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Honoring the Past, Inspiring the 
Air Force anƟ quity coming to Grove for permane
Story by Clint Branham, Communica  ons Specialist
Photos and images courtesy of the Grove F-4 Phantom Project 



Future
ent display

A rare piece of U.S. aviaƟ on history is coming 
to northeast Oklahoma and you can join the 

eff ort to help bring it here.
An impassioned group of Grove ciƟ zens is 
spearheading a campaign to provide a permanent 
home for the last remaining F-4 Phantom fi ghter 
plane in circulaƟ on. The aircraŌ  will be the 
centerpiece of a historical display erected along 
Highway 10, a few miles east of downtown 
Grove. It is set to arrive in early 2018 and will be 
staƟ oned near the campus of Ferra Aerospace 
world headquarters.
Although a fundraising eff ort is sƟ ll very much 
underway, representaƟ ves from the United States 
Air Force advised on April 5, 2017, that Grove had 
been selected as the recipient of the F-4. The goal 
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for the project is to raise $100,000. Nearly half of the 
transportaƟ on cost has been raised to-date, thanks to 
both individual and corporate pledges and contribuƟ ons. 
A commiƩ ee of the Grove Rotary Club is leading the 
eff ort.  

The primary expense will be moving the plane from its 
current home—a hangar at Holloman Air Force Base in 
Alamogordo, New Mexico. Worldwide AircraŌ  Recovery, 
a company in Nebraska that specializes in such work, has 
been secured for this task at a price tag of $45,000.

“This is the company that museums use to move aircraŌ . 
They have an excellent reputaƟ on,” remarked Beverly 
Helms, communicaƟ ons liaison for the Grove Rotary Club 
project. “They have moved 16 F-4s in the past so they 
know what they are doing. Right now they are in the 
process of moving a B-52 Hustler off  an Air Force base.”

Helms said that a bid of $75,000 was originally submiƩ ed 
by a diff erent company. However, she explained, 
disassembly, transport and reassembly is all included in 
the bid submiƩ ed by the Nebraska group.

The process is quite involved. The craŌ ’s wings with 
retracted landing gear will be removed and shipped 
independent of the fuselage. Specialized jacks and straps 
are required, and custom cribbing  must be uƟ lized to 
cradle the components once they are loaded onto the 
trucks. Grand Lake-based Chandler Crane is donaƟ ng the 
use of a crane to help unload and posiƟ on the plane once 
it arrives.

The plane is expected to be delivered in display 
condiƟ on. Since it was being maintained for training 
purposes, it was already in excellent condiƟ on. OŌ en, 
these jets are stripped, chopped for scrap metal or used 
as ground targets for training.

“It was actually being over-maintained,” said Helms. 
“I am sure there will be some touching up to do, but 
we have heard that most of the Ɵ me whenever you 
get an aircraŌ  like this it comes in bad shape. So, when 
compared with the cost of restoraƟ on, moving it is a 
small expense. For us, geƫ  ng it here is our primary 
expense.”  

An arrival date has not been set since there are many 
variables to consider. 

“We don’t have an arrival date yet, but we know they will 
begin the process in January,” said Helms. “It will depend 
on the weather and on any issues or challenges they 
might run into. Plus, they have to get all of the permits 
to move what will be an extremely long and wide load 
down the highway.”

Helms’ husband Dave, himself an Air Force Veteran, is 
collaboraƟ ng with Ferra Aerospace personnel to create 
custom mounts for the plane which will place it off  
the ground and reduce standing wear on its Ɵ res while 
on display. No stranger to creaƟ ve design, Dave builds 
prostheƟ c limbs for disabled individuals and performs 
contract work for the Veterans AdministraƟ on. He was 
also a staff  sergeant in the U.S. Air Force, serving as an 
aircraŌ  structural mechanic from 1970-1974.

“Dave is making mounts to off -weight the landing gear 
wheels so they are not geƫ  ng wear on them,” she said. 
“The canopy is blacked out and plates and covers will be 
installed to keep out as many birds and bugs as possible. 
Our objecƟ ve is to keep maintenance minimal.”

The airplane has been de-militarized and has met all 
hazardous materials restricƟ ons. It will arrive without 
ejecƟ ons seats and, even though the burner cans are sƟ ll 
intact giving the appearance of funcƟ onality, both J-79 
engines have been removed.

Ongoing maintenance, just like procurement of the 
plane, will be a group eff ort. Ferra has agreed to 
maintain the grounds while members of local Veteran’s 
organizaƟ ons, Grove Rotary Club and Grove Composite 
Squadron, a branch of the Oklahoma Civil Air Patrol, will 
help with maintenance of the display itself. Eventually, 
fl ags, lighƟ ng, park benches, a donor informaƟ onal area, 
and other aestheƟ cs will be added to complement the 
F-4 display.

To see an F-4 Phantom fi ghter jet decked out in jungle 
camo standing guard at the world headquarters of Ferra 
Aerospace will truly be a sight to behold for anyone 
driving east of Grove. At 63 feet long with a wing span of 
more than 38 feet, the sprawling aircraŌ  will not be easy 
to miss. It is the real deal, not a knock-off  or miniaturized 
replica.

“To give you some perspecƟ ve on how large this plane 
is,” Dave said, “you would not easily fi t it inside a 60 by 
40 building.”

Pete Norwood is another infl uenƟ al community member 
responsible for Grove “landing” the prized aircraŌ . 
Norwood is owner of Honey Creek Marina and himself a 
reƟ red Air Force lieutenant colonel, having served from 
1975 to 1985. He has logged more than 1,500 hours 
of fl ight Ɵ me alone as an F-4 Phantom and F-16 pilot. 
He was a member of the Kansas NaƟ onal Guard from 
1986-1989, worked for Boeing, and conducted fl ight 
training in the F-4 Phantom as an American advisor to 
the EgypƟ an Air Force in Cairo, Egypt. His experƟ se has 
been invaluable.
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“My small contribuƟ on to this thing was that I kind of 
‘spoke Air Force’ and so when they would ask about the 
airplane itself, I could give a liƩ le assistance. But it truly has 
been a team eff ort.”

Norwood is quick to defl ect any aƩ enƟ on and credits what 
has been an enormous outpouring of support from the 
community. 

“Dave has been instrumental, as has Beverly. She has 
been our communicaƟ ons focal point all along and has 
kept all of the emails that were coming in from the 

diff erent government agencies answered in a Ɵ mely 
manner. I cannot tell you how important it was to have 
her processing paperwork, answering emails and fi lling 
out forms online,” he said. “Bill Kiefer, Grove City Manager, 
wrote a splendid leƩ er of recommendaƟ on on behalf of the 
project. The Grove Rotary Club’s involvement gives us the 
structure for receiving and distribuƟ ng funds, as well as the 
notoriety that goes along with a great organizaƟ on. Also, 
when we began doing the paperwork, we needed the city 
to pledge that they would take the plane. It is important to 
note that even though the city agreed, there are zero tax 

LeƩ ers of support for the 
project demonstrate the 

excitement and opportuniƟ es 
for the community.
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dollars involved in this. The actual funding is coming from 
private and corporate donors.”

The involvement of Ferra Aerospace was also crucial, 
explained Norwood. “Two stars aligning” is how he 
describes it.  

“The Ɵ ming was perfect,” Norwood said. “Here’s a 
company that builds aircraŌ  parts for the U.S. Air Force. 
When they found out about the project, they reached 
out to us and said we have been wanƟ ng to display an 
aircraŌ  out here. So they donated an acre of land which 
has already been deeded over and approved by the 
city council. They also are going to be helping with the 
yard care and things like that since its adjacent to their 
property.”

Norwood said there are many more to thank for doing 
their part to bring this unique facet of Air Force history 
to Grove, adding that it was no small feat, given the 
compeƟ Ɵ ve nature of the process.

“There were several other ciƟ es in the running to get it. 
We were the dark horse,” he said. “The reason we were 
selected was the overwhelming show of support they 
saw. All of the leƩ ers from the city council and the City 
of Grove, the school district, Civil Air Patrol, American 
Legion, VFW—all the groups that inundated this eff ort 
were all instrumental in geƫ  ng this thing done. We 
really didn’t have anything to off er other than a lot 
people wriƟ ng leƩ ers and puƫ  ng the weight of their 
respecƟ ve organizaƟ ons behind us. If you think about it in 
metaphorical terms, it’s like millions and millions of drops 
get together and that’s called a fl ood. Everyone who wrote 
a leƩ er was a drop in the fl ood. That’s how we got it.”

Added Norwood with a chuckle: “And then they gave it to 
us and we looked around at each and said ‘Okay, now what 
do we do.’ We had to start educaƟ ng ourselves. How are 
we going to move it?  We even thought about going out 
there with trucks and trailers and doing it ourselves, which 
would have been silly given what we now know. It’s been 
such an incredible learning process from where we started 
out to where we are now.”

It is not easy to grasp how such an involved project 
came together through the persistence of impassioned 
individuals.

“If you remove any one step from this process, it would 
have failed. It is truly a community eff ort that is making 
this happen. It has been an enormous challenge bringing 
the airplane here, coordinaƟ ng logisƟ cs with the Air 
Force and the city and then geƫ  ng the support of the 
community,” Norwood said. “Everyone has been extremely 
magnanimous in giving us their support—whether they 

are dropping pocket change in one of the drop jars that 
are located throughout the area, wriƟ ng a $5,000 check, or 
even if it’s just moral support. The reward is that we now 
have something here for perpetuity. It is a special feeling 
to know that we are going to be able to leave a liƩ le bit of 
legacy, not for us but for children of parents who are not 
even born yet.” 

The U.S. Air Force celebrated its 70th anniversary this 
fall. A ball was held at Holloman Air Force base to 
commemorate the occasion. Beverly, Dave and Pete all 
accepted an invitaƟ on to aƩ end. They were delighted to 
fi nd Grove’s F-4 Phantom being used as a centerpiece for 
the party.

“It was siƫ  ng right in front of the hangar. As everyone was 
coming in they passed right by it. The Air Force realizes 
what a signifi cant piece of memorabilia this is to use it as 
a centerpiece for its 70th birthday party,” said Norwood. 
“This was one of the leading-edge machines in the U.S. 
Air Force for a long Ɵ me. It protected a lot of guys on the 
ground and in the air. I can’t imagine what the sky looked 
like when it was fi lled with these things and those who 
fl ew them who dedicated and even lost their lives and the 
families who supported them. This is a unique opportunity 
not only for the City of Grove but for northeast Oklahoma 
and all the people who are giving us their dollars. They are 
giving to the future. This is not something that is going to 
wilt on the vine. It’s going to be here for a long Ɵ me.”

Added Norwood: “This airplane was not given to any one 
person or organizaƟ on. It was given to the City of Grove 
and it was given with the understanding that even though 
it is a giŌ  to the city, it remains the property of the United 
States Air Force and is considered an anƟ quity and to be 
treated as such. In other words, it cannot be put out in a 
playground and used as a jungle gym. It is to be treated 
with the respect of an anƟ quity.”  

“This is the last F-4 that is going to be available anywhere. 
Period,” said Norwood. “McDonnell Douglas built 5,200 of 
them and to my knowledge there are only about 200 leŌ  
and those are not in fl yable condiƟ on but just in showable 
condiƟ on, so this was the last opportunity to preserve a 
porƟ on of our aviaƟ on history. We consider it an honor to 
have this airplane.”

For more informaƟ on or to make a contribuƟ on to the 
Grove Rotary Club F-4 Phantom project, visit: hƩ ps://
squareup.com/store/grove-rotary-foundaƟ on, phone 
Helms at 918-786-4646, or fi nd the project on Facebook at: 
F4 Phantom Grove Community FoundaƟ on and Grove F4 
Phantom Project. 
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AIRCRAFT SPECIFICATIONS
Wingspan: 38 feet, 5 inches

Length: 63 feet, 0 inches

Height: 16 feet, 6 inches

Empty weight: 29,535 pounds

Max. weight: 61,651 pounds

Powerplants: Two 17,900 pound thrust aŌ erburner 
General Electric J79-GE-15 turbojets

Armament: One 20 mm M61A1 rotary cannon; 
four AIM-7 Sparrow missiles or 3,020 
pounds of weapons under fuselage; 
up to 12,980 pounds of various 
weapons on underwing pylons

Crew members: 2

Performance: Maximum speed - 1,485 mph (Mach 
2.25) at 40,000 feet; service ceiling - 
62,250 feet; range - 1,100 miles

• Grove’s F-4 made her fi rst fl ight on October 10, 1972, aŌ er which she entered service with the 4th TacƟ cal Fighter 
Wing unit at Seymour Johnson AFB, in North Carolina. She would remain seven years in North Carolina, before 
moving in 1979 to the 52nd TFW at Spangdahlem Air Base in Germany. At that Ɵ me, the aircraŌ  received serial 
number 71-0247 and 71-1247 for a short Ɵ me.

• AŌ er returning to the US in 1988, she was assigned to the 37th TFW at George Air Force Base in California. The 
mission of the 37th was to provide pilot transiƟ on training for the F-4G ‘Wild Weasel.’

• In 1988, operaƟ ons at George AFB were phased down and all its aircraŌ  were transferred to the 35th TFW in 1989.

• In March 1990, #247 was removed from service and parked in an aircraŌ  maintenance and storage facility at Davis-
Monthan AFB in Arizona.

• Next, Holloman AFB in New Mexico needed a ground trainer, and #247 was selected. She was assigned to the 
Crash Damage or Disabled AircraŌ  Recovery (CDDAR) unit in July 1995. Remaining F-4s became target drones.

• Over the years, #247 was also used as a ‘fl oater’, an aircraŌ  used for display, but without a fi xed home on base.

• By 2017, she was collecƟ ng dust in a hangar at Holloman, awaiƟ ng donaƟ on through the GSAXcess SASP system.

HISTORY OF GROVE’S F-4 PHANTOMHISTORY OF GROVE’S F-4 PHANTOM

AERIAL RENDITION OF SITEAERIAL RENDITION OF SITE

F-4 Facts & Figures

Photo on pages 4-5, from leŌ : Staff  Sergeant Jesse Shipps, Technical Sergeant Chance Cole, 
Major Nathaniel ToƩ en, Staff  Sergeant David Helms, Beverly Helms, Lieutenant Colonel Peter 
Norwood, Chief Master Sergeant Barrington E. BartleƩ , Colonel Houston R. Cantwell


