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Lords of the Sky - Duck Hunting in a Hurricane

 


At sunrise on the morning of the 18 January
1943 Lieutenant Mark Neill went duck hunting in Hurricane 7013.
Most of the pilots of 7 Fighter Squadron had flown low over the
marshy area on their return from sorties and had seen the ducks.
Mark had seen more. He had examined the area intently; circling on
numerous occasions to ascertain the possibility of landing in the
adjacent field to do some duck hunting. The other pilots were all
too glad to be home in one piece and wind-down with a beer in the
mess. As the squadron was in the process of moving base and no
engagements were planned that day, Mark had been given permission
to bring back some ducks for a little farewell dinner
celebration.

The landing at the field next to the marsh
was a disaster. Just after touchdown the port landing gear ran into
a hidden ten foot long deep furrow completely hidden by the same
grass surrounding it. Mark had seen it too late and could do
nothing to avoid it. The port wing slammed into the ground twisting
it, popping panels, and bending the landing gear housing rendering
it useless. By some stroke of good fortune that was the only
aircraft damage; the propeller still had all its blades straight
which meant the engine was going to be operational. Two foot this
way, two foot that way would surely have brought the duck dinner
back to the officer's mess.

Mark could not use his hand. It would not
obey his orders and when he insisted the pain screamed into his
head. He stared at it in disbelief. This should not have happened!
After making certain that he would not be able to fly the damaged
Hurricane back, he radioed base with a detailed description of the
damage and requested ground staff and a medic to get him out of
this catastrophe.

Back at base Blackie Swart and three aircraft
fitters were ordered to get out there and bring the Hurricane back
that same day. The squadron was not going to leave one of their
aircraft standing, all be it on one leg, in some "silly little
field beside a duck pond". Blackie quickly organized the necessary
equipment: tools, jacks, the only spare port wing, and a matching
landing gear strut. With the help of his fitters he loaded the
Engineer's truck.

There was a problem however: the duck hunting
Hurricane was their old Mark I and the wing strapped on the back of
the truck was for a Mark IIC. Scanning the technical drawings from
the stores Blackie had determined that Hawker constructed the two
aircraft with almost identical wing base profiles so the two
different wings were possible to attach. The main and very
significant difference between the two was the aerodynamics. With
one wing providing more lift than the other it would tend to cause
the aircraft to roll over the moment it lifted into the air. But,
what could they do? They had to retrieve their aircraft and
according to Lieutenant Mark Neill there was no possibility of
repairing the smashed up wing and landing gear in the field. It
would take days in a workshop.

A junior medic and Lieutenant PK were
detailed to accompany Blackie. Flight Ops had selected PK for this
operation as he was the best fighter pilot for this almost
impossible task. During flying training PK was graded as "average"
but was now regarded differently and known to have perfected
non-orthodox maneuvers during engagements with enemy aircraft and
anti-aircraft gun avoidance during bombing raids. He did not fly by
the book; lovely banked turns were for training, formation flying
and to impress but in combat would get you killed.

Fortunately the marshy area was only twenty
minutes drive from the base and on arrival the technical guys
sprang into action. The job needed to be completed and the stricken
aircraft flown out before sunset. The Hurricane stood at one end of
the field with the marshy area to its right where the ducks could
be heard in the distance. It was frantically worked on by the
fitters, jacking the plane up as best they could to remove the
broken parts and while precariously balanced, replacing the port
wing and undercarriage. After attaching the wing, Blackie and one
of the fitters rigged the ailerons as best they could to provide
more upward movement on the port wing which would push it down
while the starboard aileron was rigged mainly down and would push
that wing up. Was this all just theory? Had it ever been done
before? The concept was worth trying but the general flyable
aerodynamics would still be the problem and that was where PK would
need to play his part.

While all this engineering work was in
progress, with its customary bolts, nuts, oils, and spanners
accompanied by the usual banging and cursing with the coaxing from
Blackie Swart, the two pilots sat quietly talking in the shade of
the truck parked a little way off. Mark had his badly broken wrist
bandaged in a splint and his forearm supported in a sling. They
could now afford to chuckle at this situation. Hell, they were both
experienced fighter pilots almost at the end of their first tour
and this was the first incident Mark had got himself into. He was a
superb pilot, in his early twenties, with an exceptional instinct
and uncanny anticipation of what was coming his way.

There would be no duck hunting though; or so
they thought. The young medic had wandered off with the Lee Enfield
which Mark had signed out of the armory, shot a pair ducks, and
later returned them to the truck. At the time of the rapidly fired
shots everyone had jumped in all directions including the ducks
that were not hit; this was a bloody war and he should have warned
them! What was his name? No one even knew that a medic could shoot
let alone shoot ducks!

* * * *

Hawker Hurricane 7013 Mark I (modified) was
finally ready.

* * * *

Lieutenant PK sat calmly in the cockpit, his
gloved hand moving the stick from side to side with a deliberate
motion. The range of the ailerons was not trimmed even, far less to
one side than the other. He stared at each wing in turn trying to
fully grasp the significance and relationship of the movement of
the stick to the ailerons themselves. Standing on the newly fitted
wing next to the cockpit Blackie Swart, wiping hydraulic fluid and
oil from his hands, watched him closely. There was no panic in the
cockpit but neither was there any enthusiasm of what was going on.
Finally Blackie broke the silence in as confident and reassuring a
tone as he could.

"Sir, I’ve rigged them to the starboard side
as much as possible to give you, what I think, might be some
flyable control. You will only find out when you get her into the
air." A faint apprehension had creped into his voice towards the
end of what he was saying because to date he had never had to do
this sort of fix.

PK did not reply at first. He systematically
went on to check the rudders and elevators as in a normal
pre-flight inspection. All the rest of the flying surfaces had to
function correctly. Then back to the ailerons, Blackie still
watching intently. The two men would normally have passed mutually
silly remarks concerning ones ability to fly the other’s fixes.
Today was very different.

"Do you think this will work Blackie? In the
air this might be alright but what the bloody hell will I do when
landing?" He had listened carefully to Blackie’s explanation of how
he had rigged the ailerons.

"You got to slam her down at first
opportunity, even in a turn." Blackie returned encouragingly trying
to visualize the inevitable landing sequence. He knew that that was
what must be done. PK gazed into Blackie’s pale blue eyes hoping to
see some hint of more information but there was none forthcoming.
They both knew instinctively that this would be more than a normal
flight. After all that the two of them had been through, PK had
grown to trust Blackie's ability and judgment.

"Okay, let’s get this bloody thing on its
way."

Was there strain in this reply? Normally PK
would never use the word "thing" for one of his most successfully
operated aircraft but this was not how it should be. He had
returned to base flying aircraft with bits of tail and rudder shot
off and a lot of gaping holes here, there and every where. Once he
had glided back with a dead engine, oil covering him and smoke
streaming behind but never had he set off with an aircraft as
crippled as this. It had two different wings and was in theory
rigged to fly!

The Merlin engine roared into life breaking
the silence of the marsh and once again sending the ducks into
their usual scampering take-off followed by their graceful flight.
PK took little notice of them as he carefully checked instruments
and pitch setting. The Turn and Slip Indicator which he normally
paid little attention to might be useful now and the Artificial
Horizon could save his life. Blackie had advised that he should
allow the Hurricane to ‘jump’ into the air giving ground space for
the inevitable wing dip on take off.

It was now or never so PK radioed base with
the simple message "This is Papa Kilo – I’m out of here." An abrupt
message like this might be frowned on at base but now was not the
time for protocol or to care. He pushed the throttle forward
listening to the familiar roar and final scream of the engine as
the pitch changed. Aiming the aircraft down the grassy field he
pushed the stick hard forward to
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