MY CONNECTIONS TO FAT
No. Not that fat.  The FAT as in Fresno Air Terminal that is the acronym used to distinguish that part of Fresno from other such facilities around the world.  Most people only know this large piece of property East of Fresno bordered by McKinley on the south, Clovis Avenue the east, Shields at the northern boundary and Chestnut corralling in the western edge - as first, a commercial airport (FAT or Fresno Yosemite International Airport) and secondly as a military installation (Air National Guard).  A smaller segment of people also know the area to have a decent little municipal golf course and a public swimming pool – both under the name of Airways.  But for another group – mostly old-timers like me, we knew it once upon a time for other uses long gone and mostly forgotten.  
It’s hard to think of myself in that category at the tender young age of 65, but I guess that’s what I’ve become - one of those Baby Boomers turning gray, becoming senile and of course useless – as the kids say.  I had the good fortune of being both born and raised in Fresno, and I actually lived with my parents post WWII from the age of about two until around five in that area known back then as Hammer Field.  So did a lot of other Fresno families struggling to find a piece of the American Dream in those post war days.  This was but one of my connections to this special place in Fresno and why my interest in connecting the information dots lost to me through the years is important.
Once turned over to civilian uses in 1947 someone converted the many two-story wooden barracks into 4-unit apartments that many young Fresno families found affordable for the first few years of their married lives.  I have my first memories of my life from this place.  And I was told recently by my longtime co-habitant and high school alum Bonnie , I was called “the biter”.  
The area known as Hammer Field actually began in 1942 as an Army Air Corp facility in response to the growing needs of the Second World War.  I can find no information though on how it came by this name.  It also went by the names of Fresno Air Base, Fresno Air Field and Municipal Airport.  Camp Pinedale was an extension of Hammer Field for the purpose of backup storage of ordinance, a rifle range, chemical weapons storage and underground igloo-styled magazine arms storage.

Hammer Field was used during the war years (and slightly afterwards) primarily for the training of pilots and crews for Bombardment Squadrons and Night Fighter Groups.  Some of the planes that flew in and out of this busy military airport were B-25s, P-61s, T6s and A-20 Havocs.  There are no doubt many memorable and also tragic stories that played out during these hectic times.  I found a report of 16 crew members who lost their lives for the 461st Bomb Group between 1943 and 1944.  There were those unfortunates who died or were injured in the numerous air accidents here that were then just part of the necessary demands of everyday life in the military during training and later, fighting overseas.
Besides a predominant cast of Army Air Corp personnel, there were also civilians – both hired and some volunteer that worked there during the war years.  Connection number two for me was my Mother’s Father, who volunteered a great deal of his time for four years I was told with the Hammer Field’s Fire Department.  I can tell you that he more than got his share of trouble from soldiers for his last name being Adolph and the fact that he was also old world German, arriving in Fresno as most immigrants did in the first part of the 20th Century.  Being an amateur boxer, hard-scrabbled farmer and dedicated volunteer fireman, I’m told he quickly earned their respect.  I know my Grandfather easily managed to earn mine.
The present day 144th Fighter Wing of the California Air National Guard got its beginning in January of 1947.  Due to the cold war threat of a Communist invasion, it was felt that a centrally located fighter squadron was needed for West Coast protection.  Today this air defense command protects California’s air spaces from the Mexican border all the way to the Oregon.  It employs approximately 325 full-time personnel with an additional 600 plus during monthly drills. 
There are still other, smaller military uses still practicing on the property that once was Hammer Field like Army National Guard and Marine Reserve Units.
Between September of 1945 and 1949, a large number of government acres were being converted into civilian ownership under the provisions of the War Assets Administration (WAA).
One of the prime users was to be North American Aviation (NAA), who made P-51 Mustangs, F-86 Sabre Jets, and T6s.  According to material provided by the Boeing Archivist Thomas Lubbesmeyer, Seattle, Washington, NAA had a plant in Fresno from 1951 until the very end of 1957.  They occupied at first the two separated large hangers at the Northeast corner of the air field and later built another 54,000 sq.ft. hanger ($260,000) in-between the two existing and totally 144,000 sq.ft. of hanger under one roof.  All totaled North American occupied 50 buildings there and a total of 403,000 sq.ft.
Their primary business was in the modification and modernization of F-86D Sabre Jets. During the 6 years in Fresno, employment reached a peak annual payroll of 3,200 personnel in excess of $12,000,000.  All plant business was under contract of the United States Air Force.  When the Air Force began to cancel contracts due to funding cuts in 1957, the Sabre Jet program began to come a close and what little work there remained was transferred to Southern California.  NAA later merged with Rockwell-Standard and then sold to Boeing in 1996.
Because of this I lost my neighborhood buddy and best friend of three years - Tony Nightheart to Southern California, as his dad was transferred there.  H e and I were inseparable for the three years we ran around together during the 3rd, 4th and part of the 5th grades.  This was my third connection with Hammer Field.
My fourth recollection and connection to the base was the day we saw and heard the explosion of a Sabre Jet which crashed within about a mile of where I lived.  We visited the crash site on our bicycles the next day.  The accident occurred in the afternoon of September 10, 1955, when a “flame-out” caused the fairly new jet quickly lose what little altitude the pilot had and crashed.  The pilot was Donn R. Jr. Austin – a member of the 140th FIG and 194 FIS.  We were told that the pilot had ejected to safety, but as I recently learned, that was not true.  Fortunately, the people who occupied the house the jet slammed into just south of Dakota and west of Cedar were on vacation at the time.  

In the late 60’s I became a member of the 1112th Transportation Co. of the California Army National Guard, where I learned how to repair certain parts of all Army helicopters.  Our main hanger that was used to repair Viet Nam damaged aircraft was none other than the largest easterly hanger used by NAA in the late fifties.  This was now my fifth connection to the area known as Hammer Field.  Our guard unit also used the Mess Hall of the Air Guard during our two week summer camps.  Our headquarters were located on the Northwest corner of Shields and Clovis and has been replaced by a much newer structure and different Guard Unit.  My old company was finally to become part of the 76th Aviation Group in 1975 a year after my service ended.
My sixth and last association with the airfield property was helping an Air Guard Reservist friend do some restoration work on the old F-86 that the Air Guard shows along with other planes flown out of that guard unit known as their static display on McKinley Avenue.  We put many hours of elbow grease into polishing the aluminum skin.  I wonder if my buddy’s dad worked on that plane when it was new.
