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Tim Hutchinson had the Beech Baron cam-
era plane in a tight left bank near Chino
Airport while we waited for our “target.”

“Got the Baron in sight and am
coming up on the left,” said Bernie Vasquez
who was flying the Curtiss P-40K owned and
operated by the Texas Flying Legends out of
Ellington Field near Houston.

The distinctive crackle coming from the
exhausts of the Allison V-1710 was audible
as Bernie pulled the power back a bit after
sliding into formation. We had been able
to spot the rare P-40 variant quite
some distance out because of the
machine’s distinctive nose art.

Thousands of P-40s had
already poured from the
Curtiss production
lines when the
USAAF ordered 1300

A CURTISS P-40K’S LONG 
ROAD TO TEXAS

BY DOUG FISHER AND
MICHAEL O’LEARY

Bernie Vasquez brings the 
P-40K into tight formation

with the Baron camera plane,
showing the distinctive nose

art to advantage.

The Russians were in constant need of combat aircraft in
their fight with the Nazis and attrition was huge as the superior
German pilots decimated the Russians. However, in the long
run the Soviets knew they could overwhelm the Germans by
sheer numbers — even if the losses would be stupendous.

Our subject P-40K lasted less than a year, which was
actually pretty good considering the overall Soviet attrition
rate. In a swirling dogfight on 29 September 1943 near
Murmansk on the Kola Peninsula, four Luftwaffe Bf 109Gs
from JG5 out of Norway got the better of the P-40K and
pilot Lt. Mikhajlov crash-landed gear up on the bleak tun-
dra. Like hundreds of other battle damaged aircraft, the 
P-40K was simply left where it came down.

Moving forward decades, the Soviet Union had collapsed
and the Warbird Movement was in full swing. Operating
from Tipton, Kansas, Kenneth Hake decided to make con-
tact with some Soviets and began a 1993 expedition to
recover the downed hulks of P-40s. One of the recovered
wrecks was 42-10256.

Back at Tipton, Ken created the majority of the tooling
needed to recreate the downed P-40s. Working on the K,
Ken, using his new jigs and tooling, built a new horizontal
stabilizer and vertical fin and these were mated to original
elevators and rudder.

Considerable progress was being made on the airframe
but in 2004 Ken made the decision to sell his P-40
inventory to Warhawks Inc. of Granite Falls,
Minnesota. The company was owned by Ron and
Diane Fagen and with the purchase of Ken’s inventory,
they found themselves with six P-40 projects.

Erik Hokuf was in charge of restoration and
the intent was for the

Fagens to keep at least
one of the com-

pleted aircraft and sell the others. With the addition of Ken’s
tooling along with the jigs that Warhawks had created, the
company was in a good position to supply just about any-
thing needed for a P-40 restoration — including the com-
plex chin cowl.

Hokuf is known for his detail work and, in order to match
Curtiss factory specifications, Warhawks ordered new-made
rivets with the 78-deg countersink bevel that Curtiss used on
the P-40 production line. Erik scoured the country to find
anything and everything related to P-40s and he was even
able to find a new old stock drop tank for the P-40K. The
Allison was sent out to Joe Yancey at Rialto, California, for a
complete rebuild while new diamond tread tires were molded
by McCreary. Manuals were studied for the correct place-
ment of stencils and equipment while the camouflage colors
were researched so that new batches of paint could be creat-
ed that would exactly match the original Olive Drab,
Neutral Gray, and Medium Green.

As the end of the restoration neared, consideration was
given on how to paint the P-40K. The colorful markings car-
ried by the P-40s of the 343rd Fighter Group proved to have
a powerful attraction. The 343rd was activated on 11
September 1942 and was assigned to the 11th Fighter
Command. Initially com- prising the 11th,
18th, and 54th Fighter Squadrons, the
343rd’s first comman- der was Maj.
John S. Chennault, the first son of
Claire Chennault.

When given command of
the unit, the 28- y e a r - o l d
pilot was or- dered to
lead the 11th F i g h t e r
Squadron to A l a s k a
where the ai rcra f t

P-40Ks (comprising subvariants through K-15s) on 28
October 1941. The K model was basically an improved 
P-40E with an altitude-rated V-1710-73 powerplant and
alternate provision for bombs or belly tanks. The K-1 through
K-5 had revised engine controls while the K-10 and later air-
craft had a 20-in fuselage extension. The P-40K-15 was opti-
mized for winter operation. The “short” fuselage Ks were fit-
ted with a small dorsal fin to improve directional stability.

Deliveries began in August 1942 and Britain obtained, via
Lend-Lease, some 352 Ks that were designated Kittyhawk IIIs.
However, some of these were taken back by the USAAF for
the new American fighter squadrons operating in North Africa.
The USA supplied 25 P-40Ks to Brazil while numerous exam-
ples were diverted to the Soviet Union, with many passing
through the secret Project 19 base in Ethiopia (see the article

“Last Flight of Catalina Y-81” in this issue).
Massive numbers of P-40s were transferred

to the Russians and accurate figures are prob-
lematical — numbers range from 2069 to

1822, and among these are approxi-
mately 313 P-40Ks.

One of the P-40Ks that found itself
heading for the Soviets was USAAF 42-

10256 that was flown during November 1942
from New York to Alaska via the Northern Ferry

Route. Once in Alaska, it was handed over to the
Soviets (along with thousands of other aircraft) and

then disappeared from American records as it headed
north. The Soviets picking up the aircraft were secretive and

basically unpleasant and American pilots remember them as
being extremely clannish and not mingling with
Americans at the delivery bases — especially if a
political officer was present.


