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McClellan Airtanker Base: Fighting Fires from the Air
MAFF, the 20,000-gallon capacity 747 is
a pressure system. It is possible that the
747 will return in 2022 fire season.

What type of person assumes the
risk of flying an 800,000-pound airplane
(747) or any tanker down a smoke-filled
canyon at close to stall speed and
between 150 to 200 feet above the tree
tops? The ASM (lead plane) determines
if it safe to make the run.ASM locates the
drop area by flying the plane’s route
sometimes several times to determine if
it’s safe for the tanker. Once established
that the drop area can be accessed safely,
the ASM rendezvous with the tanker

sometimes up to three miles out depend-
ing on the size of the tanker and the game
of follow-the-leader begins. Air speed
management is very critical so the tanker
doesn’t over run the lead, which is only
about one quarter mile ahead of the
tanker at the same altitude.

As stated above, what type of person
takes on this type of challenge? The field
of pilot’s entering this occupation are as
diversified as the airplanes they fly. Their
backgrounds include crop dusters and
bush pilots, former and current military
pilots (MAFF) and some were (are) air-
line and freighter pilots. This type of
work (fire pilots) has attracted these types

of pilots from the beginning of air tanker
use on fires going back to about 1959.
Regardless of their backgrounds, they all
have the same approach to their work;
being there for the firefighter on the
ground, to save property and lives.

It is equally important to understand
that without the logistical support of
ground personnel, the total effort would
not be achievable: From the mechanics
who work through the night to make sure
the airplanes and helicopters are ready for
flight in the morning to the firefighters
who marshal the tankers on the ground
into position to refill them with retardant
at the “pits.” Additionally, there is the

retardant loading and mixing crew who
mix and pump sometimes tens of thou-
sands of gallons of fire retardant per hour
into the tankers. Aircraft fuel service per-
sonnel and the staff in the portable con-
trol tower make sure flight operations on
and around the airport are handled safely.
Because of the size of the air tanker base
at McClellan, it requires more than 20
personnel working as a team to make
sure the firefighters on the fire line get the
retardant they require.
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By Larry E. Nazimek

The 2021 Northern IllinoisAirshow
(AKA Wings over Waukegan)
was, without question, the biggest

and best airshow in northeastern Illinois.
(The Chicago Air and Water Show was
again canceled, with only a Blue Angels
performance as a substitute.) For this air-
show, fans can walk up to the planes,
something they cannot do at many of the
major city shows.

The airshow took place on Sept. 11,
2021, the 20th Anniversary of the terror-
ist attacks on the U.S. Consequently, the
flying portion of the airshow began with
a paratrooper carrying the U.S. Flag for
the National Anthem, encircled by the
Aerostars, immediately followed by a
jumper with a 9-11-2001 Flag and a
missing man formation.

A major source of aging aircraft is
the Warbird Heritage Foundation, based
at the Waukegan Airport. Flybys are
arranged by various groupings. A TBM

Avenger and AD-1 Skyraider performed
with ground pyrotechnics. The Military
Propeller Trainer Aircraft Parade includ-
ed the T-6G Texan, T-28A Trojan, L-19A
Bird Dog, and the DHC-1 Chipmunk.
Their Jet Parade included the F-86F
Sabrejet, L-39C Albatross, L-29 Delphin,
T-33A Shooting Star, T-2B Buckeye, and
T-37 Tweet (painted like anA-37), andA-
4B Skyhawk. The FG-1D Corsair and P-
51D Mustang performed together, and
the Corsair later flew with the A-4B
Skyhawk as the Navy’s Legacy Flight.

In between the flybys were highly
skilled aerobatic performances with
Mike Vaknin in his Extra 300, Galen
Killam in his RVAcro, and Bob Richards
in a Pitts S-1SS.

The Dragon’s Fyre Jet Truck, a jet-
powered pickup truck, driven by Dave
Modder thrilled spectators as it raced
down the runway.

No large-scale airshow would be
complete without formation teams, and
this show was no different. The Phillips

66 Aerostars performed precision aero-
batics in three Extra 300s. The Hoppers,
a flight of four L-39 Albatrosses, flew
with the precision and professionalism of
any military formation team, making
many in the crowd wonder if they were
an armed forces team.

From the show’s organizers, to the
performers, to the fans, this airshow
proudly and safely stood up to the
COVID-19 Pandemic. We would not let
it dominate our lives.
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L-39 Hoppers on Ramp 2.
(Larry E Nazimek)

Larry Nazimek and Nieuport 28 remake.
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A-1 Skyraider pyrotechnics.
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