its
Imfﬁ‘gder.:;j now houses a restau-
rant, offices an aviation accessory
shap, [tunnanfnnlyafaw-nmcmm
that still exist from hundreds put up
in haste during the war ncy. ™
A few World War II dump sites at
Morth Perry have yielded some worth-
while artifacts, such as live 30 and .50
caliber bullets, dozens of empty shell
casings, hundreds of bullet links, 1SN
cafeteria china, cutlery and food trays,
gun barrels and machinery parts, all
amall reminders of Broward County's
gignificant participation in the ex.
citlnger':rar yvears, when there were
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