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LOCAL CASUALTIES OF THE EARLY COLD WAR PERIOD 

Peter Ford 

I had walked up Stake House Fell in the hills east of Garstang some years before, 
when most of the wreckage of an American C54 G transport plane was still strewn 
over the hillside and in the river bed, but by 1960 little remained that was 
recognisable. The most lasting impression was of the hundreds of piston rings 
scattered everywhere, many half-embedded in the peaty soil. 

On both visits our bicycles were left at the farm on the road near the Oakenclough 
paper mill between Lancaster and the village of Calder Vale, to walk up therRiver 
Calder valley between increasingly steep hillsides, Stake House Fell to the left and 
Calder Fell to the right. Though not of Lakeland proportions, the looming sides of the 
river valley give an impression of height and remoteness. Some two miles along the 
footpath, out of sight of any habitation, is a small chapel-like building designated an 
'arbour' on the Ordnance Survey map, and we started to climb the hillside there. 

The crash site is in the Bowland Forest, an extensive area of bleak moor tops and 
steep-sided valleys, with atmospheric place-names such as Fiendsdale, itself just over 
the hill from Stake House Fell. We climbed the left hand western slope onto the fell, 
where the plane had come down more than 20 years before, on 7th January 1949, 
having flown from the American Rhein Main Air Force Base in Germany. 

The Berlin Airlift of 1948-9 provided provisions for the citizens of that city, which 
the partition of Germany at the end of the Second World War had left deep in 
Russian-controlled territory (Jackson 1988). The Warsaw Pact countries of Eastern 
Europe had closed the narrow corridor linking Berlin to the rest of the West. This was 
a tense time and, like the Cuba crisis then 13 years in the future, Berlin represented 
one of the great potential flashpoints that threatened to bring the Cold War to the boil 
in global disaster. Hundreds of planes were in the air at all times, ferrying supplies 
into the beleaguered city night and day. America's air bases in Germany were 
swamped with work, so RAF Burtonwood near Warrington on the 
Lancashire/Cheshire border was designated a major base for servicing the hard
worked fleet. 

The Lancashire Air Investigation Team (LAIT) reported: 

'At approx. 16.45 witnesses on the ground near Garstang heard the aircraft's 
engines as it descended through the cloud and then it appeared out of the mist 
only some 80 feet above the ground. Seconds later and probably before the 
pilot realised the danger of his situation, the aircraft was seen to strike the face 
of Stake House Fell as there was a flash through the mist as it exploded on 
impact. Subsequent investigation found that a strong signal from a commercial 
radio station North of the Burtonwood base was interfering with the 
Burtonwood Range signal, causing the radio compass on board the aircraft to 
continue to indicate that the base was to their North even after they had passed 
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to the North of the Range Station - following this incident the frequency was 
changed and the problem did not reoccur'. 

Four crew members and two passengers, all American military personnel, lost their 
lives, along with a dog accompanying one of the passengers. The death toll was 
tragically increased in a sobering aftermath to the actual crash, when a civilian, after 
investigating the wreckage, attempted to dismantle a parachute flare which exploded, 
causing injuries later proving to be fatal. 

The Skymaster, which strayed so tragically away from its flight plan, was bringing a 
load of aircraft engines for '200 hour inspection' enabling the colossal airlift to 
continue. According to the LAIT report the transport was slightly overloaded, but this 
was not thought to have caused the crash. The vast numbers of piston rings which 
were everywhere, on top of and half-buried in the thick black soil, along with 
numerous fragments of steel and aluminium, were obviously not parts the crashed 
plane's engines but spares intended for the servicing operations. During our visit, we 
felt no temptation to pick up even one ring or scrap of aluminium as a 'souvenir'. This 
is in no way a criticism of historical groups who have removed items as part of 
legitimate recovery projects and who observe strict codes of conduct regarding crash 
sites. 

Figure 1. C-54 Skymaster wreckage on Stake House Fell 
Photograph by David W Earl © Nick Wotherspoon of LAIT 

LAIT (Lancashire Air Investigation Team) is dedicated to researching the history of 
air crashes in the area (Fig 1), thus preserving the memory of the crew members who 
lost their lives. I am grateful to Nick Wotherspoon and his colleagues for information 
about the tragedy and for permission to include material from the LAIT website, 
which includes a full report of the incident. Valuable information has been provided 
by David Parkin and Glynn Griffith (Curator) of RAF Millom Aviation and Military 
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Museum, where the LAIT collection is displayed. There is currently no public access 
to Stake House Fell. 

There appears to be no report of the incident in the wncaster Guardian archives and 
the Garstang Courier records do not go back far enough. Aldon P Ferguson, in his 
excellent book, wncashire Airfields in the Second World War (2004) provides a vivid 
picture of the vastness of the Burtonwood base and mentions the airlift operation, but 
without reference to the C54 crash. The event may have gone largely unreported 
because of the secret nature of aircraft movements at a sensitive time, and because the 
incident was minor in global terms. 

To those involved, however, the event was a disaster. The Stake House Fell crash 
reminds us that the Cold War between the superpowers was waged on many fronts, 
and not all its casualties occurred in Korea or Vietnam. 
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