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L.ast Line of Defense:
The Lumberton Nike Missile Base

Jim Alexander

Some 40 years after the Lumberton Nike Missile Base
was taken out of service, photographer Richard Lewis
shot a series of stunning photographs of its radar control
area, which was by then being demolished to make way
Jfor housing. The vitality of the bases operations during its
years of operation between 1955 and 1974, which included
radar towers, nuclear-armed anti-aircraft missiles and
underground storage magazines, was never preserved with

such skilled photography.!

he jarring click of a round being chambered in

an Army rifle prior to being fired in the spring

of 1960 is a sound one Lumberton resident in
Burlington County will never forget. It all happened

when one of Doris Barton’s high school girlfriends
suggested they sneak a visit to the back part of the Reid
family farm that had been sold to the government.?

At that time, Lumberton was almost all farmland,

and there wasn’t much excitement. The arrival of the
United States Army a few years earlier was a matter of
curiosity.

Some 60 years later, married and now widowed,
Doris Priest sat in her living room thinking back over
the decades, occasionally crossing the room to check an
old friend’s number for follow-up, and a story emerged.
As one of the small number of people who grew up in
Lumberton before postwar suburban growth consumed
much of the farmland, she has a keen sense of history,

This 1951 aerial map detail shows part of Lumberton and its agricultural nature. With Newbolds Corner Road (now Municipal Drive) running
across the map, and Eayrestown Road on the right, the only concentration of houses is at the lower left, along Landing Street.>*
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having later been a township official herself and a leader
of the Lumberton Historical Society.

She recalled that day when she and her friends
jumped in a car and drove up an old dirt path off of
what is now Municipal Drive, heading toward the back
of the old apple farm by Bobby’s Run. They had hardly
turned the engine off, when they were startled by the
loud click, followed by an Army sentry ordering them
to leave immediately—no discussion about the old
family farm, or that they didn’t realize they were on the
part that had been sold, just move on!

Most residents of Lumberton were never allowed
access behind the barbed wire fencing that surrounded
what had become the Lumberton Nike Missile Base,
although a few recalled venturing to play in the fields
surrounding the launch area.* Doris was to have more
encounters on the property several decades later.

Tue Last LINE oF DEFENSE

'The story really begins in the final years of World
War II. Fearing German air raids on America’s home-
land, our cities had been ringed with antiaircraft
batteries to fend off incoming bombers. The problem,
as the military learned from its European experience,

through which the government could seize control of
commercial radio transmissions to confuse incoming
bombers.”

Fears grew that Navy and Air Force interceptors
would not be able to halt incoming waves of bombers
headed for American cities.

By the early fifties, Bell Labs, conducting most of
the developmental work at its Whippany labs in New
Jersey, had designed and tested a new radar-controlled
system whose missiles could soar 30 miles toward
incoming Soviet bombers, carrying warheads that could
down the approaching planes. It came to be known as
the Nike Ajax missile system.® Douglas Aircraft built
the missile frames and Bell system’s Western Electric
assembled the control components. Missile construction
took place in Burlington, North Carolina, at the
Western Electric Tarheel Army Missile Plant.”

Acting with urgency, the Army Corps of Engineers
oversaw the construction of over 250 missile bases that
ringed major cities and military installations in the
United States. Similar construction occurred overseas to
protect European allies. The Corps’ Philadelphia Office
issued requests for contractor proposals to construct

bases in the Philadelphia area in early 1954.%°

was that they would not have offered
very much protection. Seized records
showed that when the Germans
fielded their feared “88” artillery guns
against incoming waves of American
B-17s, they had to fire over 2,800
shots to bring one down.* Fast-moving
planes at varying altitudes were just
too hard to hit, even using flak.

So, in 1945, the federal
government commissioned New
Jersey’s Bell Laboratories to design
a defensive missile for use against
incoming enemy bombers.’ As Bell
continued their efforts, the Russians
tested a nuclear bomb in 1949, and
soon Soviet TU88 bombers were
flying off the American coast.® School
children began participating in Civil
Defense drills, in which their teachers
instructed the students to get under
their desks or go into basements,
where officials had stockpiled

emergency supplies. People listening

to the radio became acquainted

with CONELRAD, a system

Nike bases protecting Philadelphia area.>®
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Soon, the Philadelphia area was ringed by twelve
such bases, with five located in Burlington and Camden
counties. A massive concrete bunker in Salem County’s
Pedricktown, provided the command-and-control
facility for those twelve bases ringing Philadelphia.™

Each missile base consisted of two separate sec-
tions: the radar (officially called the IFC, or Integrated
Fire Control) area, and the missile Launch Area,'? and
each included barracks, generator buildings, admin-
istrative and support facilities, and their own water
and sewer systems."”® Most prominent to those look-
ing over the barbed wire fences that surrounded them
were the multiple radars, typically covered by protec-
tive “golf-ball” domes, but the missile launch area had
underground storage magazines that could not be seen
from the road. Typical construction of the magazines
can be seen in the sketch below.™

To build one, the contractor excavated a large pit,
and then assembled a reinforced concrete structure
below ground level. The main level served as missile
storage. In the center, a deeper pit housed a massive
elevator that would carry the missiles up to ground
level. A thick steel double door at ground level opened
to allow the missiles to rise or descend.

As constructed, a separation existed between the
radar and the launch areas relative to the radar tracking
the launched missiles as well as incoming aircraft. The
missiles rocketed into the sky so fast that some distance
was needed to make sure the radar did not lose contact.
'The two sections at Lumberton, roughly sixteen acres
each, were about 4000 feet apart, connected by the

gravel covered portion of Newbolds Corner Road.” The
Army reportedly paid $65,100 to acquire the land.'

Most Nike bases followed a similar plan,'” with
some adjustments for local terrain or nearby devel-
opment. While storing the missiles underground did
afford some protection from attack, the primary reason
stemmed from those bases sited in locations adjacent
to real estate development, where costs were high, and
safety regulations would have required larger, more
expensive, protective bufter lands if the missiles had
been stored above ground.'® The missiles had to be
raised to a firing position; they were not fired from
underground.

LirE oN THE BAasg

At Lumberton, eight officers and 100 enlisted
soldiers occupied the site in March 1955," while
construction remained ongoing. Initially, they lived in
tents while waiting for proper facilities to be assembled.
Early aerial maps disclose that construction required
several phases. The base constituted one of the few
facilities known as a double base, meaning that it had
six underground missile storage/launch areas, rather
than the usual three, and double the radar capability
to control them. A captain commanded the base, with
lieutenants in charge of each part. In its early years,
the majority of the soldiers were as young as eighteen,
having been intensively trained and constantly tested,
with surprise and demanding inspections.

Local residents knew of the base, but the locked
gates prevented access without specific authorization.
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As a result, while the local people could see through
the fences, and even see the missiles when raised for
drills, much of what was remembered was the sounds
of trucks, of lights and sirens, but little understanding
of the complex work inside.?* On occasion, helicopters
would land for transporting supplies or bringing the
brass for surprise inspections.?!

Exceptions to the tight security occurred on occa-
sion. In May 1960, a photograph of Miss Burlington
County appeared in the local papers, standing in front
of raised missiles at Lumberton.?? This was in prepara-
tion for one of several tightly controlled “open houses”
that took place in conjunction with Armed Forces Day
programs. She was there in preparation to crown Miss
43 Artillery. The Nike missile forces were part of that
Army artillery unit.

'The following year, the base briefly opened to
the public again for missile raising demonstrations,
“cartoons for children, sentry dog demonstrations, heli-
copter displays,” and other presentations. Those present
for the event included that year’s Miss Burlington
County, a Philadelphia TV personality, and a retired US
Secretary of Labor.?

'The military deemed good public relations
especially helpful in the missile system’s early years
around the country, where in some areas, especially
urban, opposition arose. A second reason stemmed from
the Air Force’s development of its BOMARC Missile
system (with a prototype base installation at McGuire
Air Force Base), and that service branch pressed
Congress to shift funding from the Nike program to its
own.*

At Lumberton, there was little to
occupy the soldiers’ oft-time, despite
the presence of a chapel, a PX, and
exercise and recreation facilities. So, it
was not unheard of for a few soldiers
to head for the bright lights of nearby
Mr. Holly on their time off, where,
on occasion, some excess libation led
to arrests.” With one exception that
involved a private becoming involved
with a local waitress and an ensuing
murder/suicide attempt, very little
real friction developed with the locals.

“We really didn’t know that much
about what went on inside the base,”
Doris noted. The two worlds lived
side by side, but apart. Internal base
records did not survive,”” yet some
comments collected years later from
soldiers stationed at Lumberton® give
some clues:

“I didn’t appreciate being located in
the middle of a cabbage field,” one
obvious city boy recalled. Indeed, the

base was surrounded by farmland.

“A lot of local girls would drive

along the roads looking for the

Typical Hercules Missiles as seen at Ft. Hancock base at Sandy Hook. The missile at right is
in upright firing position on its launcher, while the other missile is only partly raised. Each
missile was 41 feet long with its booster, 31.5-inches in diameter, 6-foot wingspan, and

weighed of over 10,000 pounds.>®

guys.” Whether this was a wishful
recollection cannot be determined,
but at least one soldier did marry a

local girl.
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“I used to sign out a shotgun and shoot squirrels
along the gully behind the barracks in the main IFC
area.” This would have been by Bobby’s Run, a small
tributary to the Rancocas Creek, where Doris had
gotten the scare of her life.

“The drilling was very intense. There were constant
alerts.”

“A kind Sergeant’s wife who provided Thanksgiving
dinner at his home.” Doris had recalled such kind-
nesses from other locals.

How 1T WORKED

While the base initially housed six missile storage
magazines underground, two years into its operation the
Nike Hercules system replaced the Nike Ajax missiles.?’
'The new missiles had several advantages over the Ajax:
these 5-ton missiles could fly for 96 miles, in this case
allowing intercepts out over the ocean; they could climb
to 100,000 feet, with a speed of 3.65 times that of
sound. Most significantly, in addition to conventional
explosives, they could carry nuclear warheads with
optional explosive yields of either 2, 20, or 40 kilotons.*

'The added nuclear capability enhanced the ability
to destroy a fleet of bombers rather than just one plane,
and in so doing, it immobilized any atomic bombs

within the planes. By way of comparison, the atomic
bomb dropped on Hiroshima was 15 kilotons. The
Army was convinced that unleashing such devastation
above the homeland was a reasonable tradeoft to
prevent the bombers from dropping even higher
payloads directly on the cities; it was also argued that
explosions high in the air would have less effect on the
ground. The missiles would only be fired if naval and air
force efforts had failed to stop the incoming bombers.
Thus, the system was known as the last line of defense.
Such were the dilemmas of the Cold War. Subsequent
defensive missile systems, being more precise, did not
carry nuclear warheads.

'The military command structure that operated the
Nike missile program evolved from the Army’s Artillery
organization and changed over the years. Initially, the
program was part of the Army Anti-Aircraft Command
(ARAACOM), which was formed in 1950. By 1957, it
was the Army Air Defense Command (ARADCOM),
whose patch is shown below at left.*! Several years later,
to allow the regular Army to focus on other emerging
challenges, operating responsibility shifted to various
state National Guard units.

As is the case with many other military units, an
unofficial mascot known as the Oozlefinch, seen at right
below developed from earlier versions for the Nike
soldiers.*
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'The Lumberton base was one of the first in the
country to be converted from Ajax to Hercules missiles.
Base commander Captain Fletcher E. Newland had
been involved in test firings at another base that
validated the system’s effectiveness, and his soldiers
were among the first trained to operate the system,
which also involved a more complex and capable radar
system.*® Thus, newspaper photographs of the rollout
at Lumberton, with troops lined up for inspection,
appeared in October 1958. The increased capability of
the Hercules led to the abandonment of two older Ajax
magazines, leaving four in operation. By 1963, with the
greater capability of the Nikes, the Army closed the
bases at Pitman and Marlton.

While the public never learned the specifics, a
review of general documentation suggests that each of
the four underground magazines then held six Hercules
missiles, for a likely total of 24, of which at least 20 may
have been armed with nuclear warheads of varying kilo-

ton yields, and perhaps four with conventional warheads.

Most local residents were unaware that the
Hercules missiles would be lobbed from their launchers
by a solid-fuel booster rocket consisting of four of the
earlier-designed Ajax boosters assembled together, and
that after a few seconds of flight, the expended booster
would fall off. Contrary to some belief, the missiles were
not “shot at the plane,” but controllers guided them
from the ground control area, which used one radar to
track and guide the missile and another to follow the
incoming planes. When the trajectories converged, the
blast command was sent from the ground.

Missiles would be fired one at a time, following a
choreographed, intensely rehearsed, series of manual

Original inner gate at Lumberton Launch area, November 5, 2021.
Photograph by author.

ground actions.** Depending on local circumstance, one
missile every one or two minutes might be launched,
mainly limited by the radar system’s tracking ability.®

Specific designs for each base included calculations
for where the boosters might fall, with the plan that
they would land in unpopulated areas. In the case of
Lumberton, the missiles, when lifted to the surface,
pointed generally eastward, the direction from which
the military expected the bombers to come, but when
raised almost vertical for firing, they never stood
straight up, lest the boosters fall back to the launch area.
Most likely the anticipated drop zone for the boosters
lay just east of Route 206, an area even more thinly
populated than Lumberton.*

With the advent of the Hercules and their nuclear
capabilities, the Army stepped up security,” in three
particular ways:

* A second fence was installed around the launch area,
with an inner, guarded gate, part of which is still
visible in the photograph to the left.

»  'This area, known as the exclusion zone, featured
detection equipment, and armed guards patrolled it
by day. At night, specially trained dogs patrolled the
zone.

*  'The military introduced enhanced procedures to
prevent any single soldier from either tampering
with equipment or attempting to fire the missiles.

A two-man system required that every action at the
launch area involve two soldiers watching each other,
with access to nuclear enablement codes by means of
locked safes with armed officers holding two keys.

In 1963, as part of a national program to relieve the
regular Army for other duties, the New Jersey National
Guard gained control and assumed responsibility for
the base. While details are scarce, the general pattern
that ensued involved a smaller core of troops housed
on the base, with guardsmen rotating in periodically.
Off-duty troops typically remained on-call and had to
return to the base within a set time period. The Guard
carefully coordinated heightened readiness levels among
the area bases, so that full protection remained always
available, with greater capability available to come
online as needed.*®

Safety was always a concern on these bases, as the
troops faced constant danger. In the Ajax years, fuel
for the main engine on the missiles consisted of a very
dangerous special jet fuel and toxic igniting agents com-
bination. Troops fueling the missiles did so in restricted
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The Ajax versions of the Nike missiles used volatile liquid propellants which were hazardous to the troops. Refueling is occurring in this
scene at another New Jersey base; the troops had to wear rubber garb, and earthen mounds surrounded the area to deflect explosions,
as was the case at Lumberton. The Hercules missiles that replaced them used solid fuel for both booster and cruise propulsion, making

them safer to handle as well as more powerful >’

areas protected by earthen berms and wearing protective
suits. In July 1960, Sergeant First Class William Hunter
was hospitalized at Fort Dix after he was affected by
“red nitric acid fumes” that spilled out during a refueling
operation. The same month, another soldier, 19-year-old
Specialist 4 Thomas Kluck, was killed when his arm got
caught as the elevator lifted a missile from a magazine
up to the surface.”

Another soldier was accidentally shot.* To be sure,
other hazards existed that required repeated training:
high powered radar beams, electric wiring, shifting of
heavy equipment, and the presence of numerous chemi-
cals used in cleaning and maintaining the equipment. A
common practice of the day, even in the civilian sector,
would today be regarded as a hazmat situation, when
the personnel dumped volatile or dangerous fluids down
sump drains, and allowed them to eventually seep into
the soil.*

Post-closure soil investigations failed to reveal any
nuclear contamination at the base.*

Base CrosinG

As a result of President Nixon and Soviet Premier
Leonid Brezhnev signing the 1972 SALT 1 treaty, the
military determined it would close the Nike bases. As
a practical matter, the ability of Soviet missiles to be
launched offshore exceeded the ability of the Nikes to
cope. By 1974, the bases closed, and the 150 men then

stationed at Lumberton underwent reassignment.®

Launch area barracks and administrative buildings 1974, just before
base closing.’®
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Lumberton Township submitted a bid to acquire the
property. Thus, the township acquired the launch area
tor $60,000, and received the radar property at no addi-
tional cost as it was planned to be used for educational
purposes.*

In vacating the property, the army removed all
missiles, radar, and military equipment, leaving the
buildings and empty radar towers intact. Power to the
buildings was left connected, and the elevators in the
empty underground magazines remained operational.*

THE Rapar S1TE

'The Army sold off a small part of the radar area,
located at the intersection of Eayrestown Road and
Municipal Drive, when advanced radar techniques no
longer required the two towers located on it.* Today,
those platforms remain there, and a landscape company
occupies the property.

Starting in 1977, a nonprofit school for education-
ally challenged children occupied the main portion of
the radar area, north of Newbolds Corner Road, for sev-
eral decades. It was affiliated initially with the Learning

Disabilities Society of New Jersey, and later, Ranch
Hope, a Christian organization for troubled youth
based in Alloway, New Jersey, operated the facility as
the Ranch Hope Midway School, utilizing four of the
old buildings. For several years in the early 1990s, its
principal once served as a radar operator on the same
property in 1956 and 1957.%

After several decades of operation, the school
closed. With the property abandoned and dilapidated,
several proposals to use the property for public
institutions met with strong local opposition. In 2015,
local photographer Richard Lewis took a number of
striking photographs of the area during demolition of
the buildings and radar platforms. Interior photographs
of the former military buildings showed an advanced
state of disrepair.*®

By 2017, a housing development had replaced the
facility.

THE LAuncH AREA
In 1975, the Township took the initial step to
vacate its overcrowded Town Hall on Main Street and

Room at closed Midway School in former radar section building.* Photograph courtesy of Richard Lewis.
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Demolition of radar site 2015. Photograph courtesy of Richard Lewis.

move the municipal offices and police department to
the Launch site’s former barracks and administrative
building fronting Newbolds Corner Road. The Public
Works Department occupied the expansive rear area
where the missile magazines and related buildings
stood, providing the department with expanded room.

Of the underground missile magazine storage areas,
the township used one to store excess municipal items;
a second held school system storage; and the police
department employed the third for housing found
and confiscated items. The ground area around the
magazines, primarily used to house public works trucks
and equipment, also provided ample space to store
miscellaneous things associated with normal public
works property maintenance.*’

By 2000, Lumberton’s population had swelled with
suburban growth, and the old base buildings proved
inadequate and difficult to maintain. Lumberton con-
structed a new town hall across Newbolds Corner Road,
renaming the roadway Municipal Drive. Township
officials relocated the municipal offices and the police
department to that location. The former municipal
offices underwent demolition for construction of a mod-
ern Fire and Emergency services building in 2018.%°

Doris witnessed all that, but years later, as
Lumberton Township leaders endeavored to make good

use of the site, she had two encounters with the old
Launch area. In the fall of 1985, as Hurricane Gloria
worked its way up the east coast, she recalls being
hustled underground into one of the missile magazines
as local officials sought to protect local lives against
the ravages of the massive hurricane. “It was damp and
scary down there.”!

Five years later, now serving as the town’s recycling
director, she devised the idea of using the area as a
center for surrounding towns to bring their plastics for
processing. One local account opined that the trucks
might dump their loose plastic collections down into
one of the abandoned magazines, where it would be
baled, and then carried up on the missile elevator to be
hauled off for processing.*?

While such a concept would have been an inno-
vative step, local considerations involving other
jurisdictions prevented it from happening, although
even today recycling bins stand nearby for resident use.

Walking through the expansive ground area, large
concrete slabs with blast deflectors and metal bases
for the missile moving rails remain, as do sturdy air
handlers, fire hose stands, and heavy steel doors leading
underground to the magazines. (See pages 25-26.)

On a visit in 2021, going down the stairs into one
missile bay, you entered a different world. The
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Radar support structures remained in place until final demolition for housing. Some later passers-by mistakenly thought they were missile
launchers. Photograph courtesy of Richard Lewis.

Magazine Alpha, the first

of the underground missile
magazines, in which defense
weapons of unimaginable
power had once been tended
by young Americans during
the Cold War. Most evident on
the site are the large doors that
would have dropped aside to
allow the elevators to carry

the missiles up for launching.
Photograph by author, October
5,2021.
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(Top four images) Montage of photographs of the launch area. (Bottom) The Launch elevator from down below.
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(Left) Door and elevator control buttons. (Right) hydraulic system for elevator. All photographs by the author.

magazine’s ceiling is at least six feet below ground level,
with a good ten feet of headroom, and horizontally
roughly 50 x 60 feet.”® Except for the sunlight extending
down the stairwell and a thin crack in the overhead
doors where the weatherstripping has aged, it is
completely dark, and completely silent. Power no longer
flows to the lights. Yet, as seen with the aid of flashlights,
what has endured is impressive. The missiles are gone,
but the signs and painted walls have held up over the
decades. The massive elevator rests in its pit, and the
large hydraulic system that propelled it stands nearby,
as do the electrical control boxes. The buttons to open
and close the large door and operate the elevator are in
good condition. A few odd items long ago stored and
forgotten are strewn about, but the area is mainly clear.
'The massive, reinforced concrete ceiling remains
intact. Emergency access ladders, reaching up to
hardened steel doors, remain. A side hall leading to a

blast-proof door, behind which the soldiers would stay
during the missile blasts, contains some standing water,
so, we don’t venture inside.

Back on the surface, several buildings remain,
including one where heavy generators once operated,
and another where an overhead hoist allowed missile
parts to be assembled. Elsewhere, newer public works
buildings provide room to store and maintain equipment
ranging from heavy snowplows to lawn mowers.

Thus, the service at the former Lumberton Nike
Missile base continues in a new way. The vastness
of the open launch area, formerly dedicated to the
underground magazines, suggests some possible future
use. It is still partially bounded by open fields, like it was
in those simpler times when young children could play
nearby, while not realizing the threats of a hostile world.

'The service of those young soldiers who protected
Lumberton and the Philadelphia area with tools of
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Doris Priest returns to the base, September 22, 2023. Photograph by the author.

incredible destruction in their care, however, cannot be
torgotten. During the two decades of the Nike Missile
program, not one was ever fired in anger, but they stood
ready.

Now, nearly two years after Doris’s initial recollec-
tions, we visited the Launch Area, and she stood above
Magazine Alpha. There was so much that she had not
been able to see years ago because of the fences and
guards.

But memories flooded back: seeing the raised
missiles in the distance behind the fences, the trucks
on the road carrying soldiers and supplies, the night
down below where residents sheltered from the storm,
the kind local people who offered holiday meals to the
soldiers far from home. And in the background, blue
recycling bins now used by Lumberton residents.

Most telling, with a brief shudder, she relived that
moment decades earlier, when her youthful innocence
had been jarred by the click of a round being chambered

in an Army rifle.
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Former Launch Area — now Public Works Yard and Fire Department.*°

KEY:

PW Gate Gate to current Public Works Yard / Launch area
Assy Building in which missiles were assembled

Gen Building (now expanded) that housed generators
G Former Guardhouse, entry to Exclusion Zone

A B,CD Former Hercules Missile Magazines

X Abandoned Ajax Missile Magazines

F Location of Ajax Fueling area, berm removed

DK Former location of dog kennel

New Firehouse: Former location of barracks and administrative buildings, water well, sewer facilities. (Later occupied by Police and

Town offices, currently Fire and EMS headquarters).
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