Commander Wilbur Y. Morton
  Every day starts a new story and this one starts in the middle of the last one.  It was our first day of filming in Dallas and we had the tall order of filming in three places in the same day.  We interviewed Mark McCollum’s father BillGeneJimmy and it was on to a quick lunch and the unplanned interview with Christy’s grandfather Commander Wilbur Y. Morton.  

  Commander Morton is a fellow Hershel and I still talk about today with great awe.  The “Y” in the middle stood for Young, his mother’s maiden name, but it could have referred to his countenance.  Commander Morton is a “teenager”, born in 1915.  He’s a ramrod straight, look you in the eye, take charge, highly intelligent, Virginia gentleman.  Wilbur Morton is the kind of guy who makes you look forward to growing old.  One could tell that he was from a genteel time. Commander Morton told the story of how, as a small boy, he would curl up on his father’s lap in church and fall asleep listening to his railroad watch.  His first flight was with a barnstormer.  It was a short hop that cost him $3.00, an enormous sum in those days. 

  He finished High School in 1933 and first went to college studying pre-med before changing his major for a Navy career.  He entered the Navy in 1938 and began in a PBY he called the Truculent Turtle, flying mostly war coastal patrols in those pre-war days.  That exercise turned into submarine patrols during the war.  On one occasion a PBY in Commander Morton’s group reported spotting a U-Boat off the coast that had surfaced.  The fellows at the base didn’t believe the pilot’s report until the PBY landed with a hole in its wing from the U-boat’s deck gun.

   In the pre-war days Commander Morton had an assignment to fly his Admiral on a goodwill mission to several South American countries.  It was good duty, but the poor state of world air travel in those days forced him to use JATO (Jet Assisted Take Off) bottles several times.  JATO’s are actually small rocket engines attached to the tail of the plane.  Once you lit them you couldn’t unlight them.  It’s hold on and hope the wings don’t fall off until the fuel is spent.
  In those same days he often flew his plane into the Bermuda Triangle.  On one occasion one wing took a sudden dive and he had to fight with all his might to get her back straight and level.  That’s not the first time I’ve heard of such things.  In the post-Paris flight log of the “Spirit of St. Louis” Lindbergh notes that his compass went haywire as he passed through the same area, and he was lost for a frighteningly long time. 

  Commander Morton went on to service as a test pilot and trainer.  In one of his training exercises he would take a trainee straight up and put him in a stall.  On one of those flights he took his trainee up and did the stall exercise.  It was all Commander Morton could do to keep the kid from jumping out.  

  He was eventually promoted to Air Officer on the USS Siboney and Assistant Air Officer on the USS Roosevelt.  After a long and distinguished career Commander Morton retired after leading the Stinger Missile project.  Think of it, he was born in 1915, just 12 years after the first powered flight.  He retired amidst the roar of a carrier full of supersonic jets and yet he had the mental powers to stay ahead of it all.    
  For as pressing as our schedule was that interview was over all too soon.  We loaded up the van, climbed in, shut the doors and we both said, “Wow, what a man!”  Then Hershel said, Wow it’s hot in here, get the air going!”   Mark led us back to Kathy and Chad’s where we cleaned up for the day’s final interview. Eventually we’ll make it out of Dallas, but it’s a big town with a lot of good stories.
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