‘The Voice of America

In the Aegean

The story behind the first floating VOA radio
relay station, the Coast Guard cutter ‘Courier’

By David Newell and Martin J. Manning

me 1952 w 1964, the Coast Guard cut-
ter “"Courter.”” a umque element in the
Voice of America’s history. served quietly
in the Acgean sea. off the island of Rhodes
near the southern coast of Turkev. It broad-
cast 10 hours a day., from about 3 p.m. until
approximately | a.m,

Programs were hroadeast to Eastern
Europe (after o pom. ) and o the Miadle
East tafter 8 p.m.) in 16 lunguages: Persian,
Turkish. Azerbuijuni, Hebrew. Armenian.
Arabie. Tartar. Albaman. Hungarian,
Ukrainian, Russian. Romantan. Bulgarian,
Czech. Georgian. and Enghsh.

Those were tense vears, and the sea sta-
tion was alert to crisis. The ship could move
to a “hot spot™” and begin broudeasting in o
matter of hours.

HISTORY

The “*Courier”™ was not the first ship
used for broadeasting purposes by the U.S.
government. During World War 11, the
Office of War Information (one of VOA's
parent agencies) decided to convert a Greek
merchant ship. the **Phoenix.’” into a
broadeast vessel for the Mediterrancan.
Probiems developed. and the departure of

| the ship was delayed. Eventually, OWI

decided to send the ship to East Asia.
However. by the time the ship arrived. the
WIT Wils OVer.

In August 1950, George Q. Herrick.
chief of VOA's Facilities Plans and
Development Division, assigned VOA engi-
neer Jean W. Seymour as project engineer
to investigate the feasibility of mounting a

complete radio relay station aboard a scago-
ing vessel.

This project, known as **Operation Vaga-
bond™* or “"Vagabond A."" was approved by
the president and the Joimt Chiefs of Staff
and announced by the Department of State
in Apnl 1951, Then Congress was asked for
an additonal funding authorization for six
more proposed “'truth transports’” to further
relay VOA broadeasts to listeners behind
the Iron Curtain and to fill the informaton
aup that the Communists had imposed upon
East Asia. but these were never built.

Herrick noted two basic reasons for
launching a floating radio relay station: 1)
the ship could serve as a ““temporary”" relay
base. immediately after consummation of
agreements concerning site and frequency

The "“Courier” transmitting from the Panama Canal during a shakedown cruise in 1952,
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for a permanent relay base. and 2) the proj- |
cct would permit operations where a perma- |
nent shore base was not warranted. |

The ship would be used to receive radio
broadcasts from Washington and to origi-
nate others aboard ship. It then would relay
the broadcasts through a powerful standard
broadcast transmitter (medium wave) and
shortwave transmitlers—via antennas
mounted on the ship. Provisions would be
made for shore-based UHF-link connected
receiving equipment and a shore-based
directional transmitting antenna.

Other features would include Diesel
engines capable of generating 1.500.000
watts of electric power: a small studio and
control center to use for special programs:
iron tlasks filled with 150,000 cubic feet of
helium: five barrage balloons. each measur-
ing 69 by 33 feet. which could lift the
antennas aloft to ““place™ the broadcasts:
and a winch under a hole in the flight desk
to spool the balloon cables up and down.

VOA engaged the New York firm. Philip
L. Rhodes. to study the project and choose
a vessel. Afler studying vessels built by the
U.5. Maritime Commission during the pre-
ceding years, the firm recommended a Cl-
M-AV type cargo vessel — based on
dimensions. displacement. space for equip-
ment. storage and arftenna mounting. tuel
capacity, and low operating costs.

In the tall of 1951, the nucleus of the |
original 80-man crew of the ship — Capt.
Oscar C.B. Wev (the “*Courter’s™ first cap-
tain). Chiet Warramt Otticer Lodge.
Electronics Technician (ET) Chiet Hender- |
son, ET First Cluss Brusstar, ET Second
Class Koslowski. and ETA Sccond Class
Federicks — was sent to the VOA relay sta-
tion in Munich to be trained on the RCA BT
105 rransmitter. which was then being
installed on the ship along with two 40-kilo-
watt Collins medium-wave transmitters,

The 338-foot. 5.800-ton ship was com-
issioned in the Bethlehem Steel Co.
. N.Jas the ULS.S.

Courier’* on Feb.
by President Harry S. Truman from its deck
at Pier 4. Maine Ave.. S.W.. Washington.
D.C.. on March 4. 1952, The ship then had
a six-week shakedown cruise in the Carib-
bean. the Canal Zone. und Mexico.

Then, as stores and small arms were
being loaded, they were wld that their neat
assignment was 1o change from Korea to the
island of Rhodes. Greece. in the eastern
Mediterrancan, where a receiving station
had been erected.

The ““Courier™” could only operate within
the territorial waters of nations which
granted their permussion. It could not broad-
cast while on the high scas. tArticle 28,
Section 1. Paragraph 5. of the Atlantic City
Convention and Regulations prohibited
“*broadcasting by mobile stations at sea and
over the sea.™)

The ship arrived in Rhodes. which had
been under Italiun domination from 1912
until the end of World War Il. in August
1952 and began broadcasting on Sept. 7.

At the time. Greeee was just seven years
out of World War Il and five vears out of a
bitter civil war against communism. So the
**Courier™ encountered a mixed reaction
from the economically poor inhabitants.
When the “"Courier”” finally arrived in

| effects of the war. In tme. howe

. and dedicated |

Hiking through the

Rhodes. ““things were touch and go.™" sayvs
former crew member David Newell, A
Communist newspaper had just published
an article stating that a submarme had been
sent to sink the "Courner.” Capt. Wev and
his crew sailed the ship into a protected har-
bor and waited out an anxious mght.” but
there was no attempt to sink the “*Courier. ™

When the excitement was over. the crew
found a Rhodes still recovering from the
er. the
“Courier™ crew members were accepted.
even loved. and the people on the island
began to feel as though they were part of
the world again.

LEARNING AND LIVING
ABOARD THE 'COURIER'

Many lessons were learned during the
six-week shakedown cruise through the Car-
ibbean. the Canal Zone (where the ship also
broadcast programs for three weeks with a
VOA feed from Panama). and Mexico,

The cruise continued to Washington.
D.C., wiwre the first accidenial launciing
of a barrage balloon took place (the broad-

| cast band antenna was carried aloft by a

helium-inflated burrage balloon).

The barrage balloon continued to present
problems on various occasions. It broke tree
to tloat to Turkey and scare the local popu-
lace — including the cattle. Several times
the balloon was attucked with pitchforks
and shotguns. On one veceasion, the balloon
was returned with two shoe-sole patterns cut
out. The U.S. government paid several
turmers for the loss of revenue because their
cows purportedly stopped piving milk after
watching the balloon alight in their pasture.
Finally. VOA’s Ivan Boor ended the prob-
lem by designing un antenni that could be
supported between the two masts of the
ship.

Frequently, ships that were untamiliar
with the Aecgean would “*buzz™ the “*Cou-
rier”” on the way into harbor, and on several
occasions, the radio frequency set their ves-

island of Rhodes one afternoon, U.S. Coast Guard "Cou-
rier"” crew members found an idyllic spot called “Island Valley Center of the
Butterflies,” where two native Greeks invited them to share a beer.
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sels on hire due to arcing in their rigging.
The loose cargo stashed on decks would be
the first o go up in lames.

The ""Courier™” would always tly a warn-
ing signal. only when it was on the wr. and
warnings were published in all of the
“Notice to Mariners™” publications. but
sume skippers chose not to heed them.

In the vears that followed, a sizeable
antenna farm and recerving site was con-
structed on a large hill called Monte Smith.
just south of the city of Rhodes. There were
many anti-jamming antennas designed and
tested ut this site, and a UHF link bonded
the ship to the site. Most of the program
material was received fresh from various
leeders at the Monte Smith site and relaved
to the “*Courier™” via the UHF link. The
ship had 1ts own receiving equipment in
case of a geographic move, but the matenial
from Monte Smith was usually of a beuer
quality.

THE 'COURIER’ FAMILY |

In the (2 yeurs that followed the **Cou-
rier’s™ al in the Aceean, many perma-
nent friendships were formed. Marriages
between the locals and the crew occurred.
bubies were born, and the crew became as
attached o Rhodes as the inhabitants did to
the crewmen. Newell savs that **so many
zany things happened that it would put the
movie “Mr. Roberts” to shame. ™

The closeness of the “"Courner™” crew was
such that what deaths did vccur. trom freak
accidents. were very upsetting to the “*Cou-
rier”” commun

As u result of both the closeness of the
crew and the sense of mission, many crew-
men returned for second and third tours or
extended their duty.

THE COURIER CLUB

Beach parties. softball games, biking:
some of these activities spawned nonprofit
clubs that helped local orphanages and other
needy groups. But the premier club was the
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Cmdr. Oscar C.V. Wev,points to the “Courier’s" ship’s lofty antenna equip-
ment as he is interviewed in the early 1950s by VOA reporter Bob Jones, left.

International Information Administration (a predecessor of USIA).

| ;
| contributed money

Courier Club, and 1t 1y this group that
wrganized the three previous "Courter™
reunions of the crew,

Ihe Courter Club was started 1n 1933
Al Beach with a 53 donauon from cach
crew member. both officers and enhisted
men. The club remiined at the location for
une year, then moved to a roomier area —
complete with softball field.

The crew members hired Vassilus (Bill)
Romeos. a native of Rhodes. to be the
¢lub’s first business manager and number
one bartender. Romeos remained in charge
of the club for the entire time the “*Cou-
rier’” was in Rhodes and today 1s sull the
proprietor of the “"Elli"" night club of
Rhodes. the site of the vriginal ~*Courier™

| club.

As time went on, the club prospered. It
and time — to the
needy in the local area and transmitted both
an American spirit of compassion as well as
4 sense of optimism and just plain fun. The
club. in essence. brought America up close
to the people of Rhodes.

THE 'COURIER' IS RETIRED

The **Courter™” remained at Rhodes unul
May 1964, when a land-based VOA relay
facility replaced it. and then suiled for the
last time in July 1964,

The physical facilities of the club and its
furniture were left to Vassilus., who still
runs it. The assets of the club were divided
among the crewmen according to length of
duty. Proceeds from remaining liguor went
to rebuild the Coast Guard Academy
Chapel.

The ship was taken to a shipvard in
Piraeus. Greece. for 30 days” work on the
engines. lts transmitters and alternators
were removed and given to the Greek gov-
ernment. The “*Courier™” then sailed home
to Yorktown. Va., with stops in Naples.
Barcelona, and the Azores. and converted
to a freighter used to train Coast Guard

George Q. Herrick, right, then chief of the Voice of America's Radio Facilities Plans and Development Division, explains
the powerful transmitting equipment of the “'Courier” to a group of VOA and government officials at the vessel's com-
missioning on Feb. 15, 1952. From left: Foy D. Kohler, chief of VOA; Howland Sergeant, deputy assistant secretary of
state for public affairs; Cmdr. Oscar C.B. Wev, the “Courier's” captain; Dr. Wilson Compton, administrator of the U.S.

10 USIA World



Reserve units. Ultimately. the ship was |
decommissioned as a reserve ship. stripped |
of its cargo booms, and then sent to a dead |
ship fleet. where the vessel remained until it
was scrapped. ,

Newell says that ““although the concept |
of the "Courier’ was brilliant. times changed
and the cost of running a land-based station
drove it to extinction.”" Still. its 12 years of
duty were unique. and the *“Courier™
served her country well.

THE 1989 REUNION

On April 15. 1989. the third USCGC
**Courier’” Reunion was held in Orlando.
Fla. Seventy-nine former crew members.
many of whom were from the original crew.
along with 154 spouses. children. and
friends attended the banquet and reminisced
about old times.

The Voice of America was represented |
by Rosie Tabailloix. widow of Paul Tub-
ailloix, relay broadcast supervisor.

The reunion ended with promises to meet
again in 1992. :

The group has compiled a 1989 **Cou-
rier’’ reunion book. filled with photos and
data from this vear’s reunion. and two
tapes: one. a “*Courier " slide documentary
by Bob Haldi. and another of the reunion by
Jim Nettles, both crew members. The book

15 avatlable for 512 from Reunions Inc..
P.O. Box 876. Orlando. Fla. 32802-0876.
The tapes are 525 cuach. The documentary
tape 1s available from Bob Haldi. 616
Ridgewood Court. Oakbrook. Ill., 605321.
and the reunion tape cin be obtained trom
Jim Nettles at 6437 Windham Ave.. Alex-
andria. Va. 22310.

Newell. who now lives in Massachusetts
and works in infrared research and develop-
ment for the Air Force. helped organize the
third “*Courter’” reunion. He is sceking
missing crew members for the fourth **Cou-
rier’” reunion in 1992, Newell requests that
interested readers contact him at 42 Mill
St.. Pepperell. Mass. 01463: telephone
(508) 433-2856.

USIA's Historical Collection. Rm.
G-085. HHS-S. Switzer Building, 330 C
St.. S.W.. Washington., D.C. 20547,
includes un oversized scrupbook on the
“Courter.”” with press releases. news clip-
pings. and photos ot the ship and its crew.
and as a file on “"Project Vagabond.””.

David Newell served as an electronicy rech-
nician with the ““Courier’" in 1938 and
19359, Martin /. Mannine is USIA historical
librarian.

Standing on the flight deck, crew members prepare for a test transmission in
the early 1950s by launching a helium-inflated barrage balloon.




