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Note





A great hill dominates Hong Kong’s


Kai Tak Airport. The shifting light


seems to give it a life of its own and


the Chinese call it Lion Rock.
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APPROACH





Cathay Pacific Flight 250, non-stop from London to Hong Kong, somewhere over Asia – but where? I have missed Russia completely. It slithered past in the dark, I suppose, at about the time I was pretending to watch the movie. Later, somewhere between Kabul and the Hindu Kush, well before we reached the Indus south of Peshawar, I lost any desire to stay awake. Until now. A moment ago I lifted the window blind next to my seat and revealed – a miracle. Instead of dark, infinite night it is improbable brilliant day, the sky a shimmering porcelain-blue ocean permeated with gold dust through which the plane steadily plunges, a white, green and silver whale that seems alive as ships at sea are alive. Jonah-like in its belly, I can feel the great, ponderous cylindrical body tremble in the remorseless rush of air.


I am heading towards Hong Kong, idly making mental notes at the start of a new experience. This is an international airline with a difference. It emerged only recently and rather mysteriously out of the political turbulence of the Orient. One moment, one might almost say, it was a feeble little thing, boldly thrashing about with only limited success; the next, it was a dragon flapping great strong wings across the world. It was as dramatic as that. I am not an aviation expert – far from it – but at least I am aware that the Cathay Pacific story, although it covers slightly less than forty-five years, is as full of incident as any yarn in an adventure magazine. Springing from the shared vision of two wartime seat-of-the-pants fliers in the chill immensities of the eastern Himalayas, it leads on to air piracy, a midair bombing, the battle for the routes to fly and the capital for the aircraft to fly them – milestones in a small regional airline’s struggle for bare survival before ultimate international success.


A day or two before this flight I met in London the British principals of Cathay Pacific and was surprised to discover they showed no sign of schizophrenia. They might have done so. For while the airline is based in Hong Kong where it grew up, the British family Swire, with whose name Cathay Pacific is indelibly linked, has its headquarters thousands of miles away, half a dozen Jumbo jet lengths from Buckingham Palace. There, a small mountain of Cathay Pacific’s yellowing records waited for me, and there will be a similar mountain confronting me in Hong Kong. A daunting prospect. For now, moving half awake across Asia at something like 550 miles an hour, I can only note my impressions of a Boeing 747, the greatest of all commercial jetliners, in flight. A Cathay 747, of course.


How long have we taken to get to – wherever we are? Flight CX250 took off from Gatwick yesterday evening in an English summer deluge that fell on us like an irritating farewell thump on the back. My watch, glinting in oriental sunlight, tells me it is 4.30 a.m. Resting my forehead against the window I see an infinite fleece of white cloud thousands of feet below. Hong Kong is evidently still remote in the golden haze. I fumble my headphones on and let sounds of Mozart creep in my ears. Time passes….




 





On the flight deck, high up where the whale’s blow-hole should be, Captain Mike McCook Weir, a grey-haired, stocky figure, deliberately adjusts his headset askew so that one earpiece covers a single ear, leaving the other ear free to pick up remarks, technical or flippant, from his First Officer or Flight Engineer. He flicks at a switch among the array before him, which even in the light still give out a faint glow like coral under sunlit water. Into the mike he says crisply: ‘Kunming control. Cathay 250 position Kunming 54. Level 12,000 metres.’ Kunming is the provincial capital of Yunnan, so we are a scimitar slicing a swift, clean arc over the broad body of China at about 39,000 feet.


A Chinese voice with a faint American tinge comes in. ‘Cathay 250, this is Kunming control. Your position copied. Over.’


The big jet tilts to starboard, into the last leg of a 7,250-mile flight, a turn barely perceptible but for the changing slant of sunlight over the blanketed passengers huddled in the semi-dark cabin. Cocooned and tousled, they stir reluctantly. Speed and the night have made distance quite meaningless, but surely there is still time to kill….


‘Ladies and gentlemen. Sorry to wake you.’ The Captain’s voice fills the cabin. ‘I thought you’d like to know we are approximately one hour and twenty minutes away from Hong Kong. The time in Hong Kong is 12.30 p.m. on a fine, clear day with a temperature of 20 degrees Celsius or 82 degrees Fahrenheit, and quite a strong northeasterly breeze. Thank you.’ A click and Mozart is restored to me.


Nothing in his voice showed that Captain Mike had only just settled back into his seat after a four-hour nap in the bunk behind the flight deck. This long flight deserves, and gets, two crews. After the best part of nine hours on cockpit duty, the Australian relief pilot, ready for his share of sleep, made way for McCook Weir with a quick briefing. At the same time, Steve, McCook Weir’s co-pilot, fresh from sleep himself, now hunched down in the pallid glow of the instrument panel, starts to check the computerized navigation systems. That done, he squints down from his window, hoping to spot familiar landmarks, the pointed hills of Yunnan and the muddy snake-coils of the Hong Shui He river, and is gratified to find them as usual seven miles below him.


Another hour to go. The map page in Discovery, the Cathay Pacific in-flight magazine, shows me what I’ve missed. Over the Channel in the evening haze to Holland and on to the darker Baltic. Night and Moscow; then, high across the sombre immensity of Russia, the invisible Volga, the Urals, our wing lights winked unheeded at hundreds of sleeping villages; over the Aral Sea, over the Golden Road to modern Samarkand along which the pilgrims’ camel bells no longer beat. It’s important to keep dead centre on this only air lane on the trans-Soviet route, to avoid reprimands or worse from touchy Russian air controllers with spy-planes on the brain. Still, like Moghul conquerors we winged past the rampart of the Hindu Kush into Kabul control’s airspace, over the Khyber Pass, safely over Lahore, Kipling’s City of Dreadful Night. Across India, the darkness began to lift. I saw nothing of all that. We were rushing towards the sunrise and, sleeping, I missed too the first pearl-pink touch of sun on the Himalayas, the appalling sweep of towering mountains – Annapurna, Everest, Kangchenjunga – where Kim thought, surely the gods must live.


I see from the chart that our route over Bengal severs the C of Calcutta, and in a flash a memory of the sixties returns – a dismal airport shimmering in wet heat among limp palms, and huge kite-hawks wheeling and tumbling over the windswept runway like scraps of dirty brown paper, a menace to aviation. At this height we are unlikely to hoover an eagle into an engine or dodge a feathered missile homing in through a windshield; not even a condor could survive up here. Perhaps it wouldn’t matter much anyway. I read somewhere that Boeing tests the strength of its one-and-a-half-inch-thick windshields by catapulting 10lb hamburgers into them at 190mph. Why hamburgers? Why not a frozen TV dinner? In another test dozens of plucked and frozen chickens are rapid-fired at every Boeing’s nose. That sounds more sensible: frozen chickens must be capable of greater damage than hamburgers, but even they simply bounced off, leaving hardly a dent. A recent copy of Cathay Pacific’s Flight Safety Review glimpsed in the London office carried a report covering bird-interference for the period of July to September 1985: ‘Bird strikes: Shanghai 4: (One bird struck First Officer’s windshield. Nil damage to aircraft.) Peking 1. (During landing First Officer noticed small bird – sparrow-type – pass down right side … evidence of strike. Nil damage.)’ Not a sparrow-type falls … but nil damage. It is reassuring.


‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, this is your Purser, Albert Templo’ … an avuncular Hong Kong voice announces brunch. Between mouthfuls of coffee and bacon I stare vacantly at the bulkhead panel in front of me onto which the sun strikes like a spotlight.


Back in the capsule of the flight deck the Captain is talking, crisply articulate, to Canton. ‘Guangzhou control, Cathay 250. 12,000 metres. Request descent clearance. Over.’


‘Cathay 250, your position copied.’ A staccato Chinese voice. ‘Cleared when ready to de-scend to one zee-lo thousan’ feet.’


‘Cathay 250 cleared to descend….’


My headset clicks, and the music (Elgar now) is interrupted by McCook Weir’s voice:


‘Ladies and gentlemen, the Captain again. We’ll be starting our descent to Hong Kong some 120 miles away. The weather is fine and we shall be making our approach today to runway One Three … runway thirteen, west-to-east, sharp right – sharp, sharp right – at the Chequerboard.’


The strong, sinewy chords of Elgar’s Cello Concerto return and with them my thoughts of high-flying collisions with birds. And collisions in general – for example, head-on ones with other aircraft. Not that that danger worries me in the least: nothing like that has ever happened in the history of Hong Kong’s airport. Anywhere in the world, all a pilot and co-pilot can do is to keep a good look-out, the proof being that ‘open-eyed’ pilots averted collisions over the United States ninety times in 1983, and the same number of times in 1984. A jokey directive I once saw in an aviation magazine said:






If you waste seconds


deciding what to do …


It is no longer necessary to


take corrective action …


because you are going to be straining yourself


unnecessarily …


and are going to die all


tensed up….








Alice Yip, my stewardess, returns to remove my tray and, with half-moon eyes sweetly smiling, lisps an invitation from the Captain to join the flight crew for the approach and landing. I follow her up the staircase to the upper deck in the 747’s hump. ‘Hello. Mind your head’, McCook Weir says just in time as I duck through the cockpit door and squeeze into the jump seat behind his left shoulder.


‘Everything in working order?’ I ask him.


‘Wonderful.’


‘747 – the queen of the skies,’ says Steve, the young, blond co-pilot, leaning back to shake my hand.


The Flight Engineer greets me too, helps me with my seat belt and hands me a headset. He jabs a finger upwards at the escape hatch in the roof, grinning, ‘If anything goes wrong, follow me because I’ll be the first out.’


The flight deck, a padded cell with a multitude of knobs and clock faces, is surprisingly small for such a large aircraft. One must move stooped, with sloth-like deliberation. Cocked up over the Boeing’s nose, we are 40 or 50 feet in front of her engines and more than 200 feet from her tail, facing ahead expectantly like spectators isolated in a rather cramped box in a very avant-garde opera house. All is grey – the only colours are the pale blue of a plastic mug slotted into a holder at my elbow and holding half an inch of tea dregs, the dark blue of the plastic straps securing oxygen masks above our heads, and the yellow of the spongy, disc-like earpieces of our headsets. We might almost be in an operating theatre. The atmosphere is clinical, unflurried, the pilot’s softest remarks distinctly audible, the occasional tram-like hiss when the Flight Engineer swings his seat back and forth on metal runners fixed in the floor quite startling. You realize there are people under your feet – a loudspeakered Jeeves-like voice comes boldly through the floor from the First Class cabin below – Albert Templo’s, talking about duty-free regulations.


In the calm tones of a surgeon consulting his anaesthetist at the start of a routine operation, Mike McCook Weir confers with China. At first ground control’s voice babbles something very like, ‘Kee bas how wa-a-a-….’ Let’s see how McCook Weir copes with that, I think with mildly malicious interest. But evidently the remark was not addressed to us because the same voice follows impeccably with ‘Cathay 250, 12,000 metres.’


‘Cathay 250, 12,000 metres,’ McCook Weir quietly acknowledges, and then to me, ‘The Chinese and Russians use metres. We use feet like everyone else. Makes it slightly complicated.’ He reads off a handy printed card that converts metres to feet at a glance: ‘12,000 metres, that’s 39,400 feet. Now we go down.’


We sink heavily and evenly like a submarine beginning a dive. Below us a familiar landscape is taking shape. Over Steve’s head, I can just see the Pearl River surging down muddily from Canton, slowly broadening as it gathers in the even browner water of its eel-like tributaries. On my left, a darker mainland; red mud roads writhing like frantic serpents between terraced hills. Ahead, broken glimpses of open sea between shifting clouds.


A clear Hong Kong Chinese voice now, friendlier. ‘Cathay 250, heading of 220 degrees and descend to 6,000 feet. Over.’ Steve reads back the instruction, the aircraft dips once more, and McCook Weir calls for the approach checklist.


‘Cabin signs.’


‘On.’


‘Inboard landing lights.’


‘On.’


‘Altimeters.’


‘Set for landing….’


And so on, until –


‘Checklist complete.’


The Flight Engineer has made his final fuel check. We shall still have 4,070 gallons in our wing-tanks when we land at Hong Kong. Cheerful news, because that quantity would be enough for us to make one quick circuit in case of a missed approach, or to divert to Canton and if necessary to circle there in a holding pattern for half an hour. An unlikely thing to happen, it’s true: despite the tricky monsoon season, Kai Tak is only closed by bad weather for an average of three days a year. And Cathay’s pilots are coming into their home port, a place they know in all its moods.




 





The glossy pages of Discovery confirm the outlines of the history I am setting out to write.




It all began on 24th September 1946, when Roy Farrell, an American entrepreneur and enthusiastic amateur pilot, and Sydney de Kantzow, an Australian wartime pilot who has been flying C-47s over the Hump – from Calcutta over Burma to Chungking – registered Cathay Pacific Airways in Hong Kong. Flying a single DC-3, they carried 3,000 passengers and 15,000 kilos of cargo between Australia and Asia….





Two engines, propellers, bone-shaking vibrations, ear-shattering noise – there must have been pros as well as cons in flying in those distant days. Not all that distant, of course, although certainly closer to the era of Biggles and biplanes held together by wire and safety-pins than they are to our own. In their slow C-47s (and later their twenty-passenger civilian versions, the Dakota DC-3s), pioneers like Farrell and de Kantzow would have had plenty of time to enjoy the dawn over Kanchenjunga. Would they think of us with envy or contempt, cruising seven miles up with hundreds of passengers, air conditioning, in-flight concerts, movies, hot four-course meals with an elaborate wine list and all mod cons? Alice Yip could bring you a ‘baby bassinet’ (whatever that is) and a nappy-changing table. All this in forty years! Could the world really have changed so much and so fast?




 





A thought: Roy Farrell and Sydney de Kantzow would have had another surprise. This aircraft, exhausted in every rivet, one might think, by the long, non-stop flight from London, would have precisely one hour on the ground at Hong Kong before another long flight – ten and a half hours across the Pacific to Vancouver. That hour would not be one of peace and quiet. A small army of cleaners waited even now at Kai Tak to storm on board like crack troops. What would they do? Vacuum the carpets, wipe meal trays, empty ashtrays, brush seats, chuck out used pillows, blankets, magazines and bulging plastic bags of left-over food from the galleys – then leap nimbly Out of the way of another army, this time one of caterers bearing food and liquor, fresh pillows and blankets – and possibly a few spare baby bassinets as well. There would be lavatories to be emptied, fresh water and 44,000 gallons of fuel to be loaded. Within any given period of twenty-four hours, the aircraft I am sitting in is often airborne for all of that time except for a mere ninety minutes.




 





Threatening clouds, looking deep and solid, rush at us – but they part and melt at a touch like the brick ‘walls’ in a funfair’s ghost train, spattering a burst of rain which streams away upwards in the airflow and is gone. We burst into clear air again.


We are at the ultimate edge of Asia. Old Cathay ends here where the mouth of the Pearl River yawns at the South China Sea. Macao is a pimple half-lost in haze. Immediately below, across Deep Bay, the wakes of a couple of motorized junks and a hydrofoil unfurl like stretched lengths of silver thread. We pass the point of Castle Peak – in Hong Kong territory now – above green islands encircled by sandy beaches and three cargo vessels lying in a bay as if abandoned.


Six thousand feet. ‘On top of Lantau now’ – McCook Weir jabs a finger downwards at the long, high dragon’s back of Hong Kong’s largest island. Again the plane dips. The window next to me is hot to the touch. The whole flight deck is overheated. I am sweating on my face and feel a certain embarrassment. The cockpit is such a small space that body odours – even a sweat-soaked shirt – matter. I can understand why flight crews are urged not to eat garlic less than twelve hours before a flight – halitosis or flatulence! Baked beans are totally banned.


A message from the Kai Tak controllers.


‘Cathay 250, turn right onto 360 degrees and reduce to 200 knots,’ 230 miles an hour.


‘Flap one.’


‘… further right onto 030 degrees cleared for the approach … last aircraft reported moderate turbulence and sinking wind shear.’


Mike McCook Weir eases back the four thrust levers beside his right knee and the aircraft settles down once more, gently, like a fat man gingerly sinking into a low armchair.


‘Better put on the “No Smoking” sign now.’


Our speed is falling back: 190mph now.


‘Gear down.’


Open Sesame. Lights flash, warning us that the undercarriage doors are unlocked and opening beneath us. With a noise like a medium-sized boat running aground on shale, the 747 is giving birth to eighteen monstrous wheels. The nose wheel directly below the cockpit follows them with a rumble and a hiss.


Not far now. Here are visual signs of Hong Kong: the Caltex storage tanks; the boulders of Stonecutters Island nearby to the right; the gaunt chimney of the Lai Chai Kok incinerator; motor boats and police launches lassoing ships in the Western Anchorage with their wakes. To the left, the steep skyscrapers of financial Hong Kong rise from the waterfront and march grandly up to the Peak. And then – dead ahead – at last, the famous Chequerboard, a Kowloon landmark, red and white squares painted on a sheer hillside, a challenge and a warning for approaching aircraft that says: ‘Turn away now – now! Or else….’ It’s a tricky spot: so tricky in fact that you can’t even trust to electronics. No electronic approach aid is allowed – is even possible. The final turn to the runway must be visual. You can see why. Big white strobe lights, visible even by day, signal the steep 47-degree swing to starboard that brings the aircraft in line with Runway 13, stretched out straight and dark and very narrow in the waters of Kowloon Bay.


Four hundred feet. Our starboard wing tilts down into the turn – reaching daringly towards the leprous rooftops of rotting tenement housing sprouting TV aerials and strung with lines of washing. I have stood on those slum roofs and watched the planes coming in one after the other, unbelievably close above me, just like the man I see now, holding a homing pigeon in his arms and gazing up quite undisturbed by the familiar sight of a green and white leviathan plunging down over his head. A group of boys playing football in a side street must hear the change in engine-note, but they too ignore us. A double-decker bus overtakes a lorry on the road bordering the airport’s boundary fence.


McCook Weir says, ‘150 knots,’ as if to himself, meaning 165 miles an hour. And to Steve, ‘Good. I’ve got the aircraft.’


‘One hundred feet’ – from the Flight Engineer.


Our speed is falling with the descent and McCook Weir nudges the thrust levers forward. The aircraft’s nose now points directly at the control tower – that is to counteract drift to starboard. It must be interesting for the controllers to watch us heading briskly their way.


‘Thirty feet …’


The plane’s nose rises slightly, still just left of the runway’s centre line.


‘Twenty feet …’


A shift of the right rudder, and at last our nose is on centre.


‘Ten feet….’


Thrust levers back to idle; control column back. Light as a 220-ton feather we plane gracefully over the threshold. Eighteen massive wheels hit the runway. The brakes bite. Nose-wheel down.


‘Lovely … right-o….’


The flight deck quivers with the sudden braking as Mike reaches forward his right hand for the reverse thrust levers, yanking them sharply back as far as they will go. We slow, and then the brakes relax and the quivering dies. He cancels reverse thrust, pushing the levers forward to normal, and Cathay 250 U-turns smoothly off the runway and down the taxiway towards the house-high neon advertisement near the boundary road and our unloading bay. Dingy white buildings and the hills roll slowly by outside. Bare-chested in baggy shorts, a middle-aged Chinese on a rusty barge moored in the water that laps the runway is washing himself from a bucket, not heeding us at all.


‘Thirteen hours four minutes,’ McCook Weir says. ‘Nice eh?’


We have shrunk a hefty chunk of space into thirteen hours and accepted the miracle as boring routine. Nice? We have won a victory. One victory in a war of a million battles – but still a victory.


I hang up my headset, wondering if Sydney de Kantzow and Roy Farrell ever envisaged anything quite like this. But of course they couldn’t have.


‘Beautiful,’ I reply, and add a saying familiar on airstrips throughout the war in Vietnam: ‘So we walk away from another one.’


Someone on the flight deck laughs. ‘Almost a shame to take the money.’






















PART ONE


ROY AND SYD

























CHAPTER 1





One could toss a coin to determine Cathay Pacific’s exact place of birth. There are two obvious choices. Shanghai in 1946 is one possibility – that is where Roy Farrell, the godfather of Cathay, began commercial air operations with his DC-3, ‘Betsy’ (‘my baby’ as he calls her), the pigmy ancestor of today’s family of flying Titans. Hong Kong is the other – there Farrell’s first handful of aircraft achieved adulthood as ‘Cathay Pacific Airways’, and there the airline first drew the attention of rich and important suitors. In a dilapidated Hong Kong painfully recuperating from Japanese occupation and the Second World War, Cathay was ‘discovered’ and launched to fame and fortune rather as Lana Turner was ‘spotted’ and shot to stardom from Schwab’s drugstore in Hollywood – although in Cathay’s case fortune did not come overnight.


Even so, the airline began as a gleam in Roy Farrell’s eye in a remoter place and at an earlier time. The place was Dinjan in British India; and at the time, 1942, the Second World War had reached a point when circumstances were at their bleakest. Indeed, it might be said that one of the world’s greatest international airlines emerged from the steamy confusion of a makeshift Assamese wartime airstrip rather as Life itself crawled out of the world’s primeval swamps. Dinjan: who has heard of it? Yet for a while, from 1942, it achieved a certain fame.


That year, 1942, was the worst of times. The unstoppable Japanese army had rolled through Malaya, Singapore and Hong Kong, had pursued the British out of Burma and arrived at a gallop on the eastern borders of India, driving a wedge of mountain and jungle between, on the one hand, the demoralized British and Indian forces in India and, on the other, the Chinese Nationalists and their American allies. Moreover, on their way the Japanese had closed the Burma Road, the most important Allied supply route into China – in fact, the only remaining lifeline. For already Japanese forces, battling since 1937 with the ill-coordinated Nationalist Chinese units of Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, had occupied China’s coastal cities and in a series of relentless offensives had pushed Chiang back into the remote upland regions of the country’s centre and west. Japan was now poised to knock Nationalist China out of the war.


On the upper reaches of the Yangtze River at Chungking Chiang made an emergency capital. By now he urgently needed any help he could get from his allies. But with the Burma Road closed and the only other land supply route, from Hanoi to Kunming, sealed off by the surrender in 1941 of French Indo-China, how could help be delivered? Yet to deliver it became a priority for the Allied High Command. The reason for that was not simply altruistic love of Chiang Kai-shek. The fervent hope was that with the active support of China-based United States Air Force bombers and fighters under General Claire Chennault, Chiang’s men would manage to tie down thousands of Japanese troops while the Americans’ knockout effort against the Japanese fatherland got under way in the Pacific. ‘Keep China in the war’ – that was the cry in Washington and London. ‘Keep the Japanese busy’ was what that cry really meant. But to be kept in the war Chiang’s China needed arms, ammunition, and an expensive spectrum of supplies from clothing to paper clips, or resistance to the Japanese might collapse. How on earth were these supplies to be delivered to the mountains of central China?


The Allied commanders saw only one possibility: by air from India – admittedly no ordinary route. This one would have to cross one of the world’s natural wonders – the uncharted barrier of formidable mountains at the eastern end of the Himalayas, a region of soaring walls of dark or snow-covered rock that soon came to be known to the world as ‘the Hump’. But was it feasible? At what times of the year could heavily laden piston-engined transports operate over it? At what height? What were the risks from Japanese fighters based in Burma? Could they operate at night? A swift reconnaissance led to a report, on the basis of which the planners in Washington and Chungking gave the go-ahead and the largest and most successful air transport operation of the war began, under the command of the irascible American commander-in-chief of the China–India–Burma theatre, Lieutenant-General Joseph Stilwell – ‘Vinegar’ by nickname, pure vinegar by nature.


At the Indian end of the Hump, British and Americans set up their headquarters in Calcutta, the largest port in eastern India, and looked for airfields. The Dinjan field was a mere pinprick on a general’s wall map but it happened to be particularly well situated in Upper Assam for the launching of transports across the Hump. And it was already the operational base for two RAF squadrons. Dinjan it would be, and by the time Roy Farrell was posted there it had become a noisy, overcrowded home-from-home for aircraft and aircrews from both the American Army Air Corps’ Transport Command (ATC) and the hybrid China National Aviation Company (CNAC).


CNAC is important to this story. It had been a Sino-American organization since 1933, when Pan American Airways acquired a 45 per cent share against the Chinese Government’s 55 per cent. Prewar, Pan American had begun to fly passengers across the Pacific from San Francisco to Manila via Honolulu; later that route extended as far as Hong Kong, where CNAC’s DC-2s and DC-3s, based in Shanghai, were waiting to shuttle Pan American’s passengers into China. That link-up was a milestone in aviation pioneering, for in effect Pan American had built an air bridge spanning 8,000 miles of Pacific Ocean to join America to Asia.


The Second World War put paid to that. With the fall of Shanghai to the Japanese, CNAC’s headquarters were moved perforce to Hong Kong, and when that fell, to Kunming. By 1942 Japanese soldiers were inside the borders of India, Japanese aircraft controlled the skies of Burma, administrative and organizational muddle and shortages of airstrips, supplies, roads and labour were the order of the day – but the men of CNAC rose to the occasion. Indeed, CNAC’s pilots, engineers and radio operators became the human backbone of the Hump story. Roy Farrell and Sydney de Kantzow, an Australian, were only two of many experienced Pan American fliers to put on air force uniform. Engineers, air controllers and administrators did so too, and their experience made things work.


In the semi-chaos of Dinjan, Roy Farrell began to fly the aircraft that would shape his future. He and other young pilots, flying ten Douglas DC-3s (Dakotas) and three C-47s, the Dakota’s military version, inaugurated the route to Kunming and Chungking – 550 miles to Kunming plus an additional 450 miles to Chungking on the Yangtze River. Another twenty-five aircraft in Calcutta completed the fleet. Dinjan airstrip took its name from a nearby tea plantation in the valley of the holy Brahmaputra River. A long way inland, it stood only 90 feet above sea level. To the north rose the Himalayas, the highest mountains in the world, a petrified tidal wave; to the east were the wild, razor-backed Naga Hill tracts where a tribal people, once head-hunters and only quite recently converted to Baptism by British and American missionaries, cultivated rice on precipitous hillsides to which their thatched huts clung like ticks to a dog’s back. Beyond them were Japanese-occupied Burma, more mountains, more ravines, and – China.


Little backwoods Dinjan was far from ready for anything as considerable as the Hump operation, and the priority task of lengthening its runways and improving its primitive accommodation was hampered by the airfield’s inaccessibility and by the fearful weather conditions that prevailed in Upper Assam for at least half the year. Between May and October there could be 200 inches of monsoon rain. Despite this, flying had to go on, and did so at considerable risk to aircraft and crews. Only when the water lay nine inches on the runway were operations suspended and the runway drained. At other times heavy fogs closed everything down.


The living conditions were poor and the food worse. The crews lived in dank huts half-hidden in tall grass. The first Americans to arrive were housed ten miles from the airfield, and each day faced the torture of a drive to the airstrip in ramshackle trucks over muddy roads and through a miasma of heat and dust. There was wildlife to contend with. Nights were shattered by the sudden trumpeting of inquisitive elephants. Screams of ‘Cobra! Cobra!’ halted operations as chalk-faced ground staff bolted from their DC-3s. Snakes took to the cool, dry metal floors of the Dakotas as men take to feather beds; coiled behind shady bulkheads, they had only to raise their sleepy heads to start a small stampede. As for mosquitoes, there were so many that it was rumoured that the devilish Japs were dropping them at night in camouflaged canisters.


Reminiscing years later in Dallas, Farrell told me, ‘The things to avoid were malaria and dengue fever.’


‘You got them?’


‘Neither one. Although once, when I was drinking too much, I gave the grog up for six months.’ He laughed. ‘And then, of course, I got everything from leprosy down.’


As for the actual flying over the Hump – one wonders how for three years or so the Allied commanders could find enough men sufficiently bold or foolhardy to continue doing it. ‘Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition’ and ‘Coming in on a Wing and a Prayer’ were both Second World War hit songs from Tin Pan Alley, the lyrics of which would have sounded highly appropriate on the lips of the CNAC and ATC flyers (and probably did). One of them (not Farrell) wrote long afterwards, ‘There was the army saying, “You don’t find any atheists in infantry foxholes”. We adapted to “You won’t find any atheists in an airplane cockpit over the Hump”. All pilots were fatalists. It couldn’t happen to them.’ Unfortunately, it happened to a great many.


As for the DC-3s and C-47 Skytrains, as someone said of the Model Τ Ford, they were ‘hard-working, commonplace, heroic’. Their endurance soon became a legend, and it remains one. Still in service after more than fifty years – the first of them flew in December 1935 – the diminutive twin-engined DC-3 is the most widely used transport plane ever built; 10,000 of them left the assembly lines in the Second World War alone. The C-47 had wider doors, a strengthened fuselage and undercarriage, and could carry two jeeps or three aircraft engines or twenty-eight fully equipped men. It flew to a normal maximum of 12,000 unpressurized feet; in the special conditions of the Hump the American and British pilots habitually flew at 18,000 feet: there was little choice if you wanted to avoid prowling Japanese Zeros coming up at you from captured British airstrips in Burma.


As for the route itself, the Hump flight plan was simple and unvaried. You wrapped up warm and took off from Dinjan; you turned east towards the 10,000-foot Patkai Range; you climbed over the upper reaches of the Chindwin River to the 14,000-foot Kumon Mountains; you bumped gamely over three river valleys – the Irrawaddy, Salween and Mekong. And then, if all was well, you faced your Becher’s Brook: the 15,000–20,000-foot Santung Range. The Santung was the real Hump.


It was a very bleak place to die in, and you could die in a number of ways. Lack of pressurization was a serious drawback at Hump heights, but not a fatal one: you felt sick and dopey, but you lived. If a Japanese Zero fighter shot you down, of course you died. Engine failure in that wilderness would, at best, land you among freezing mountain ridges and ice-choked fissures which no one had mapped. There you froze to death unless by remote chance some friendly local tribesmen, Nagas or Kachins, led you to their huts and revived you with concoctions of stewed leaves and rice wine. Those flyers who did bale out over the Hump and managed to walk out alive eventually formed a club – the Walkers’ Club. It was very small and very exclusive.


The climate was the most successful killer of all. The absolute lack of weather forecasting was a terrible hazard. In those days electronic systems were primitive and the Hump weather was notorious. High-pressure masses were forever rolling up across Burma to the eastern Himalayas, to rendezvous there with violent blizzards sweeping down from the Gobi Desert and Siberia. Crosswinds of up to 125mph were commonplace. Several C-47s were flipped over by sudden down-draughts, which sometimes literally tore cargoes out through the bottom of aircraft. Wings were buckled and warped by severe icing, against which aircraft had little or no protection. The overcast could extend up to 29,000 feet, and on so broad a front that sometimes flights had to be made on instruments all the way from Dinjan to Kunming. It was all right for a light-hearted Roy Farrell, forty years later, cheerfully stirring his pint of iced tea in a Texan diner, to joke to me about driving his C-47 across the Hump without a glimpse of Mother Earth until he found his nose practically scraping the runway the other end, but what could it have been like to flog over those fearful mountains day after day – and often night after freezing night as well, because the CNAC crews decided to add night-flying over the Hump to their schedules? It was easier to lose the Japanese fighters in the dark.


Talking to Farrell in Dallas I said, ‘You must have lost many friends.’


‘Hell, yes. And, you know, now and again they went in a creepy way. One day, a guy, a friend called Cookie Cook, wanted my seat, the co-pilot’s seat. We were going off to Chungking: four planes. “Sure,” I said. Well, they got to Chungking. And it was overcast, see? What they didn’t know was, at the airfield the people down there had moved the beacon. They’d moved it but no one had been told a thing. So what happened? The leading plane went down through the overcast, and soon a column of smoke came up. Why? Who knew? Then Cookie’s plane went down through the cloud – well, hell, he thought he knew the place and no one had told him about that beacon. And so there was another column of smoke.’ Roy paused to shake his head. ‘As I said, Cookie had taken my place. That’s how things happened.’


Random facts cast a lurid light on the terrible cost in casualties. During Hump operations between June and December 1943 there were 135 major accidents and 168 men were killed or posted missing. A single Hump storm cost ATC nine planes and thirty-one crewmen; one day, no fewer than thirty transport aircraft were obliged to circle Upper Assam for hours, unable to land for the dense fog. As time (and fuel) ran out, the men in the airfield’s control tower had no alternative but to try to talk them down one by one, fearing the worst. Of the thirty, eighteen aircraft landed safely; seven crashed; and five planes ran out of fuel before they could get down and were abandoned in the air.


That’s the kind of thing that happened in those days.



















CHAPTER 2





Roy Farrell flew freight from Dinjan; Syd de Kantzow in Calcutta mostly flew people. An article in an Australian newspaper brashly entitled ‘The Man Who Saved Chiang’ described Syd’s flying career as follows:




Before going to China, Captain de Kantzow gained his commercial flying experience in Australia and in England. Later, as test pilot for the Bristol Aircraft Company, he flew Blenheim bombers to Greece. With the collapse of Greece, he returned to Britain and was immediately selected by the RAF Transport Command for the ferrying of much-needed bombers from America to Britain…. After a year of this work on the North Atlantic, he transferred to Pan American Airways to fly aircraft across the South Atlantic from Brazil to Africa. As Pan American Airways are part shareholders of the CNAC, de Kantzow later got his opportunity to fly in China….





Australia … Britain … Greece … North Atlantic … South Atlantic … China – Syd de Kantzow had been well acquainted with responsibilities and risks by the time he first looked down on the Hump. It was Syd who had made the initial survey of the Hump supply route on which the decision to go ahead had been based. From time to time asked for specifically by name, he flew the Generalissimo and Madame Chiang, and ‘Vinegar Joe’ Stilwell and Major-General Orde Wingate, the eccentrically brilliant British Chindit commander, as well.


De Kantzow was undemonstrative by nature, yet he was one of those men people notice. He stood out partly because of his flying ability, partly because of his unusual accent – he was the only Australian flying the Hump – and, no doubt, partly because of his spick-and-span, movie star appearance. When the war was over he told an Australian journalist (who was understandably astonished to hear it) that flying the Hump had been a ‘dull and monotonous job’, but no doubt well before his three-and-a-half-year tour was up it had become so. True, the Hump was high, wide and dangerous enough for most men, but at one time de Kantzow and the other CNAC pilots were flying across it as much as three times a day. Never mind that you are squeezed into the tiny and very draughty cockpit of an aircraft given to falling thousands of feet without warning, only levelling out at the last possible minute and so abruptly you believe you can hear passengers and cargo dropping through the floor: boredom will set in.


One day, during the British retreat from Burma, de Kantzow was ordered to fly Chiang, Madame Chiang and Stilwell to Kunming, and soon after take-off sent a message to Chiang from the cockpit: he had just received an urgent call from a Chinese observation post that Japanese Zero fighters were after them.


‘How many?’ de Kantzow had asked.


‘Fifteen,’ said the voice from the ground. ‘Oh, and they’re just above you.’


When I discussed this moment many years later with Syd’s elder sister, Eve, now eighty years old, in her little house in Sydney, she glanced fondly at a silver-framed portrait of her brother in CNAC uniform on a sideboard and said, ‘Syd was a real daredevil, you know.’ On this flight, the Australian daredevil saved the Generalissimo’s life as well as his own. Throwing the DC-3 into a dive, Syd dropped through a mass of cloud heading into a tangle of mountain gorges where his camouflaged plane would be as good as invisible to the Zero pilots, deftly zigging and zagging through horrendous cliffs until the Japanese went home in disgust. Never mind that Madame Chiang was sick and his other passengers were half-dead with fear, he had saved them and the plane. ‘He had nine lives, I think,’ Eve said.


As a reward for this daredevilry, his widow Angela is inclined to believe, as well as for a number of hazardous air-drops of rice, salt and medicines he made to Chiang’s soldiers cut off by the Japanese in Burma, Syd de Kantzow was awarded Nationalist China’s Order of the Flying Cloud. It was one more decoration in a family that in its time had won quite a few.


Syd was born in 1914, ‘on the day the HMAS Sydney sank the Emden,’ Eve says. ‘That was the reason for his first name. As for his second, the de Kantzows were Swedish, possibly of Polish origin. My nephew went to Sweden a few years ago and saw a family there called von Kantzow, they’d written to Syd in Hong Kong, having seen his name in some aviation lists.’ According to Eve, a Charles Adolphus de Kantzow, married to a London girl called Emma Bosanquet, was Swedish ambassador to Portugal for many years until his death in 1867. This de Kantzow was a Chevalier Baron of St George in the Portuguese peerage and had a chestful of Swedish orders as well; one of his sons (Syd’s great-uncle) served with considerable distinction in the Indian Army, surviving the Mutiny (but because of his almost foolhardy courage, only just) and ending up as a lieutenant-colonel.


There had been at least one literary de Kantzow. Eve interrupted our talk to bring me a neatly bound volume of poems published in 1906 with the title Noctis Susurri (Sighs of the Night) and written by Sydney de Kantzow’s grandfather, Alfred, when he was a lieutenant in the 22nd Madras Native Infantry. One of them was called ‘The Himalayas’:






Sheer this descent how many thousand feet


From this my eyrie! It is legion lost;


The stifled passion of the torrent’s beat –


A labyrinth of rocks by ravines crossed….








It is very far from Kipling or Swinburne, admittedly, but when I talked with Eve de Kantzow about just such things – sheer descents, ravines, the Hump – it seemed appropriate to Syd, the aviator grandson.


‘Syd’s friends died one after the other,’ Eve said. And she added something of immense sadness: ‘Old in the head, Syd was. Old for his age.’


We sipped weak whisky and water under Syd’s framed portrait, under Eve’s unsmiling brother with the handsome, quick-eyed face that was not quite Robert Taylor’s, not quite Ronald Colman’s. On the table between us we spread out old newspaper photographs of those dark, strenuous days of war – pictures of half-naked black GIs, shining with sweat, labouring in Calcutta docks; of elephants lifting ammunition crates with their trunks; of Hump pilots in sweat-stained khaki shirts and cowboy boots, arms round each other’s shoulders, pinning on smiles for the cameraman from Life magazine. They were pictures of a time that seemed a very long way from this small house in the Sydney suburb of Vaucluse, with Chinese flower prints and an old Cathay Pacific calendar with a Thai dancer on its walls, and an old lady pouring me Red Label, clinking glasses, and turning the album’s pages. Here on those pages were C-47s over Shangri-La – tiny, twin-engined aircraft that shifted 650 tons of arms, ammunition, spare parts, trucks and men across the roof of the world from Assam to China. Were the thousands of high-cheekboned scarecrows, like extras in a multi-million dollar Cecil B. de Mille production, really Chiang’s coolies, levelling mountains to make airfields for the Americans? The pictures of General ‘Vinegar Joe’ Stilwell reminded me of a dyspeptic Grandma Moses, and General Claire Chennault, the American hero of the Flying Tigers, of a middle-aged John Wayne.


You could fit Roy Farrell into this game of ‘match the film star’ and label him James Stewart – except that, although he is tall and lean, Farrell is by no means laconic. Roy could be a shrewd but very genial Texan rancher rather than what he is – the son of the postmaster-general of a small town called Vernon that lies four hours’ drive west of Dallas. Talking with Roy evoked the same sense of unreality I had felt with Syd’s sister Eve. It was a long way from the cobras, mud and sticky heat of Dinjan to Farrell’s air-conditioned room in the motel on the roaring Dallas–Fort Worth parkway.


Unlike Syd, Roy Farrell was not a veteran pilot when CNAC took him on in Burma. Far from it. According to a letter he wrote to me which he hoped would ‘set the record straight’, he had his first solo flight in his own Piper Cub at Singleton Field near Fort Worth on 7 January 1942, less than two years before he joined the Hump circus. He joked that ‘The cockpit was very crowded. I had a bumblebee in there with me.’ Despite the bumblebee, he was awarded his Commercial and Instructor’s Licence on his twenty-sixth birthday, and later his ground school rating for instructing navigation and meteorology. ‘I tried to get in with CNAC that summer, but to be hired as a pilot you had to have 1,400 hours of flying time of which 100 hours had to be in an aircraft of over 200mph. I had to do something about that. So I bought a 1929 Laird single engine, open-cockpit plane with a 220mph Jacobs engine in which I would get my hours of heavy time. A few months later I got my instrument rating from American Flyers in Forth Worth. So with that, Owen Johnson of Pan American Airways – he came through recruiting for CNAC – hired me. I left Miami for CNAC and the Far East on 7 October 1943.’


It had not been quite as orthodox as all that, however. A whimsical footnote to this honest testimony relates that on its second or third flight, the 1929 Laird blew a cylinder and for the next several months it sat totally immobile in its hangar because Roy could not find the spare parts. Nevertheless, he admits, as it were with a wink, ‘The aircraft and engine dutifully had logged in their logbooks over 400 hours (a little over the necessary hundred hours) of flying.’ How lucky! But we can see, as he intends us to, that Roy Farrell was certainly not an experienced flyer when he arrived in Dinjan to fly CNAC’s DC-3s.


‘The first look I got at the cockpit of a DC-3 (or C-47) lasted about twenty seconds – I sneaked in to a Braniff DC-3 on the ramp at Fort Worth. I was overwhelmed by all the instruments, gauges and switches. The second look I got was on the C-47 flight from Calcutta up to Dinjan. My third look was shortly after at the field at Dinjan and I was in the co-pilot’s seat with Cliff Groh as captain.’


What followed might make a few scenes in a Woody Allen film. ‘Cliff called for me to open cowl flaps when he started the engines. A Piper Cub doesn’t have cowl flaps and I didn’t know what he was talking about, so he reached over me and trailed the flaps. He ran the engines up and did a thorough cockpit check just as dark settled in, and he called for me to release the handle for raising the lever that lifted the landing gear. Again, Piper Cubs didn’t have retractable landing gear so I didn’t know what in hell he was talking about….’ Roy laughs at his amateurishness. ‘At the end of my first trip to Chungking I heard one Chinese mechanic shout to another, “Whaddya know – he made it!” The second trip the same guy hollered, “Hey – he made it again!” – that shows you. Anyway, all co-pilots had to have thirty-two round trips to check out – to be passed – as senior pilot. I did them in time.’ In all he made 523 trips over the Hump.


Farrell easily recalls the terrible coldness of the Hump. ‘Freezing! No heaters. To make things worse, my beautiful fleece-lined jacket didn’t meet with my pants.’


And how some people even found time for smuggling: ‘One night I found gold bars and a few thou’ dollars in US stashed in the C-47’s bulkhead padding.


‘“These yours?” I said to the co-pilot and the radio officer, both Chinese.


‘“Oh, no, Captain. Not mine.”


‘“Good. Then they’re all mine,” I said and stuck them under my seat. ‘Well, it was very cold, but oddly enough I could see the co-pilot streaming with sweat, the radio officer, too. So I said, “Look, boys. I know it’s yours, all this. But listen, if anyone smuggles anything on my plane, I do. Please tell all your friends that. If not there’ll be trouble. Plenty trouble.” And I gave the loot back to ’em. We got on fine after that.’


Political bigwigs smuggled for much bigger stakes, as Syd de Kantzow found out when an engine caught fire as he was taking off from Chungking, obliging him to make a forced landing in the Yangtze River. Mail, diplomatic bags, all the cargo went to the river bed. Divers finally brought up a huge sum of waterlogged currency, currency Chiang Kai-shek’s people were spiriting out of the country.


In that fevered time money itself became unreal. Pilots earning $2,000 a month with nowhere to spend it took to heavy gambling. A dangerous way to kill boredom.


‘We’d play five dollars a point at gin rummy,’ Farrell says. ‘That’s pretty damn high. In one game you could lose twenty thousand, fifty thousand dollars.’ Imagine the whine of mosquitoes in a stifling hut, the heavy monsoon raindrops bouncing like bullets off the iron roof. ‘Money had little meaning because you didn’t know who’d come back from the missions next day and who wouldn’t. After the war, the returning GIs and pilots went to the gambling houses at home and that’s when they learned the value of money. The hard way.’


After a pause he said, ‘See, those CNAC people weren’t much good at anything but flying. Not much good at making a living.’ He laughed. ‘They were really the biggest bunch of renegades….’


They were renegades at just the right place at just the right time. And two of them at least had their heads screwed on the right way. Roy Farrell in Dinjan and Syd de Kantzow in Calcutta were men who knew how to make a living.


‘Guess where we came together?’ Roy said.


I tried to guess. In Calcutta over curry at the Grand Hotel? At Dinjan in some airless Nissen hut, with a radio pulsing to Glenn Miller’s Big Band, Artie Shaw’s clarinet, the voices of Dick Haymes or the Andrews Sisters? There would have been pin-ups tacked to three-ply cupboard doors – Betty Grable in the famous tight sweater; Dorothy Lamour, Polynesian in her sarong; a pouting Lana Turner, very blonde under a strong studio light….


‘Tigers,’ Roy said, grinning. ‘Tiger-hunting, that’s where we met. In Cooch Behar, an Indian state near Calcutta; Bayah, the maharajah, had a palace there. He was a great friend of Syd’s. Tiger-hunting, golf, drinking: luxury. Bayah even gave us wine with rubies ground up in it. It’s an aphrodisiac, the Indians say.’


‘And was it?’


‘Hell, I wouldn’t know. Didn’t need aphrodisiacs in those days!’


Eve de Kantzow had shown me photographs of those tiger-shoots. A caption to one of them read: ‘Captain de Kantzow on the extreme left, the Maharajah of Cooch Behar (second from right), beside a team of trained hunting elephants and their “mahouts”.’ The maharajah wore his trilby cocked rakishly over one eye and a well-made safari jacket. Somebody else wore a pair of colonial, knee-length, bell-bottomed shorts. Syd wore a pith helmet.


‘I had a very heavy gun – a cannon without wheels,’ Roy said. ‘It slammed me back eight steps and brought the tears to my eyes….’


Tears in his eyes; visions of the future in his head. It was the China end of the Hump run that evoked the visions. They came to him in Chungking, a place that, because it was Chiang’s temporary capital, was crammed with officials in limousines on one hand and people in sedan chairs on the other; soldiers in cheap uniforms and bewildered refugees with bare feet; a grossly overcrowded place of ostentatious riches and secret corruption, self-evident slums and degrading poverty. One ramshackle, rat-infested hotel, the Shu Teh Gunza, was run by a wizened Eurasian called Harris who touted for foreigners’ custom, but the CNAC people stayed at the Standard Oil installation. For foreigners, life was cheap at twenty Chinese dollars to one American, but there wasn’t much to do. There were prostitutes, of course. People went after them when they got bored with the poker, crap or bridge games.


Kunming was an altogether better place in Farrell’s view. ‘At 6,000 feet you had to wear several layers of clothes, of course. But, oh, what a lovely place in summer! Hell, you know if I were really picking a place to live – Calcutta in winter, Kunming in summer.’


Even then, even with victorious Japanese armies everywhere and no end to the war clearly in sight, Roy Farrell had liked the look of China as somewhere to do business. The entrepreneur in him made some calculations and came to that conclusion: the Far East would be the place for him when things returned to normal. He had read about a man years before and never forgotten him: an American businessman with his eyes open who had made a fortune immediately after the Spanish–American War by shipping sugar from Havana to New York. That was the sort of thing that appealed to Farrell. The Japanese were bound to be defeated sooner or later, and then there would be markets out here. No doubt of that. Look at China … its size … its population…. The thing would be to get in early. That’s what the fellow in Havana had done.


Roy Farrell nursed his dream and waited patiently for the end of the war.


Quite independently, Syd de Kantzow was having similar thoughts, and unlike Roy Farrell he revealed them to the press.


‘In his flight across the Pacific to the Philippines and Hong Kong,’ an interviewer in the Australian magazine Cavalcade reported, ‘Captain de Kantzow was very impressed with the efficiency of the organisation of the service and the flying equipment. He considers America has made tremendous advances in trans-ocean passenger flying.’ Then, almost thrown away, came an interesting sentence: ‘De Kantzow sees China as a vast undeveloped country and her many needs can be well supplied by Australia.’


Looking back across four decades, one can see that Cathay was even then a gleam not in one pair of eyes, but in two.
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