,% e . J Jand his private bombers

1 Scott A Thompson reveals
the billionaire’s war surplus

OWARD HUGHES: the name
B:ll:lis now attached, Hollywood
style, to a billionaire who was
apparently operating several quarts
below his dipstick. No doubt the
man was peculiar, what with his
obsessive-compulsive tendencies,
a fondness for collecting and
conquering young starlets (what’s
odd about that? - Ep), and enough
money to keep people from saying
‘No’ or ‘Hell, no!” to his face.
Beyond the psychology, Texan
Howard Robard Hughes jng, born
on Christmas Eve 1905, was an
aviator. Perhaps not The Aviator but,
nonetheless, an aviator of note. In
his special way, Hughes shoved the
technology of aviation forward, using
his analytical skills, his ability to hire
good people, and his money.
[Leonardo DiCaprio portrayed

ABOVE: All five
Hughes A-20Gs
came out of the
storage yard at Cal
Aero Field, now
better known as
Chino, Califernia.
This view of forlorn
A-20s in May 1946
at Cal Aero Field,
shows well-used
aircraft with the
smelter as their
final destination.
WILLIAM T LARKINS

BELOW; A-20G
NX34920 was

the first surplus
example to be sold
when it was bought
by Howard Hughes.
GEORGE J MARRETT
COLLECTION

Douglas Havocs and his

idiosyncratic use of them

winning 2004 film, The Aviator.
Directed by Marrin Scorsese, it
included a galaxy of Hollywood
stars playing Hollywood stars: Care
Blanchette at Katharine Hepburn;
Kate Beckinsale as Ava Gardner
and Jude Law as Errol Flynn. Alec
Baldwin played the rival airline
magnate Juan Trippe — the founder
of PanAm — n.]

Howard’s aviation achievements in
the 1930s and early 1940s included a
number of noted endurance records
and the advanced Hughes H-1 racer.
At his impetus, TWA blossomed
from Transcontinental and Western
Air to Trans World Airlines, both in
name and in fact, and he played a
major role in purting the Lockheed
Constellation on the airways.

In the post-war world, the bloom

Hughes in the five-time Oscar-

was beginning to fade from Howard’s
rose, but he still commanded
attention and still marshalled the
resources of huge companies with
very deep pockets. Tiny Culver
City, tucked berween Los Angeles
Municipal Airport (where Douglas
and North American had built
thousands of aircraft) and Clover
Field at Santa Monica (where
Douglas had builc more by the
thousand), held the Hughes Aircraft
Company (whose wartime aircraft
production was virtually nil).

Hughes™ big wartime projects,
the massive HK-1 Hercules flying-
boat and the XF-11 reconnaissance
aircraft, had been delayed and
ultimately crippled by his micro-
management style. Neither had yet
flown but work continued on both
even after the war ended, if only to
prove to the world and especially che
US Government that his military
aircraft could actually fly.

More importantly, Hughes or,
to be precise, the team of talented
(if frustrated) engineers Hughes
put together, was busy laying the
groundwork for the radars, missiles
and fire control systems that would
finally carry his company - the
Hughes Tool Corporation -into
prominence in the 1950s and
1960s.
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WAR SURPLUS BOMBERS
Through all of this, Howard or some
of his minions took advantage of
the opportunity to pick up a few
war surplus bombers in 1945 and
1946 to add to his small fleet of civil
aircraft. Hughes tended to collect
and then forget acroplanes, a trait
thar paralleled his harem’ of blonde
starlets and that began at about the
same time, in the early 1930s.

Most of his aircraft, being neither
as fickle nor impatient (nor probably
as expensive) as his starlets, were
still controlled by his empire when
he died on April 5 1976 inside a
private jet en route from Mexico
to his birthplace, Houston. His
staff maintained, just for him, a
number of still flight-worthy types
tucked into storage hangars around
the country to the bitter and tragic
end, including the still-extant and
still-massive HK-1 parked inside
a dry-dock hangar facility at Long
Beach Harbor.

In late 1945 and early 1946,
Hughes purchased five Douglas
A-20G Havocs from surplus US
Government stocks. From the five,
Hughes operated two of the Havocs
and used the parts from the other
three to keep them flying. The pair of
A-20Gs was frequently flown while
owned by Hughes and utilized for

BeLow: Hughes

and his companies
utilized N34920
for company
transportation
until 1957, it is
illustrated at San
Francisco in August
1955. Note the
extensive fuselage
modifications with
additional windows
and antennae,

BoTTOM: Another
view of N34920 in
1955, The colour
scheme is similar
to that of Trans
World Airlines.
BOTH WILLIAM

T LARKINS
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both corporate transportation and as
test-beds for various programmes.

Though one A-20 was sold in
1949, the other was actively flown
through most of the 1950s, carrying
Howard himself as well as various
Hughes employees around the
country from its base at Culver City.
It was last flown in 1957 but both
it and a Hughes North American
B-25C Mitchell remained parked
at Culver City undl the mid-1970s.
Shortly before Hughes died, they
were both donated to a California
air museum.

When the war ended in the late
summer of 1945, A-20s were
long obsolete as far as the USAAF
was concerned. A-20s in the
Conrinental US

EXECUTIVE TRANSPORT

The new book Howard Hughes:
Aviater, by George Marrett, notes
that five surplus A-20s were
purchased. The identity of the three
other A-20s is unknown. No doubt
the RFC issued paperwork for the
three aircraft and ferry permits to
allow them to be moved from Chino
to Culver City, but that paperwork
is lost to history, as they were never
registered with the Civil Aeronaurics
Administration.

At least 60 Wright R-2600-23
Cyclone radials were also purchased,
that variant being common to both
the A-20G and the Douglas B-23
Dragon, several of which Hughes
also purchased from surplus stocks.

‘ Between the three

had already been ; : e ‘hangar queen’
placed in disposal “_Hughe--s tended to A-20s and che
yards, primarily collect and then forget- . surplus engines,
at Kingman, = aeroplanes, a traitthat Hughes had
AI‘IZO:U&, and paralleled his ‘harem’ of enough parts to
Ontario (better 1 = keep his small
known as Chino}, blonde starlets... fleet airworthy.

California. From Marrett’s account, Hughes

Once they were turned over to the
disposal agency, the Reconstruction
Finance Corporation (RFC), they
were made available for sale at the
going rate of $3,000 for a flyable
aircraft, to considerably less if
purchased as part of a scrap loc.
Almost all of the stored A-20s were
ultimately scrapped; only a few made
it onto the US Civil Register.

The few civil owners apparently
identified two purposes for the
aircraft: as fast transports for

| company executives or as fast attack

bombers suitable for illegal export
overseas. Four surplus A-20s were

. destined for the infant Israeli Air
| Force in 1948 when they were seized
| in Florida.

never flew either of the two Havocs.
This was somewhat surprising as he
liked fast aircraft and especially ones
that didn’t have co-pilots. Both of
these requirements ably satisfied by
his Havocs.

The first A-20G purchased by
Hughes was 43-22197, builc at Santa
Monica and delivered in June 1944.
It was immediately sent into storage
at McClellan Field, near Sacramento,
California, as were many new but
unneeded A-20Gs built in che
summer and autumn of 1944, Never
used it operationally, it was deemed
excess to needs and moved to Cal
Aero Field at Chino, California, and
turned over to the REC for disposal
in October 1945.



Hughes Tool Company (Aircraft
Division) for the standard REC
price of $3,000. This sounds like
an awfully good deal roday, bur after
adjustment for inflation, $3,000 in
1946 dollars is equivalent to $29,500
in 2005 dollars, which still isnt a bad
price.) The CAA authorized a ferry
flighr from Cal Aero to Hughes
Airport in Culver City, a flight of
about 40 miles (64km).

On December 11, 1945, Glenn
Odekirk, long-time friend and
mechanic of Hughes and officially
the Assistant to the President of
the Hughes Aircraft Company,
applied to the CAA for both an
airworthiness certificate and a civil
registration. It was licensed as a four-
place aircraft with an experimental
airworthiness certificate, allowing
only specific operations, and issued
the civil registration of NX34920.
Glenn indicated on the application
that it would be “used for all types
of test work including testing of
new equipment and aerodynamic
problems.”

Glenn then applied for a Limited
Type Certificate (LTC) for *920 in
March 1947. The CAA developed the
LTC process to allow less restrictive
certification of ex-military aircraft,
with the first LTC authorized for the
Boeing B-17F and B-17G Flying
Fortress in December 1946. All
the official certification work for
the A-20 LTC, covering the A-20B,
A-20C, A-20G, A-20H, and A-20],
was done with NX34920, and as a
result Hughes Aircraft became the

listed owner of the ITC.

(Today, nearly 60 years later,
it still remains the owner of the
LTC.) After the LTC, designated as
L-9-2 (later AL-9), was issued,
the aircrafi’s registration was
changed to NL34920.

By October 1952 the Havoc
had amassed approximately
933 flight hours. At that time
the aft fusclage was modified
with the addition of six small
windows to provide passenger
visibility. In January 1954,
it was further modified with the
replacement of the A-20G short-
exhaust stack with collector ring
assemblies taken from a B-23 and
the bomb-bay fuel tank was replaced
with a new metal tank.

‘AWAIT INSTRUCTIONS’

By March 1955, NL63148 had
amassed 1,406 flight hours and
within 18 months, another 330
hours was accomplished. The
last record of maintenance being
carried out by the Hughes Aircraft
Company was in November 1957,
when an annual inspection was
completed.

It transpires that *920 had already
made its [ast flight at that point. As
related in the book Aviator, John
Seymour, a Hughes pilot, flew the A-
20 often and carried Hughes himself
as a passenger. In early 1957 he flew
Hughes and two other passengers
from Las Vegas to Los Angeles
Municipal Airport. After Janding,
Hughes directed John to park on
the TWA ramp and told him to lock

“Hughes directed john
to park on the TWA
ramp and told him
to lock it and await
instructions. Months
came and went...”

N34920 remains
stored at the Aero
Trader storage
yard in Ocotiilo
Wells pending a
future restoration
to be undertaken
by Kermit Weeks.
GRAHAM A ROBSON

it and await instructions. Months
came and went, with the A-20 still
parked on the TWA ramp ar Los
Angeles.

Finally, a construction
foreman called John and
told him that the aircraft
had to be removed, as a new
warchouse was being built
around the aircraft. Seymour
desperately tried to contact
Hughes, as moving an
aircraft without an express
instruction from Hughes was
unpardonable. Unable to reach him,
Seymour made the daring decision
to move the A-20 himself and, on
July 11, 1957, he made the short
hop from Los Angeles to the Hughes
Airport.

He taxied the aircraft to the west
end of the airport where it was
parked and locked. It didn’t move
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Post-Hughes
N63148 was
much-modified for
executive and then
record-breaking
use. It is iflustrated
in October 1949

at San Francisco.
WILLIAM T LARKINS

“In his unique guirkiness, Howard undertook the test
flight himself but did not use a standard first flight
profile.”

again until 1974; either Hughes
forgot about the aircraft or was not

too disturbed that it had been moved
without his permission.

MUSEUM-BOUND

On March 16, 1973, the registered
owner of NL34920 was transferred
from the Hughes Tool Company,
Aircraft Division, to the Hughes
Helicopter Division, Summa
Corporation. Hughes formed
Summa in 1973 to shield his
crumbling empire after the sale
of his foundational Hughes Tool
Company. Then, in July 1974,
the A-20 and the Hughes B-25C
(41-13251, N3968C) were donated
to the Antelope Valley Air Museum
at Lancaster, California, probably to

ain a tax advantage.

The A-20G was disassembled
and trucked in the middle of the
night to the William ] Fox airfield
in Lancaster where it was partially
reassembled in a storage yard.

The B-25C enjoyed a nobler
trip; noted Lockheed pilot H ‘Fish’
Salmen flew the Mitchell from
Hughes Airport to Lancaster. It also
ended up the small storage yard
with the A-20, both sliding further
downhill. In 1986 the museum
was renamed and the aircraft
registration was transferred to the
new Milestones of Flight Museum,
still at Lancaster.

In April 1987, N34920 was traded
to Kermit Weeks of Miami, Florida,
in exchange for a new museum
hangar supplied by Weeks. The A-
20G was completely disassembled
and trucked to a desert storage yard
operated by Aero Trader (of Chino,
California). Locared near Ocotillo
Wells, California, the Havoc remains
in disassembled storage for a future,
if unscheduled, restoration to flight
status.
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HORRIFIC TEST FLIGHT

The second A-20G was 43-22217
also built at Santa Monica and
delivered on June 10, 1944. It also
was sent to storage at McClellan
Field. Never used it operationally it
was deemed surplus and, in October
1945, it was flown to Cal Aero Field
at Chino, California, and transferred
to the RFC for disposal.

After being in storage for less than
six months, it was sold by the War
Assets Administration (successor to
the REC), on March 25, 1946, to
Hughes for $3,000. On April 4, the
CAA issued a ferry permit to cover
delivery from Cal-Aero Airport to
Culver City. On May 17, though,
Glenn Qdekirk applied for both an
airworthiness certificate and a civil
registration.

Hughes requested that an
experimental certificate be issued as
the aircraft was to be used, according
to the application, “only for radar
and radio experimental flights
in the development of air forces
equipment.” After certification by
a CAA inspector as a three-place
aircraft, the registrarion of NX63148
was assigned and an experimental
certificate with a six-month duration
issued. There is no indication in
the aircraft file as to what, if any,
programmes were initially assigned
to NX63148.

It is interesting to note thart
Howard Hughes was conducting
initial taxi tests on the first of two
XF-11 prototypes beginning in April
1946. The XF-11 was a large but
sleek twin-boomed reconnaissance
aircraft equipped with two massive
Pract & Whitney R-4360-21
Wasp Major radials turning dual
Hamilton-Standard counter-rotating
propellers. (See also £-for-Foto in the
January 2005 FiyPast.)

On April 15, the first XF-11,
44-70155, sustained minor damage
in a taxying incident with Hughes at
the controls, and the first flight was
delayed until July 7. That flight ended
in disaster. In his unique quirkiness,
Howard undertock the test flight
himself but did not use a standard
first flight profile. Instead of a short,
careful, tentative test hop over the
ocean, he enjoyed a fairly long flight
over Southern California, brashly
retracting the landing gear and then
testing the handling characteristics
at various speeds.

Hughes didnt have any radio
frequencies arranged with anyone
on the ground so he remained
out of contact, but one of the two
Hughes’ A-20s, either NX63148
or NX34920, was used as a chase-
plane with Glenn Odekirk at the
controls. Also aboard the A-20 was
Hughes flight test engineer Gene
Blanford and movie personalities Bill
Cagney (film producer and brother
of James) and Audie Murphy along
for the ride.

As the XF-11 cruised east of Culver
City at 5,000ft, one of the two
counter-rotating propellers on the
starboard engine suddenly reversed,
causing a tremendous roll and yaw
due to the drag of the reversed
propeller. Seeing the aircraft roll
away and descend, Glenn assumed
Howard was turning to Jand at the
Hughes Airport, so he broke away
from the XF-11and made a landing
approach to the airport.

Hughes was trying to figure
out where the overpowering drag
was coming from as both engines
appeared to be operating normally.
After checking engine responses and
airframe controllability; he concluded
his aircraft had suffered a structural
failure.

However, the time spent running
his checks, combined with the
excessive descent rate caused by the
propeller and the crossed-controls
needed to keep it flying wings level,
eliminated any hope of getting
the crippled XF-11 to any airport.
Hughes ended up trying to pur the
aircraft onto a golf course, coming
up a half mile short as 40,0001bs of
aircraft bounced across the roof of
a house and setded into a Beverly
Hills neighbourhood.

The ensuing crash came precariously
close to claiming Hughes’ life but
surprisingly no one on the ground
was killed. Hughes spent the next
month in hospital, and another three
in further recovery.

By April 1947 he was back in
the cockpit of the second aircraft,
XF-11A 44-70156. This had been
refitted with conventional four-blade



propellers, and Hughes conducred
a successful tesc flight. After several
flights from Culver City, the flight
test programme moved out to the

desert dry lake at Muroc.
FLYING TEST-BED

At some point in the four months
following the July 1946 accident
Hughes directed that A-20G
INX63148 be used as a test-bed for
a new control system for the rudder
of the XF-11A. A fin and rudder
was mounted on the fuselage of
the A-20 for aerodynamic testing.
CAA paperwork indicates tchat
on November 21, 1946, Odekirk
applied for an extension to the
airworthiness certificate (that had
actually expired on November 16),
explaining the:

“reason for renewal of experimental
certificate is to continue experimental
flight tests of the aircraft in the
modified condirion. Modification
includes the installation of an
experimental vertical fin and rudder.
Purpose of the tests is to obtain
flight data on the aerodynamic
characteristics of the fin and
rudder.”

The CAA inspector made a written
notation on the application, stating
only “Fin and rudder for F-11.7
Sadly, no photographs have come to
light of this aircraft in service with
Hughes, with or without the XF-11
comportents.

The CAA aircraft file suggests
that NX63148 was back in its
normal configuration by December
1947 when a weight and balance
inspection was conducted. Shortly
afterwards, Odekirk applied for
another airworthiness certificate, this
time requesting certification in the
limited category using the already-
approved criteria carried under the
L-9-2 LTC. This certification was
approved on December 28, 1947,

the aircraft becoming NL63148, and
renewed after an annual inspection
on July 27, 1948.

NEW OWNER
ILL-FATED VENTURE
By that date the A-20G was for
sale, for on August 15, 1949, it was
sold to Paul B Young of Oceanside,
California. Shortly after he purchased
the aircraft, he sent it to Long Beach
Aeromotive at nearby Long Beach
airpore for fuselage modifications.
A second seat was installed aft of
the pilot’s position, with hatch and
window modifications completed.
The radios were upgraded. The
gun turret and actuating mechanism,
apparently still installed after three
years with Hughes, were
removed and the opening

the time of these modifications,
total airframe time was recorded as
approximately 1,200 flight hours.

At some point during this period,
noted aviatrix Dianna Cyrus Bixby
obtained use of the Havoc from
Young. Dianna had eatlier made a
bit of a name for herself by flying
Douglas A-26 Invader The Huntress
{formerly USAAF 44-34766) in
the transcontinental Bendix Race
in 1947.

She had also attempted an around-
the-world flight in her de Havilland
Mosquito N1203V Huntress II in
1950. This epic flight had to be
aborted in Calcurra, India, due to
engine problems.

She later began flying Young’s

A-20 bur it was lost on
January 2, 1955, at about

skinned over. “__40,0001bs of aircraft 11:45. Diana was {lying
Five windows were installed : ok S 2 it alone to a ranch in the
; : bounced across the roof e :
in the aft fuselage, with three SRR LB vicinity of La Paz, Baja
on the right side and two of a house and settied California, Mexico. Due to
on the left. Three seats were into a Beverly Hills increasingly poor weather
installed in the aft fuselage, neighbourhood.” conditions, she made the

and a headliner, ducting for
heating, and other furnishings fitted.
The bomb bay had a shelfadded and
an oxygen system installed, with five
bottles inside. The aircraft was then
put into service as a private five-place
transport.

In July 1951, the A-20 was back
at Long Beach for additional
modifications, including the
replacement of the R-2600-23s with
the slightly more powerful -29s.
Two additional seats were installed
in the nose, with windows added in
place of the original forward access
doors. This all made for a much
sleeker-looking aircraft. But more
was planned to further change its
shape.

In January 1953, the rear fuselage
was deepened by raising the fuselage
roof, and 2 234 US gallon (885 litre)
bomb-bay fuel tank was added. At

A-20G NL63148
at Sacramento,
California, in
November 1952.
Hughes sold the
aircraft to Paul
B Young who had
it modified as a
five-place private
transport.
WILLIAM T LARKINS

decision to divert to Loreto,
Baja California. However, she ran
out of fuel prior to reaching her new
destination, and the A-20 crashed
into the Gulf of California.
Dianna was killed in the accident;
her body was recovered the following
day by the US Coast Guard and
returned to her home at Long
Beach. The aircraft registration was
cancelled the following month and
its file closed.
So ended the file on Howard
Hughes and his Havocs. His 'fleet’
of aircraft and their legacy were often

as mysterious as the man himself.

Much of this material is dyawn from
the new book Douglas Havoc and
Boston: the DB-7/A-20 Series by
Scott A Thompson and available from
the Crowood Press at £29.95, 01672
520280 www.crowoodpress.co.uk
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