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What Was it All About 
 

What was the Cold War? What is a DEWLiner? What was the DEWLine? Why should you 

care? Many people have forgotten why the per iod from 1947 to the early 1990 s was called 

the Cold War  and its impact on the world . 

 

This is the true story of one personès involvement in a very small part of what was known 

as the Cold War. That small part was about a group of people who watched over  the North 

America n continent from radar sites  in th e far north. Without knowing why, the population 

of North America probably slept a little bit better during the Cold W ar as a result of this 

small band of people known as DEWLiners.  

 

Ièm Brian Jeffrey, although my name when I was on the DEW Line was Brian S imon ,  

Simon being my adopted surname . I changed back to my birth name, Jeffrey, after leaving 

the DEWLine. I had been known as Brian Simon from about the age of six so anyone who 

worked with me on the DEWLine or who went to school with me in those early y ears will 

have no idea who Brian Jeffrey is.  

 

I served on the DEWLine from July 1960 to March 1963 when I went south  for the last 

time. As I write this, some 48 years have gone by since I first heard about the DEWLine. 

This , then, is a stroll down one pers onès memory lane with all the inaccuracies and 

embellishments that come with the passing of time.  

 

 

Whatôs a Cold War? 
 

The term Cold War refers  to the post -World War II geopolitical tensions between the worldõs 

two major powers, the Soviet Union and the U nited States . The term has been attributed to 

American financier and U.S. presidential advisor Bernard Baruch. The Cassell Companion to 

Quotations  cites a speech Baruch gave in April 16, 1947 in which he said, òLet us not be 

deceived: we are today in the midst of a cold war .ó  

 

So, what does the term mean? Basically, it was called the Cold War because, unlike òHot 

Warsó, the two major antagonists, the Soviet Union and the United States, did not fire any 

weapons at each other or engage in any formal battles.  There were certainly many lives lost 

over the course of the Cold War but none in formal battles.  

 

World Wars I  and II , the Korean War, and the Vietnam War would be considered òhot warsó 

because weapons were used, battles fought , and many lives lost .  Itõs interesting to note that 

two of those wars, the Korean and Vietnam wars, occurred in the midst of the Cold War.  

 

 

Whatôs a DEWLine? 
 

What is a DEW line  you ask? Good question. DEW stands for Distant Early Warning . The 

DEW Line ( also known as the  DEWLine) was a chain of 54 manned early warning radar 

stat ions that stretched across the n orthern part of the North American continent from 
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Alaska to Greenland , roughly along the 69 th  parallel, about 200-300 kilometres north of  the 

Arctic Circle. There were six mai n stations, 23 auxiliary stations, and 28 intermediate 

stations. Most of the se stations were located in Canada.   

 

 

 

 
 

Map courtesy of the North American Air Defence Online Radar museum 

 

Construction of the DEW Line began around1955 and took 32 months to complete. It was a 

true engineering and construction feat . It became operational in August 1957 and most 

stations were decommissioned by 1994. In fact, most or all of the intermediate sites had 

been decommissioned by the end of 1963. Some of the remaining original Aux and Main 

stations morphed into the Northern Warning System  (NWS) starting in 1985 .  

 

The DEWLine is a relic of the Cold War. Only a few stations remain as a reminder of those 

tense times when the USS R and the USA stood nose -to-nose in a war where no weapons 

were fired.  

 

 

The Beginning 
 

It was in the late 1950ès when Canadaès Prime Minister at the time, John Diefenbunker, 

said to the youth of the nation, åGo North young man.æ So, being young and somewhat 

naïve, I went.  

 

I donèt remember if I found the advertisement or if my Mother brought it to my attention. 

The newspaper advertisement was for electronics technicians to go north to the Distant 

http://www.radomes.org/museum
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Early Warning Line for a salary of $1000 a month plus all li ving expenses. Training 

provided.  

 

Today, $1000 a month doesnèt seem like a lot of money but in 1960 it was a lot of loot. 

Adjusted for inflation, a  $12,000 a year income in 1960 would be the equivalent of over 

$84,000 in 2007 . Not too shabby as a t the tim e I was making just shy of $230 a month or 

$2750 a year as an electronic s technician working at the National Research Council (NRC) 

in Ottawa.  

 

If you think $230 was pathetic, my first job at Electronics Materiel  International (EMI) as 

an electronic techn ician doing repair and overhaul work on AN/ARM -1 test sets, paid 

$1/hour or $ 174/month. That wasnèt a bad salary for an electronics technician in 1957.  

 

I took time off work to travel to Montreal to the offices of the Federal Electric Corporation  

(FEC) whe re I was interviewed and given a technical test that I promptly failed. As a newly 

minted, nineteen year old technician with two years of work experience, I knew nothing 

about radar.  

 

Although I was only nineteen years old, I had been dabbling in electroni cs since the age of 

ten and had built most of my own radio equipment. I g ot my Amateur radio (Ham) licenc e, 

VE3EBF, in 1957 after passing the technical exams which, at the time, were a lot more 

stringent  tha n they are today. By the time I went to technical  school, I had already built up 

a good business repairing  radio s. It appears that I had a natural flair for electronics.  

 

So, undeterred  by my initial failure , I returned to Ottawa and went to the NRC  technical 

library where I borrowed  a couple of books on radar and studied them until I felt confident 

enough to take another shot at the FEC exam.  

 

This time I passed  the exam . Either that or they were desperate for technicians. Whatever , 

I was offered the job as an electronics radar technician, know as a Rad ician.  The 

employment contract was for eighteen months , the first three of which would be spent 

training in the US before being sent to the Arctic. You were allowed a two -week vacation 

after nine months on the Line , then  you would return north for  the rema ining six month of 

your contract. Any subsequent contracts were twelve month s in  duration . I was to learn 

later that I was the youngest Radician to ever be sent north to the DEWLine up to that 

time.  

 

Now I had to go back to NRC and resign my position there . I was working in the Structures 

Laboratory (M -14) maintaining a huge digital computer known as FERUT. It turns out that 

FERUT was the first commercial digital computer sold in North America. It had originally 

been purchased from the Ferranti Company in t he UK by the University of Toronto, hence 

the name FERUT, and had been used for research at the university until being acquired by 

NRC. I assisted in the final stages of the installation and was tasked with keeping the beast 

running.  

 

At the university, it  had been used to design the first automated traffic light system in 

North America as well as being used for research studies for AVROès Arrow jet fighter, one 
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of the worldès most advanced aircraft, and probably 

still would be if the development program ha dnèt been 

shut down and all six prototype aircraft destroyed.  

This thing had over 4000 vacuum tubes and its own 

1400 cycle generator to power up the filament s and 

the rest of the unit. Whenever I turned it on in the 

morning a tube would blow somewhere and one of my 

jobs was to find out which of the 4000 tubes had 

decided to die. I had gotten to the point where Ièd get 

into work early, turn the beast on, boot i t up, and then 

go for breakfast at the NRC cafeteria. By the time I 

got back and started the testing processes the tubes 

were all toasty warm with the exception of the quitter. 

Ièd troubleshoot down to the section level and then feel 

each of the tubes in t he section until I found the cool 

one. Very technical, but hey, it worked.  

 

I was one of the very few people who knew enough 

about the computer to be able to keep it running  so the 

organization was loath  to see me go. During the exit 

interview, the gentle man from personnel offered me a 

10% pay increase if I would stay. Ten percent isnèt too 

bad and would have raised my monthly salary from 

$239 to over $250. When I told him that my new 

employer was going to pay me $1000 a month he 

looked stunned and said th at surely I must be kidding. 

When I told him that it was tru e, that they were going 

to pay m e four times what he was offering, he simply 

wished me good luck and we parted company.  

 

 

The Adventure Begins 
 

The adventure began by having a medical and being 

informed that I would have to have my four w isdom 

teeth removed because they  werenèt about to fly me out of 

the Arctic if I had a toothache.  

 

Now somewhat toothless (at least missing four big ones) , I 

was off for twelve weeks of training in Streator  Illinois,  a 

small town south of Chicago. It was Mid -March  of 1960. 

There were twelve of us as I recall but  I can only 

remember one fellowès name, George Sicotte, who only 

lasted a few months on the L ine before calling it quits  and 

I never saw him again . We were billeted in the Columbia 

Hotel, a run do wn, somewhat seedy hote l that was  dubbed 

the Tiltin  Hilton . I t had definitely see n better days, much 

Brian Simon starting the computing day by 
ñbootingò up FERUT from the main 
console.  Circa 1958. 

A nerd at work behind one of the bays 
containing 40 of the over 4000 vacuum 
tubes in the computer. 

Streatorôs  Columbia Hotel a.k.a. the 
Tiltin Hilton. Courtesy Ed Groelle.  
Circa mid 1960ôs. 
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better days. As someone mentioned, it was well past its åbest beforeæ date. Most of the guys 

had to share a room  but I was assigned to a closet -sized room of my own  at the back o f the 

building , complete with a bed and sink. None of the rooms had toilets and most didnèt have 

a sink, so we all shared the floorès common bathroom facilities . Very fancy!  It was more like 

a rundown rooming house than a hotel.  

 

The first course was a week-long weather observ ation  

course as one of our functions in the Arctic was to act as 

weather observers. For some strange reason, this was the 

only course that was mandatory to pass.  If you failed this 

course, you were on your way home.  

 

The technical courses were, well, technical. If you failed 

two of the weekly Saturday morning exams, the axe fell  

and you were on your way to a new career . The passing 

mark was 70% and n ot everyone survived the twelve  

weeks of training. Being a young, eager beaver, I 

studied m y butt off and passed all the exams.  

 

While none of us needed a reason to drink, passing the Saturday exam usually sparked a 

celebration on Saturday night, giving us Sunday to recuperate. Some of us celebrated more 

than others. One of those people was a fellow classmate by the name of Reg something or 

other.  

 

Reg was one of these people who wore thick glasses without which he cou ldnèt find the nose 

on his face with either hand. Ver y, very  early one Sunday morning Regès roommate found 

him  huddled at the base of the shared toilet. Apparently Reg had been out drinking, a lot, 

and he had been talking to Earl -on-the-great-white -phone. The roommate noticed that Reg 

didnèt have his glasses on and asked him where they were. Reg pointed into the toilet which 

was filled with an interesting brew. Not wanting to lose Regès glasses, his roommate 

screwed up his courage, rolled up his sleeve, and  dipped his hand into the mess trying to 

find the g lasses. It was at this point that  he saw the glasses lying on the floor behind the 

toilet.  

 

Regès roommate told us later that he thought his arm was going to rot and fall off. I told 

him that  if it had bee n me, I would have used Regès arm to root around in the soup. Reg 

survived , but barely . 

 

 

Middle of Nowhere 
 

The training was held at a prototype DEWLine station in the middle of a corn field about 

twelve miles outside town along Highway 17. We were transp orted to and from the site 

each day in a blue military bus with US Air Force markings. Very fancy indeed!  

 

Note: Apparently the site was decommissioned in 1982 and the property was sold to the 

farmer whose land surrounded it. The radome was sold to someone  in Colorado in 1986. 

My room was on the second floor at the 
back, second window from the right. 
Depressing view.  
Photo courtesy of Ed Groelle. 
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According to DEWLiner Ed Groelle, who 

revisited the site in 1992, the compound was 

now being used for storage. There were turkeys 

inside the fence, and sheep grazing in the area.  

 

 

I remember the first time I saw the radar 

console. I notic ed a control on the panel labelled  

åAnti-Jam Control,æ and I thought great, no one 

can jam the radar. Little did I know at the time that all the control did was lower the 

sensitivity of the radar receiver which not only minimized the jamming but also  the radarès 

ability to see any targets.  

 

Apart from learning all about the technical 

equipment and how to repair and maintain it, we 

also had to learn how to track and report targets. 

Federal Electric en gaged a local pilot to fly around 

at night  to give us something to practis e with.  

 

The Streator Airport was a grass strip and was 

home to the local flying school which owned a Piper 

J3 (or a Taylorcraft, Ièm not sure which) and a 

derelict Cessna T-50 Bamboo Bomber, which, like 

the local hotel, had seen much, much better days . 

This is where I got my first taste of flying small 

planes. I ended up with about ten hours of flight instruction as well as bumming rides  on 

the nocturnal pract ice flights. I wasnèt to take up flying again until the mid 1970ès. 

 

Streator was not what youèd call an exciting place. It certainly wasnèt a hotbed of social 

activity. I have no idea as to what its claim to fame was beyond serving the local farming 

community. There was no discernible industry . The townès few restaurants served simple 

but good food. There was a bowling alley that served beer which made bowling a whole lot 

more fun than it was in Canada where drinking in an establishment like this was 

forbi dden. 

 

One weekend, one of my other team members and I decided to get out of town for some 

excitement so we rented the townès only rental car and drove west to Kankakee. When we 

arrived, the whole town  was eerily dark and quiet. We went into one of the local taverns 

which  was all lit up with candles. I thought, how quaint, only to find out there was a 

citywide power outage.  This didnèt seem to interfere with our ability to drink however. 

 

On the return trip, I was doing the driving and my drinking buddy tur ned on the car radio 

and promptly went to sleep. After a short while I turned off the radio so it wouldnèt disturb 

his sleep. I then followed his  example by also falling asleep Ü while I was driving. 

Fortunately, the rumble of the tires on the side of the r oad woke us both up before we went 

into the ditch and we survived the adventure unscathed.  

 

Streator training site, now a derelict relic of the 
cold war. Circa 1992. 
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It turned out that , while I had turned the radio off so he could sleep he had turned it on so 

that Ièd stay awake. What we had here was a failure to communicate. 

 

 

Northward Bound 
 

Upon completion of the training we we re issued airline tickets to our  embarkation points 

for the journey north .  

 

It was late July 1960, when I  were issued with my US Air Force blue Arctic clothing at the 

Nordair hanger in Montrealès Dorval airport and prepared for the long trip north to Hall 

Beach in the North West Territories as it was then known  (now called Inuvik) . 

 

Our Arctic gear consisted of a set of heavily lined coveralls  with zippers from bottom to top , 

a parka with a huge hood wi th real  fur  trim , thick boots with removable liners that could be 

used in place of shoes, and mitts with fur backing. The fur backing on the mitts was to wipe 

your nose which  would run continuously when the temperature got to 20 below or so. The 

problem wa s that the snot on the back of the mitts would freeze and it would feel like you 

were wiping your nose with rough sandpaper.  

 

Before we took off for our northern adventure, we all made a pact that we would put money 

in a pot and the last person to cut off his beard would get all the loot. This fast road to 

instant riches was dashed when we arrived at our destination and were informed that 

beards were not allowed. Apparently beards might interfere with the seal on the Scott Air 

Packs that would have been use d for fire fighting.  Apparently the no -beard rule was relaxed 

in later years.  

 

 

A Barren Land 
 

So, in July 1960 at the tender age of nineteen, I found myself near the top of the world 

above the Arctic Circle as a civilian radar technician (Radician) on th e Distant Early 

Warning Radar Line (DEWLine), ready to stand 

watch over the North American continent, ready 

to sound the alarm in case of attack by the Soviet 

Union. It was all very exciting for a young man.  

 

I remember being tired and excited when we 

land ed at Hall Beach, also known as Fox Main. 

The airstrip was a bout a mile and a half from the 

main buildings  and you could easily see the huge 

white radome in the distance.  

 

We all piled into the blue US Air Fo rce bus for 

the trip to the main site. In addition to us 

newbies, there was a fair number of people who 
Hall Beach (Fox Main) Lower Camp and airstrip. 


