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Future doctor flies to Frankfurt
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"When I got out of St. Mary's, boy, I was in good shape. I was like an Olympic athlete."
     Dr. Ernest A. Tremblay, 81, a primary care physician at Riddle Memorial Hospital, helped to usher in the Jet Age. 

     The DC-6s he piloted across the Atlantic Ocean and in the Berlin Airlift were soon replaced by jet aircraft in his assigned squadron.
     A veteran of World War II and the Cold War, Tremblay piloted aircraft for about 42 years.

     Sometimes a moment can help define a young person's career by turning an interest into a pursuable passion--one that continued for Tremblay from about age 19 through age 61.

     When WWII began, he was a 15-year-old who volunteered to watch the skies from a local air observation station in search of Japanese aircraft approaching from the California coastline.

     "There was a lot of fear at the time," Tremblay recalls, "…but…that was part of my exposure to the aircraft and flying. That was interesting to me."

     He had watched military planes fly from Naval Air Station (NAS) Moffett Field since childhood. That's because he lived across the street from the military base and within 50 miles of the California coast. 
     On Jan. 20, 1944, Tremblay enlisted in the Navy about five months before his June 10 graduation from Washington Union High School in Freemont, Calif.
     Tremblay was then 17 and would turn 18 on Jan. 30.
     Once enlisted, Tremblay volunteered for the V-5 Naval Aviation Program that took him from Los Angeles, Calif. to Pensacola, Fla.

     Tremblay attended one semester at the University of Southern California and two at Arizona State University during his pre-training phase while he awaited entry into the flight training program.

     His stay at both college holding areas totaled three consecutive semesters, or one year. 
     The opening he'd been looking for came in June or July of 1945 at St. Mary's Pre-Flight School in Moraga, Calif. 

     No flying was involved, as everything taught there was academic and physical exercises.

     "When I got out of St. Mary's, boy, I was in good shape," Tremblay chuckles. I was like an Olympic athlete."
     Tremblay accomplished solo flight, aerobatic training, point-to-point close and night flights with his V-5 squadron, and instruction on weather patterns and airplane physics--all during primary flight training in wintry Glenview, Ill. 
     He tells a story that gives meaning to why many called the two-seater, open-cockpit planes he flew from the aviation training base outside Chicago "yellow perils."
     Wearing what were called leather "iron suits" to keep out the cold via fur lining, one trainee fell from about 5,000 feet while practicing aerobatic slow rolls on a solo flight. Equally serious was the fact that he destroyed a plane that cost about $100,000.

     "He had to go before a court-marshal type of court," Tremblay says. "Well, when he got to court, they didn't even say a damn word about the airplane crashing.
     "They just found fault that he didn't have his [fur-lined] shoe tight enough so it snapped off his foot [as he parachuted downward.]" 

     Advanced aviation training in Corpus Christi followed primary flight training in Glenview.

     At Corpus Christi, Tremblay learned to fly a North American-made aircraft called an SNJ in formation, guided by instruments, on cross-country trips, and on gunnery while shooting live rounds at a sleeve towed behind another plane.
     This two-seater, though, had an enclosed cockpit unlike the uncovered "yellow perils."
     "[That first time when you went upside down], well, that was scary," Tremblay recalls. "You're holding onto that seat belt and those shoulder straps. If those things weren't hooked [in], you'd be out."

     Among Tremblay's favorite part of the whole flight training experience was the next and last stage of carrier training (with more advanced training) in Pensacola, Fl. 
     The year was 1946, and, "[after] I think…eight or nine passes…to make six or seven [qualifying] landings on the carrier," he received his pilot's wings at 20 years old. 

     Tremblay attained the rank of ensign and was then a commissioned officer for the Navy transport squadron VR-3.

     The VR-3 was established on Dec. 29, 1941 as part of the Naval Air Transport Service, which was designed, according to www.navymats.org, to "[provide] rapid delivery of critical equipment, spare parts, and specialists to naval activities and fleet forces throughout the U.S."   
     The squadron was relocated to NAS Patuxent River, Md., in 1946. And it was during this time that Tremblay either transported military brass and families of servicemen on a direct route from Washington, DC to the West coast (Moffett Field, Calif.)  or to any bases in between on a U-route that would go from Washington to Norfolk to Pensacola to Corpus Christi to San Diego to Moffett Field. 
     Cargo planes delivered goods such as food and coal to the Soviet-blockaded city of West Berlin in an 11-month operation in 1948 and 1949, and, as a result, Tremblay's role was expanded.

     Tremblay flew to headquarters of European operations in Frankfurt, Germany 30 to 40 times--an approximate 30-hour flight with a 1/2-way stop-over in the Azores, a Portuguese archipelago, each time.
     And, to complicate matters, there were times when Tremblay lost engines--once on a return flight to the Azores from Europe that was a couple hundred miles away from the base in Frankfurt. 

     "And we had four-engine airplanes," Tremblay says, "so we could go on three pretty easily."

     Pilots in the VR-3 squadron flew into Berlin directly, and Tremblay was expected to go.
     He at least had a supporting role in the Berlin airlift. But he heard the stories.

     "There was an airplane landing and taking off every three minutes in Berlin," Tremblay explained. "It was like a highway back and forth." That's where the Russians used to come in and try to mess things up." 

     This was done mainly by using tactical maneuvers and never any combat to his knowledge.
     Tremblay was discharged in 1949, went for a remaining three years undergraduate study and graduated from Widener University (then Pennsylvania Military College,) and then entered Temple School of Medicine where he graduated in 1956.  
     He has been practicing for 51 years.

