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Prologue

Looking up from the paper to the men seated in front of his desk, he slowly scanned each of their faces.  He hoped that they would break his silence by saying something, anything.  But they maintained their silence with only the ticking of the clock on the wall behind him making any sound.  He looked down; read the words again; finally signed the document and pushed it away as if it were diseased.

“There.  It’s done!  You’re absolutely sure that there is no other way to do this?”  Prime Minister of Canada, John Diefenbaker asked the group but directed at nobody in particular.

“No Sir, I’m afraid there isn’t.”  George R. Pearkes, the Minister of Defence for Canada answered the question.  

A clerk who had been waiting silent and motionless as a statue caught the hand signal flashed to him by Mr. Pearkes.  He quickly left the room to place an official, long distance telephone call to Avro Aircraft Limited.

The Prime Minister of Canada stood as he began to speak, 

“Everyone is aware that I’ve not been fond of this project.  Hell, I consider it a waste of money to even have begun it.  And I freely admit I’ve wanted to close it down, but not like this.”  Pausing for a second, he looked down at the highly varnished top of his desk, seemingly lost deep in thought.  

Slowly, as though the weight of the world was on his shoulders, he looked up and said, 

“Gentlemen, I’m not going to be left holding the bag and trying to answer embarrassing questions about this project to the Canadian public.  I want you to issue orders that every plane, every drawing and every bolt associated with this thing is destroyed and scrapped.  Cut the damn things into pieces with hacksaws if you have to, but RID ME COMPLETELY OF THIS ARROW!”  

His face reddened and his voice thundered with his last sentence, but assured by the looks on the faces of the men in front of him that the message had gotten through, he walked out of the room and directly to the House of Commons, the Canadian equivalent of the U.S. Congress.  He was now going to announce to the members of parliament that the Avro Arrow project had just been terminated.  

The Minster of Defence, various generals and their adjutants were suddenly alone in The Prime Minister’s office with only the infuriating ticking of the clock breaking the endless silence.

#

The miniature grandfather clock had just finished chiming the quarter hour after eleven when James Charles Floyd stormed into Fred T. Smye’s office.  

“Fred, would you mind telling me just how the hell we’re supposed to test fly 206 with no damn fuel?”  He didn’t wait for Fred Smye to answer and totally ignored the fact that Fred was on the phone as he continued,

“I’ve got a real pretty aircraft sitting just outside the building.  Woodman’s slated to take it up on Monday and nobody can give me a damn answer as to when we’re going to have some gas to drive it with!”

Fred Smye ignored Floyd as he mumbled goodbye.  Hanging up the phone to finish off the call, he stood up.  His face was as white as the snow piled up in the parking lot.  

Fred had come through World War II and was one of the toughest men you’d ever meet, but a tear started in the corner of his eye as he visibly fought to maintain a calm, flat voice.  

“James, 206 isn’t going up on Monday.  Matter of fact, it’s never going to get off the ground.  That was the Prime Minister’s office; we’ve just been instructed that the project has been terminated.”

The hand that was pointed at the phone to accent his words was shaking.

James Floyd listened in disbelief and then sat down hard on the light green vinyl couch in Fred’s office.  

“What?  I knew those stupid bastards in Ottawa had it in for us, but didn’t you tell them how close we are?  Hell, give me a tankful of gas and I’ll get you some specs today that will blow them so far out of the water, there’s no way they can close us down without a lot of people asking questions!”

“James, the mood I’m in right now, I’d take her up myself and land her on the lawn of the Parliament Buildings to prove how good she is, but that’s just it, we simply don’t have anything to put in the fuel tanks.”  

Walking over to the couch, he reached down, took his Chief Designer and friend’s hand in both of his and shook it slowly.  

“It’s been a pleasure working with you, James.  Now, if you want to come along with me, I’m going to tell C.J. Gordon the news and let him figure out what we’re going to do, and THEN, I’m going to go get good and drunk!”

Thirty minutes later the two men walked out of the strangely quiet building while C.J. Gordon, the Chief Executive Officer of A.V. Roe Canada Limited, made the announcement over the company’s public address system telling everyone to go home and not to come back on Monday.  

Fred Smye and James Floyd then climbed into their cars and drove to a bar as the miniature grandfather clock back in Fred Smye’s office chimed the twelve, long tones of the noon hour.

#

The factory whistle blew shrilly, indicating the lunch hour was over as he finished tightening the final screw.  He repeated the numbers and the letter over and over, memorizing by rote as he had learned in school.  He didn’t want to have to write it down and have the possibility that someone might find what he wrote.  He visibly jumped a little when he heard the voice of his foreman coming up from below. 

“Jack, what the hell are you still doing up there?  We don’t need to work on that crane anymore.  Get your ass down here and let’s clear out,” his foreman yelled up to him.

Cupping his hands together in an improvised megaphone, he yelled down that he’d be right there.  Making his way along the catwalk to the ladder, he began the long climb down to the factory floor.  Realizing he was leaving the factory for the final time, his eyes began to mist as he passed by the assembly line.  Reaching out his hand, he caressed the smooth fuselage of the partially finished jets, wondering why they were never going to fly.  It was the same question that all 14,137 men and women of A.V. Roe Canada Ltd. asked themselves as they walked away from their jobs for the last time on that cold, dreary day in February of 1959.  

The whistle blew again as the workers left the factory indicating it was the end of their day, but it also signaled the end of an era in the history of Canadian Aviation.

#

The next morning, the Captain checked his watch, and at exactly 0800 hours he gave the order for the soldiers to pile out of the trucks.  Several men fired up their acetylene torches to begin the eradication of what has come to be known as the Canadian Dream.  The smell of destruction permeated the air in the factory for the next two weeks as crews worked hard to destroy all evidence that there had ever been an Arrow.  Trucks carried the remains of the once proud aircraft to garbage dumps, scrap yards and sites that were cleared to accept classified material for disposal.  

A soldier picked up a miniature grandfather clock.  Looking around to be sure nobody was watching him; he carried it from the office to an area where he could safely retrieve it later.  Concerned with being caught with his spoils of war, he missed seeing the large envelope underfoot.  Hurriedly, it had been ripped open and dropped to the floor.  JACK had been scrawled on the envelope in some forgotten secretary’s handwriting.  The soldier’s boot covered Jack’s name as he slipped on the paper, jarring the unwound springs and mechanism inside the clock.  It chimed six times, seemingly in memory of the six, flight-ready test aircraft that never would see service in Canadian skies.

