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During mid-1941, the Royal Air Force established a
large depot at Gura in the wastelands of Ethiopia.
The purpose of the depot was to overhaul and repair
damaged Lend-Lease Curtiss P-40s. However, the

RAF was unable to operate the depot properly due to the
lack of almost everything — qualified personnel, tools, parts,
and time. On the plus side, the RAF did have a very large
supply of damaged P-40s! Accordingly, Winston Churchill
negotiated with President Franklin D. Roosevelt for
help. By October 1941, the project was quietly
authorized and classified “Secret.” Of

THIS HARD-LUCK AMPHIBIAN
WAS VICTIM OF TWO ACCIDENTS
AT THE TOP-SECRET PROJECT 19 BASE

With an ambulance nearby, workers from
Project 19 survey the bent PBY-5A as they

try to figure out how to move the stricken
Catalina. Note the Yagi VHF antennas under

the wing. Part of an early, and classified,
Anti-Surface Vessel radar system, the

components were removed and placed
in the ambulance.
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course, the USA was still not an active participant in WWII
but that would change in just over a month’s time. The civil-
ian portion of the operation was placed under the control of
Douglas Aircraft while the USAAF Air Transport
Command would manage the job as the 83rd Air Depot
Group. The enterprise was code-named “Project 19.”

By June 1942, over 2400 civilians and a relatively small
group of USAAF personnel were at Gura, rapidly rebuild-

ing damaged P-40s, Allison engines, propellers, instru-
ments, radios, and machine guns. The RAF

received its first Project 19 P-40 during July
1942 and hundreds were to follow. As

time went on, Project 19 began to
receive new P-40s in crates that

had traveled by ship through
the South Atlantic. These

fighters were assembled
and delivered to the

RAF, RAAF,
SAAF, and

Soviets

as well as to new USAAF fighter
squadrons being formed in Palestine
and Egypt.

Numerous combat modifications
were suggested by RAF mechanics
and these ideas were refined and
implemented at Gura on the P-40s
being delivered to the fighting units.

Gura would not only be a P-40
repair/staging area, but would see numer-
ous other aircraft types — Havocs,
Mitchells, Airacobras, Spitfires, etc. all
coming in for work or reassignment.

One unusual machine was a
Consolidated PBY-5A Catalina that
carried the tail number Y-81. The date
was 31 October 1942 — Halloween —
and the Catalina was soon to become
victim of a number of “tricks.”

The aircraft had departed the
United States crewed by members of
Pan American Air Ferries. Having
already flown half-way around the world, Y-81’s final desti-
nation was scheduled to be Ceylon where it would join the
Royal Dutch Air Force in the fight against the Japanese.

The aircraft had arrived at Project 19 to undergo sched-
uled airframe and powerplant maintenance following the

protracted flight from San Diego, California. As
usual, the mechanics at Project 19 did the work

quickly and efficiently.
Pan American Capt. Max Stell was

impressed and decided to give the
mechanics a ride during the test

flight following maintenance.
Along with the crew, some

13 people crowded into
the Cat’s interior

Detail of the broken left wing. The aircraft carried early war USN insignia along with the
Dutch Y-81 code on the tail.

with many going to the rear fuselage to get the best view
from the large blisters.

The engineer took his position in the central pylon and
the Pratt & Whitney radials were started and soon the Cat
was trundling towards the runway. It was hot outside —
close to 100F — and the Cat was heavily loaded with
nearly a full load of fuel and the 13 passengers.

Located at a near 6000-ft altitude, there was a slight
wind coming down the runway but the problem was that

in that direction the runway ran slightly uphill.
Stell brought the engines to full power, released the

brakes, and in a cloud of dust the Catalina slowly began
moving forward — with slowly being the operative word.

It seemed that at some point a more sensible crew
would have aborted the takeoff but Y-81 kept thun-
dering down the runway. Using every inch of run-

way, the Cat became airborne — but mainly in
ground effect.

With desert and cactus passing just
inches under the fuselage (or hull, if you

are of a more nautical
bent), the Cat kept going

while Stell tried to keep the
wings level. There was a

crude set of power lines up
ahead and while instigating a


