THE WIZARDS OF CROOKHAM COMMON

By: Leon B. Spencer

Chances are that if you flew a Waco CG-4A glider in the ETO during World War 1 it was assem-
bled by glider mechanics of the 26™ Mobile Reclamation & Repair Squadron. T! is specialized unit, fresh
from the United States, was activated on 10 November 1943 at Crockham Coinmon, a former British golf
course west of London in Berkshire. Its initial complement was 2 officers anc! 157 ealisted men, most of
them privates. When the squadron arrived at their new overseas home they were grested by row upon row
of enormous wooden crates containing America’s newest combat weapon, the military cargo glider. They
had been arriving in England by ship since July 1943. Just one of these disasssmbled motorless war birds

required five enormous packing crates.

There were no barracks or mess facilities at Crookham Commion, so squadron members were bil-
leted and fed at Camp Columbia “A,” a neighboring base. There were also no hangers at the base. Work
crews had to be transported to and from Crookham Common daily, a coasiderable inconvenience. One of
the first priorities of the commanding officer was to design and set up a glider assembly line and start
cranking out gliders. There was no technical data or precedent to draw on, so the mechanics had to impro-
vise. Field tests and experiments were conducted and either approved or abandoned. The approved proce-
dures subsequently resulted in an assembly line made up of wing, fuselage, final assembly and inspection
teams. Much of the month of November 1943 was devotad to setting up work areas and getting established.
To simplify glider assembly all of the crates had to be rearranged by manufacturer and marked for easy
identification. This chore in itself was 2 mammoth undertaking.

By the end of December 1943, 167 gliders had been assembled, despite the fou! English weather
and inadequate tools. Glider mechanics were also dispatched to troop carrier bases at Ramsbury, Mem-
bury. Keevi! and Aldermaston to assemble CG-4As that had been shipped to those locations. It was soon
determined that a hanger and specialized ground equipment were necessary at Crookham Common if im-
proved productivity was to be realized. Personnel of the squadron designed and fabricated the required
equipment in short order, with measurable results.

The CO also determined that considerable time could be saved if housing and mess facilities were
available at Crookham Common. Within days he hit on the idea of converting the glider crates into make-
shift barracks. Employing a little elbow grease and some good old American ingenuity, the empty contain-
ers were quickly converted into living space. Windows and doors were ciit out, roofing was applied, bunks
were moved m and a stove was installed. A single CG4A fuselage crate was large enough to provide ade-

quate living space for four men.

Once living accommodations were provided the men set about building several mess halls, a head-
quarters building, post exchange, barber shop, tailor shop and a fire station. Each mess hall required seven,
24 ft by 82t by 7 . high crates. The unsightly empty packing crates soon blossomed into a small military .
community. It would soon become-known variously as Shanty Town and Crate City, U.K. More impor-






