
Runway Control

.

Control of the flying side of the airfield was orchestrated from the Air Traffic Control Tower. They were 

responsible for getting the aircraft into the air and back onto the ground without mishap. Inside they had all the 

specialists to ensure this task was completed in good order. Its height on several floors allowed those there to 

see all of the flying operations without hindrance. Depending on location and when the Tower was built there 

are a good number of variants. However, most airfields built for the USAAF were built to Air Ministry design 

1372/41, Watch Office for Bomber Satellite, and OTU Satellite Stations. The tower at Seething was built to this

specification and was little altered outside the standard design; other airfields modified this design to suit local 

requirements. The flat top of the Tower offered an unobstructed view of the entire airfield and the air above. It 

was up here, that controllers were positioned as it was the best place to view and control the activities for flying

without the distractions of the other tasks of the tower.

.

But how to house these people? For Seething the familiar greenhouse, illustrated in

photo right, we all know was designed and built on-site, so it did not meet any official

criteria. It was small, but it housed the relevant equipment for the job; maps, radio,

telephone, movement sheets, desk, and signaling lamps. The colourised image left,

shows one of the 58th Station Compliment men in the

Seething greenhouse on the radio, no doubt speaking

to the runway controllers in a jeep or caravan at the

end of the active runway. Other Towers had more elaborate greenhouses that 

were built to official designs, an example being Thorpe Abbotts in Norfolk. 

This tower is identical to Seething save the top which was a SECO Control 

Room 566/43. This room is more substantial and allowed for a greater number 

of controller staff up there.
(colourised by stories of the 448th)
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Whilst the men on the tower roof were able to manage the vast majority of activities, they were not able to 

control everything with safety. Being so far from the end of the runway or intersections they would not be able 

to control the movement of the aircraft with a degree of safety. History is littered with stories of aircraft moving

onto active runways without suitable authorisation due to no adequate local runway control or coming into land 

and having forgotten to put the landing gear down. The results are predictable. To overcome this distance the 

Tower Compliment would place controllers in a Jeep or Dodge Command Car

at the side of the active runway or intersection. By being remote-located here

they were able to see and control what was happening at the intersections and

runway ends. At a stroke, the Tower has improved its situational awareness and

safety. Equipped with a radio, signaling lamp, binoculars, and flares the men

would talk to both the Tower and the aircraft as necessary. The two sequential

images on the right show this operation in use at Seething. The Jeep is from the

58th Station Compliment. The first one sees the spotter using binoculars to

observe the B24 in the glide path and his colleague has the flare gun and radio

in hand. Should anything be seen to be wrong with the incoming aircraft the

flare can be fired off to initiate a go-around. The second shows the B24 just

after touchdown. As it is seen to be rolling down the runway you can see that

the controllers are already busy with the next task. Time to go onto the next

aircraft. The location of this image would suggest that the South West runway is

in use. If you could follow that B24 along its track, you would see the Tower

come into view from the left.

(Colourised by Stories of the 448th)
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In good weather the use of the jeep is good. However, when it gets cold or inclement then doing anything out 

on the airfield is not a pleasant experience. Therefore, the use of a mobile shelter became a good idea. Already 

used by the RAF, the caravan was seen as a suitable solution. There seem to have been two main types used on 

USAAF airfields; one used a 4-wheel turntable chassis and the other used a single axle arrangement. In both 

instances, they would have been towed by a truck or cletrac into position. Inside

they would have had the necessary radios, telephones, flares, and binoculars

needed. Indeed, they effectively replicated the facilities in the greenhouses on top of

the control tower. They were a Tower away from a Tower. Image on the right is

taken inside one of these caravans at a B17 airfield. It shows, to good effect some of

the internal arrangements. The most iconic detail on these trailers is the glass

Perspex dome situated on a platform on the roof. Even though some trailers used

glazed panels or decommissioned top turrets, most of the viewing domes were taken

from B17 Flying Fortress aircraft as it was an ideal size and

offered the right amount of viewing capacity for all-weather

observation. Painted into a high visibility checkerboard pattern of black and white squares 

these caravans became an integral part of the airfield landscape. Located where they 

needed to be they were a very important part of the airfield command and control system 

on the airfield. The colourised image left, is of the caravan used here at Seething along 

with the ubiquitous Jeep. You can see to good effect the dome for all-weather observation 

along with the windsock and the twin-axle turntable chassis. The paint scheme is shown to 

very good effect, and this would have made it stand out on the airfield.
(colourised by Stories of the 448th)
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Included for your information and comparison we have included a colour image

right from another airfield of a twin axle caravan and Dodge Command Car.

(colourised by Stories of the 448th)
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Cleveland Tractor Company, M2 High Speed Tractor

.

This versatile piece of equipment was a common sight on all USAAF 

airfields during the war. Built by the Cleveland Tractor Company of 

Cleveland, Ohio, it was originally developed as an artillery tractor. 

However, in this guise it did not find any use, instead, it was developed 

into a piece of engineering equipment for the Army Air Corps.

.

Built with a 3-tonne drawbar hitch, and a 4.5 tonne PTO driven which this

was able to haul equipment around the airfield in all ground conditions or 

recover them. The 14 inch wide tracks gave the 6.3-tonne Cletrac good 

handling characteristics that allowed it to operate without tearing up the 

ground. In addition to the winch, the Cletrac was equipped with a PTO 

driven 2000psi compressor and a 5kw 110v DC generator. To power the 

vehicle and the accessories the Cletrac was powered by a 6 cylinder 

Hercules WXLC 3 engine, rated at 150BHP.

.

This multipurpose vehicle was soon labeled a

"bomber nurse" as it could do a variety of jobs,

from towing and recovery of a bomber to

maintenance work. This vehicle was used by the

military until after the Korean war in 1953 when the

surplus was sold to the logging and oil industries

where its useful tools were in high demand.

.

Some of the images show a couple that was used at

Seething. The other images show the vehicle in

more detail. As you will see, the Cletrac was useful

in many ways, from changing engines to recovery

to towing equipment.

.

The Cleveland Tractor Co. Medium M2 High-

Speed Tractor, popularly known as a "Cletrac" is an

example of one type of vehicle used at the Army

Air Force bases during WWII for moving aircraft

and heavy trailers. The Cletrac was particularly

effective for moving vehicles or aircraft that had

become bogged down in the mud. The M2 had a

gross weight of 13,800lbs and a maximum

drawbar pull of 7,000lbs. Also referred to as the

"bomber nurse", since it contained a high-pressure

air compressor, a 24-volt generator, a nitrogen

bottle, a winch, and a center-mount drawbar for

maximum traction that allowed it to tow B-17s

around soggy English airfields with relative ease.
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