CHAPTER 14

A NEW RUNWAY MOOTED
1951-1953

1951

n January the Bamboo Curtain made Hong Kong Airways unviable. They sold their Dakota

fleet but retained their identity using Cathay to operate their trades under charter. Hong
Kong Airways remained in limbo until 1957 when they revitalised with the jet-prop Vickers
Viscount.

A Hong Kong Standard article stated that Cathay Pacific Airways had become a major Far
East airline after a modest beginning. The brief history ended with the catchy phrase Our
Wings Cover the Orient.

That month 28 Squadron flew its last Spitfire sortie and re-equipped with Vampire 9s.
The Spitfires transferred to 80 Squadron at Shek Kong.

In December, 80 Squadron flew a Spitfire for the last time. The planes, presumably,
passed to the Hong Kong Auxiliary Air Force (HKAAF).

On March 2, Hammy Hamilton, Assistant Airport Manager, updated Security
Identification Permits. This made it easier for the police to check those lurking around the
detained aeroplanes.

The shortage of staff continued to impede the Departments plans. The loss of two
dedicated Air Traffic Control Officers, J. Warne and J. E Wills, curtailed the Briefing Service.

In June the Ministry of Civil Aviation dispatched a technical mission to Hong Kong to
evaluate sites mooted for an international airport. The two sites at Deep Bay and Stanley
Bay proved unacceptable for political and financial seasons. The mission presented their
findings in a document known as the Broadbent Report.

The swirling mist hiding the rugged terrain trapped another victim. On March 11, a
Pacific Overseas Airlines (Siam) Skymaster, with John R. Corey in command, originated in
Tokyo through Taipei for Bangkok.

At 1030 hours the plane struck the saddle between Mt Parker and Mt Butler killing 26
people. When the police collected the pitiful personal belongings there were toys, golf
clubs, watches, ladies’ hats and a booklet on meteorology. On the book's fly leaf was the
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THE BROADBENT SURVEY REPORT - JUNE 14, 1951

The working drafts for extending Kai Tak Airport. Then favoured, the Broadbent scheme was superseded by the current single
runway, claimed entirely from Kowloon Bay. (Drawings: Department of Civil Aviation, HKG)
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signature S. Indapunya, the co-pilot. His book had the chapter The Warm Front dog-eared —
the weather phenomena that took his life.

The inquiry undertaken by the DCA Malaya, at the request of the Hong Kong
Government, apportioned the blame to pilot error.

The weather during April continued to restrict visibility. On the 9th, HS-SAE, a Dakota
of Siamese Airways, arrived over Kai Tak. With visibility below limits the plane diverted to
Tainan, on Southern Formosa. A few minutes before arriving in the circuit a severe rain
squall closed the airport. The captain decided to return to Kai Tak where the weather
showed a slight improvement. Just before nightfall he made a pass at Kai Tak, lost visual
contact, and made the instrument over-shoot. With little fuel left he got permission to let
down over the sea near Waglan and make a visual approach. His last message — Flying at 300
feet under visual flight conditions.

A resident of Shek-O, Mrs J. Linstead, saw the plane hit the sea near Cape D'Aguilar.
Sixteen people died in the crash.

Again the DCA Malaya handled the inquiry. This time the Hong Kong Government did
not accept the findings and referred it to the Ministry. Air Commodore Vernon Brown, CB,
CBE, Chief Inspector of Accident, Ministry of Civil Aviation, apportioned the cause to
pilot error with faulty navigation a factor.

Captain Tayarn Timkul's choice of Tainan surprised me. When weather was bad at Kai
Tak it usually was the same on Formosa, the reason Cathay Pacific's primary diversion was
Manila. This meant carrying additional fuel but safety was the main consideration. Also,
Luzon had several other airfields in case unexpected headwinds further reduced fuel
reserves.

[ included this snippet to show that a captain has opponents other than nature! One
Saturday afternoon I diverted to Manila. The headwinds across the China Sea chewed into
my reserves and, in failing light, | had the temerity to land at Clark AFB. The American
Operations Officer was not bursting with brotherly love. It seemed my arrival interfered
with a social event that evening. His attitude concerned me not at all — my passengers were
safe — a skipper's first care.

1952

Most of the year was a patchwork of conventional incidents. The changes of
departmental personnel coupled to the solution of the detained planes lifted it above the
commonplace.

The types of planes using Kai Tak was a montage of old favourites and favourites to be.
The splendid Dakotas shared work-horse duty with Curtiss Commandos. Skymasters,
Argonauts, Douglas DC-6 and the Constellation handled the international passenger trade.

The Far East Flying Training School added an Airspeed AS40 Oxford to the fleet. The
Department entered it on the Register as VR-HFC. This type possessed some fiendish traits
and was hardly the best choice to promote pupil confidence.

On April 27, a chartered Bharat Airways plane landed at Kai Tak. The plane was the first
arrival from behind the Bamboo Curtain since October 1949. The Skymaster came for a
HAECO check after leaving an Indian Trade Mission in Canton.

HAECO started the major overhaul of Cathay Pacific's Skymaster on 4 May. Cathay,
through Hong Kong Airways, dry-chartered a North West Airways Skymaster. For the first
time in local aviation history an all British crew operated an American owned and registered
airliner for regular commercial service.

Two other firsts soon followed. On 21 June an ltalian Fiat owned by Societe Italiano per
Transporte Aerci landed at Kai Tak. In September PanAm replaced the Constellation with
the less graceful Douglas DC-6B, but PAL had shown us the type the previous month.
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The re-equipping of 80 Squadron with Hornets did not go smoothly. On December
6, 1951, four left Singapore on the first leg to Clark AFB but engine trouble forced one
to return to Singapore. At Clark the weather had socked-in killing one pilot in a heavy
landing. Another with fuel spent bailed-out breaking his leg — just one plane reached
Kai Tak.

On December 24, 1951, four more Hornets arrived. In January the squadron was at
full strength.

On the political scene it was not a tranquil period. A delegation from Canton attempting
to bring relief for fire victims instead brought rioting.

Industrial disagreement in America between oil companies and employees restricted fuel
supplies in Hong Kong. On May 12, 1952, the Aviation Spirit Control Order, 1952,
affected international air traffic for a month.

The Hong Kong Court favoured Communist ownership of the CATC planes. The Privy
Council overturned that ruling and awarded 40 CATC planes to Chennault's Civil Air
Transport (CAT).

On the morning of 29 July the local government prohibited access to those planes.
Anticipating Communist intervention the Government closed Kai Tak Airport to other
than bona fide passengers but it was National supporters that caused the trouble. They
mounted vicious attacks on Communist offices throughout the city.

Meanwhile, General Chennault forestalled Communist intervention by bringing in a
L.S.T (Tank Landing Ship). He winched aboard every aircraft he could reach! Then he
calmly sailed away to Formosa.

Chennault had bought the LST as war surplus from the Chinese Nationalist Government
and converted it to a floating workshop. The escape of the H.M.S Amethyst in July 1949 had
world press coverage, not so the Chennault LST escapade.

The General had kept his LST in the Whangpoo River until the Communists invaded
Shanghai. When the city fell on May 25, 1949, his pilots flew the planes away. In the dead
of night he slipped past extensive Communist positions and sailed L.S. T Chung to Canton
reopening for business.

The removal of the planes suspended the security order and the public had entry to the
airport from October.

The Department of Civil Aviation continued to attract competent individuals.

On 28 February, Ralph Winship took up his duties as Deputy Director of Civil Aviation.
He had a RAF background and had spent four years as an Air Traffic Control Officer in East
Africa. Ralph retired on October 13, 1964, accepting an appointment with [CAO — the
International Civil Aviation Organisation. | held this man in warm esteem though his
greatest joy was to grind me into a tennis court.

John Anthony Hallam had a Royal Navy background. His appointment, on 30 May, was
Class II Air Traffic Control Officer. Tony gave 26 years' valuable service and retired on
August 9, 1978, as Acting Deputy Director of Civil Aviation.

Albert James Robert Papa Moss departed the Colony on pre-retirement leave on 28
October. Like the fabulous bird of mythology Papa had led Kai Tak to its phoenix-like
rejuvenation. | don't know who chose his apt nickname — Eric Aylward frequently used it.

Mervyn Jackson Muspratt-Williams, Papa’s successor, began the war in the Army and
ended it seconded to the RAF. His appointment as Director of Civil Aviation, Northern
Rhodesia, began on August 28, 1946. He transferred to the equivalent position in Hong
Kong on 20 October.

Muspratt-Williams was a reserved man dignifying his charge through its traumatic years
of expansion. He left on pre-retirement leave on August 28, 1966, and died in Malta three
years later.

101



AIRPORT OF THE NINE DRAGONS, KAI TAK, KOWLOON

1953

In February a USAF C54 (the military version of the Douglas DC-4 or Skymaster)
crashed on landing at Kai Tak Airport and caught fire. The Fire Service extracted all the
crew and brought the flames under control. Two men received serious injuries resulting
from the impact. The United States authorities expressed their appreciation of the skill and
praised the daring of the infant Kai Tak Fire Service.

This success brought pride tempered with relief to a Department concerned with the
large-capacity planes regularly using Kai Tak. A well-equipped, highly trained Fire Service
was that safety-valve.

During the year PanAm carried the largest number of passengers arriving and leaving Kai
Tak. Cathay Pacific, the local airline, followed with BOAC relegated to third place.

On 20 February, Fred Lillywhite invited me to join him to welcome a de Havilland Dove
plane. This was the first time a Dove had landed at Kai Tak. Fred knew | had flown the type
in Burma and could advise him on its performance. | had nothing but praise for this
magnificent pilots’ plane and when the ferry pilot used reverse he had Fred hooked. The plane
had come from England for a customer in Japan.

The UN embargo on trade with China introduced in February 1951 affected HAEC.
With spare parts hard to secure some maintenance overhauls experienced extensive delays.
Yet, HAEC managed to enhance its reputation with major repairs to a BOAC Argonaut.
The plane had suffered extensive structural damage landing at Tokyo. BOAC arranged its
transportation by sea and within hours of clearing Customs dozens of HAEC staff had
swarmed to its succour.

A successful test flight in March confirmed the work and the plane flew off to England.
This was a splendid achievement yet another gets my accolade.

The Burmese airfield at Pakokku nestles at the intersection of the Irrawaddy and
Chindwin rivers. Captain Tin Tun had just started his take-off run when his Dakota
triggered a land-mine. The explosion severely damaged the undercarriage, the centre-
section and the starboard wing.

HAEC sent a team under Stephen Pao to repair the plane. With no mechanical
equipment, and working under primitive conditions and flying bullets, they patched the
plane with angle-iron (Dexion) supports.

Union of Burma's Captain K. T. Leong then flew the meccano plane to Hong Kong. His
was a creditable feat of airmanship. The HAEC men responsible for the jury rig showed faith
in their work by accompanying their hybrid.

The RAF extension work to runway 13/31 had proved a disappointment. The surface had
collapsed in several places forcing its closure. The reduction in runway length reduced
payloads and increased operating costs. Under a barrage from the airlines the Government
directed the Public Works Department to solve the problem. The PWD evacuated the
extension to a depth of 3 feet 6 inches and the relaid surface was in use by 31 March.

The year progressed with several accidents and other snippets of historical interest.

On May 22, a RAF Sunderland lost a wing-float during landing. There were no
casualties.

July 8 brought the loss of a RAF plane. Two Vampires were practising in the Port Shelter
Range. One plane didn't pull out of a strafing dive and plunged into the sea killing the pilot.

Later that month a Hastings of RAF Transport Command left Changi, Singapore, with a
technical landing at Saigon. Approaching Kai Tak from the direction of Lion Rock it
encountered a down-draft and touched short of the extension. One wing struck a farmer,
Wong Leung, killing him instantly. Another farmer, Poon Ho, took a glancing blow that
hurled him into the nullah. The plane hit the kerb, where Clearwater Bay Road crossed the
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KAI TAK AIRPORT 1952
From Tates Cairn — looking west. The Green Island Cement Company pollutes the atmosphere. (Photo: Author)

intersection, and spun in a complete circle. The fuel tanks burst squirting high-octane
gasoline on to the hot engines.

The Kai Tak Fire Service again proved their quality. Just before the plane exploded they
had accounted for all 40 passengers and crew. The Kai Tak Fire Service, supported by RAF
fire-tender and the Kowloon City Fire Brigade could not save the plane. The only part to
escape the inferno was the tail that bore the numbers 564.

August brought a Spitfire loss to the Hong Kong Auxiliary Air Force. On the 17th,
Flying Officer H. L. Mose's plane developed engine trouble that forced him to ditch in
Kowloon Bay near Chakwoling. On hitting the water the plane turned turtle and sank but
Lou struggled to the surface unhurt.

Lou Mose was co-pilot on my first command flight with Cathay Pacific. Lou, unwilling
to wait for promotion in Cathay, resigned in 1954. His luck deserted him in October 1961.
In command of a positioning flight from Leeds to Carlisle his Dakota crashed into a hill
near Croglin Fell, Cumberland. There were no survivors.

On 9 September, two unarmed Hornets of 80 Squadron were on patrol in the Pearl River
Estuary. They saw a Chinese gunboat shelling a British naval launch. The gunboat broke
off the engagement when the Hornets dived to help the launch. Flight Sergeant Kearns,
running the gauntlet of continuous fire, angrily buzzed the gunboat. He had the pleasure
of driving it into a tree-covered river. He rejoined Flying Officer Phillips and they escorted
the damaged launch as it limped back to Hong Kong with its dead and dying. This incident
ended the dispatch of unarmed British planes.
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The death of the six British ratings predicated a minor show of strength. A fortnight later
the HM.S. Concord, HM.S. Modeste with a naval launch pugnaciously patrolled the Pearl
River Estuary. Twelve Hornets, bristling with armaments, gave them top cover. The
Chinese refused to take-the-bait and the force returned to the Colony.

October brought the Hong Kong Auxiliary Air Force back into the news. A Spitfire belly
landed at Kai Tak when its undercarriage would not lock down. The pilot escaped injury
but the plane suffered severe damage.

On 10 November, a RAF Vampire veered off the runway during landing. The pilot
walked away from his slightly damaged plane.

During December a United States Navy Neptune (P2V) made an approach on Runway
13. The flight originating from Sangley Point, Philippines, carried 14 naval personnel. The
pilot's heavy landing collapsed the undercarriage and tore off the port engine. The plane
belly-skidded for 400 yards from the point of impact. All the occupants escaped, supporting
three injured colleagues, just as the plane burst into flames. A few minutes later the once
sleek Neptune was an unrecognisable heap of smouldering metal.

Kai Tak Airport remained a trap for the unwary!
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