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NAKAJIMA’S 
FRAGILE FALCON
AFTER OVERCOMING SOME TEETHING TROUBLES, 
THE JAPANESE ARMY’S NIMBLE KI-43 HAYABUSA 
WENT ON TO CLAIM MORE ALLIED AIRCRAFT  
THAN THE NAVY’S VAUNTED ZERO  BY JON GUTTMAN



NOT A ZERO Nakajima Ki-43-I pilot 
Sergeant Takeo Takahashi shoots 
down an F4F-4 Wildcat flown by 1st 
Lt. Jefferson DeBlanc on January 31, 
1943, in an illustration by Jack Fellows. 
Prior to bailing out that day, DeBlanc 
had downed five Japanese airplanes  
in a single action, for which he was 
later awarded the Medal of Honor.



30 AH m ay  2 0 1 7

That complacency was rudely shaken on December 7, 1941, by 
the carrier-launched aircraft that executed the surprise attack 
at Pearl Harbor—especially the Japanese navy’s fast, agile and 

At the same time, Allied airmen over Malaya and China were 

In most cases there, however, the Zero’s name and mystique 

“Oscar” by the Allies, the Nakajima Ki-43 Hayabusa (peregrine 
falcon) became the most numerically important Japanese army 

the Nakajima Ki-27, a low-wing monoplane with a glazed 
-

siderable success over China and Manchuria, and when the 

JAAF headquarters laid out a 

in December 1937, the only 
major innovation was retract-

time, the Japanese regarded 
the aerodynamic advantages 
of  such undercarriage to be 

combined with a more power-
ful engine, the retractable gear 
was expected to raise maxi-
mum speed to 311 mph—an 
unambitious 7 percent im- 

The army was so pleased 

BY THE MID-1930S, THE BACKWARD 
INFERIORITY OF JAPANESE 
AVIATION HAD BECOME VIRTUALLY 
INGRAINED IN EUROPEAN AND 
AMERICAN STRATEGIC THINKING. 

OSCAR ANCESTOR  
A Nakajima Ki-27 flies 
over China in early 1940. 
Introduced in 1938, the 
Ki-27 fought well into 
1942 while its successor’s 
faults were remedied.
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“THE PLANE WAS 
A DISASTER. WE 
DIDN’T WANT TO  
GET INTO IT. I GOT 
INTO IT FEELING 
VERY WORRIED....”Ko  

Otsu

Koku Sentai 

 

sentais

sentais

Chutai

 

S Sentai

Chutai

 

Sentai

Chutai

JUNGLE REHAB A Ki-43-I 
undergoes repairs at Rabaul. 
This Oscar is now part of the 
Flying Heritage Collection.
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ENGINE 
1,150-hp Nakajima  
Ha-115 Sakae 

WINGSPAN 
37 feet 6¼ inches

LENGTH 
29 feet 3¼ inches

HEIGHT 
10 feet 8¾ inches

WING AREA 
230.36 square feet

MAXIMUM SPEED 
329 mph

INITIAL CLIMB RATE 
3,250 feet per minute

SERVICE CEILING 
36,800 feet

RANGE 
1,060 miles (1,860 miles w/
two 45-gallon drop tanks)

ARMAMENT 
Two Ho-103 12.7mm 
machine guns and two 
551-pound bombs

SPECIFICATIONS 

TECH NOTES NAKAJIMA Ki-43-II

RIGHT  
NAVIGATION 

LIGHT  
FABRIC-COVERED 

AILERON

LIGHT ALLOY 
WING SKINNING

SUPERCHARGER AIR INTAKE

TELESCOPIC  
GUNSIGHT

CARTRIDGE 
LINK 

EJECTION 
PORT

THREE-BLADE FIXED-PITCH 
METAL PROPELLER

STARTER DOG

551-POUND 
BOMB

RADIO MAST

NAKAJIMA HA-115 
SAKAE 14-CYLINDER 
TWO-ROW RADIAL 

ENGINE

HO-103 12.7MM  
MACHINE GUNS
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ELEVATOR 
BALANCE

ELEVATOR

REAR NAVIGATION LIGHT

RUDDER TRIM TAB

ELEVATOR  
TRIM TAB

CANTILEVER TAILWHEEL LEG

TAILWHEEL

LEFT MAIN FUEL TANK

AILERON

FRONT SPAR

MAIN SPAR

REAR SPAR

FLAP PULLEY 
FAIRING

LEFT 
OVERLOAD 
FUEL TANK

FILLER CAPS

SLIDING 
COCKPIT 
CANOPY

INSPECTION 
ACCESS PANEL

RADIO 
AERIAL

PITOT 
HEAD

JETTISONABLE  
45-GALLON  
AUXILIARY  
FUEL TANK

LEFT MAINWHEEL

MAINWHEEL 
LEG FAIRING

MAINWHEEL OLEO
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but his summation of  the experience spoke for most of  his con-
temporaries: “No one knew what the Zeros were, but they were 
not slow, ancient, fabric-covered biplanes.”  

Japanese loss was Lieutenant Takayama. The tail of  his plane, 
-

let hits, but some of  Takayama’s squadron mates swore they 

Moreover, an examination upon the 64th’s return to Kota Bharu 

-

-

stunned Allies did not learn of  its early weaknesses and take 

as the Zero was for the navy. Meanwhile, on March 8, 1942, the 

until then.
 

Oconquest of  Burma, a Blenheim IV of  No. 60 Squad ron, 
RAF, raided the 64th Sentai

-

Masuzo Otani to retire. The 

-
ited with 18 victories, to his 

solidated B-24D Liberators 

pilots swiftly learned how 
inadequate their twin 12.7mm 

-

the Nakajima Ki-44 unavail-
able in adequate numbers, 
they had to shoulder the inter-
ceptor role. Their solution 
was to attack head-on, aim-

in trail formation, with each 
Haya busa
These tactics, developed and 
practiced by leaders such as 

Sato shi Anabuki, proved 

more victories than losses 

and North American P-51s 
escorted the bombers. 

effective service over main-
land Asia, the Hayabusa some-
times appeared over the South 
Pacific. There it came up 

soon learned to take advan-

the replacements for their 
steady losses in experienced 
pilots were not as well trained 
and more apt to fall victim to 

IMPROVED HAYABUSA 
A Ki-43-II with auxiliary fuel 
tanks awaits its next mission.

“NO ONE KNEW 
WHAT THE [KI-43S] 
WERE, BUT THEY 
WERE NOT SLOW, 
ANCIENT, FABRIC- 
COVERED BIPLANES.”
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engine of  1st Lt. Douglas S. 
Thropp Jr.’s Lightning. Major 
Jack Rittmayer, a visiting 
Thirteenth Air Force pilot, 

tail, but Sugimoto then 
attacked Weaver. Hastening 
to Weaver’s aid—and eager 
to get his 39th victory—
McGuire pulled into a tight 
turn. As he came within range 
of  the elusive Oscar, his P-38, 
weighted down by the auxil-
iary fuel tanks he had refused 
to jettison, abruptly fell into a 
full stall, snap-rolled onto its 
back and crashed in flames 

life to save Weaver, McGuire 
received a posthumous Medal 
of  Honor. 

Sugimoto escaped into the 
overcast, but Thropp’s and 
Rittmayer’s fire had dam-
aged his Ki-43, forcing him 
to make a wheels-up landing 
on Negros. He was still in the 
cockpit when he was found 
and shot by Filipino guerrillas.

In December 1942, the 
64th Sentai in Burma 
had received the first 
improved Ki-43-IIas, 

which featured stronger, 
shorter-span wings with racks 
for bombs or auxiliary fuel 
tanks. A 1,150-hp Nakajima 
Ha-115 engine with two-

Nevertheless, there were striking reminders that the Oscar 
was dismissed at one’s peril. On January 31, 1943, Ki-43s of  the 
3rd Chutai, 11th Sentai, engaged 12 Guadalcanal-based Douglas 

Kolombangara and their eight Grumman F4F-4 escorts. One 

squad ron VMF-112, had already shot down two Mitsubishi 
F1M2 floatplanes when someone radioed “Zeros!” In the  

VMF-121 used mutually supporting Thach-weave tactics to 
engage their aggressive opponents. DeBlanc shot down two of  

-

yet another adversary and had to bail out. Both he and Feliton 
parachuted into Vella Gulf, swam to Kolombangara and were 
rescued by coast watchers, who eventually arranged their return 
to Guadalcanal on February 12. DeBlanc was awarded the 
Medal of  Honor. Both he and Feliton were credited to Sergeant 
Takeo Takahashi, whose score totaled 13 when he was shot down 
and killed in a transport plane over Manila Bay, Philippines, on 
November 13, 1944.

Over New Guinea, 1943 saw Ki-43s become fodder for P-38 
and Republic P-47D aces of  the Fifth Air Force. On March 5, 
1944, however, Lt. Col. Neel E. Kearby, leader of  the 348th 
Fighter Group and a Medal of  Honor recipient for downing 

Ki-48 bombers. Two fell to his men, but Kearby’s target did not. 
As he swung around for another pass, an escorting Ki-43 of  
the 77th Sentai scored hits on his cockpit. Making for an Allied 

Thunderbolt, only to succumb to his wounds. His remains were 

2016 issue).
Even America’s second-ranking ace fell victim to the Ki-43’s 

1945, four P-38Ls from the 475th Fighter Group were patrolling 
between the Philippine islands of  Mindoro and Negros at 1,500 
feet when a lone Oscar came at them from below. Captain Ed win 
Weaver and his squadron commander, Lt. Col. Thomas B. 
McGuire Jr., turned to attack it, but Master Sgt. Akira Sugimoto 
of  the 54th Sentai

speed supercharger in a 
redesigned cowling, driving 
a three-blade metal airscrew, 
increased speed to 329 mph 
at 13,000 feet. The improved 
Hayabusa also featured a 
taller windscreen, a more 
effective reflector gunsight, 
armor plate behind the pilot 
and self-sealing fuel tanks. If  
pilots had a complaint, it was 
that the third propeller blade 

synchronized Ho-103 guns to 
400 rounds per minute.

“It was now a plane you 

great machine,” remarked ace 
Yohei Hinoki, who lost a leg in 
combat but survived the war. 
“But when it had become a 
good attack plane, things were 
changing. It was now to be 
used for defense, as an inter-

the speed needed for attack-
ing bombers. The ‘Oscar’ was 
coming to the end of  its time.”

HEAD-ON PASS A Ki-43-II of 
the 54th Sentai attacks two 
B-25Js over the Kurile Islands 
on November 6, 1944. 
Below: Australian mechanics 
repair a captured Oscar for 
flight evaluation in 1944.
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NAKAJIMA Ki-43-II HAYABUSA COCKPIT

1. Gunsight
2. Airspeed indicator
3.  Turn and bank indicator
4. Rate of climb indicator
5. Manifold pressure gauge
6. Compass
7.  Altimeter
8.  12.7mm guns
9. Chronometer
10. Cabin lamp
11. Elevator trimming
12.  Magneto switch
13. Tachometer
14. Fuel pressure guage
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15. Oil pressure gauge
16.  Undercarriage warning
 lights
17.  Oil temperature gauge
18.  Engine primer fuel pump
19.  Cocking handle
20.  Canopy winding  

mechanism
21. Throttle lever
22. Radio tuner
23. Radio dial
24.  Combat flap control  

buttons
25. Main switches

26. Mixture control
27. Cylinder temperature
28. Exhaust temperature
29.  Propeller pitch control
30. Friction adjuster
31. Hydraulic brake pedals
32. Rudder pedals
33. Control column
34. Internal tanks cock
35. Main fuel cock
36.  Undercarriage emergency 

operation
37. Undercarriage selector
38. Flap selector

39.  Emergency hydraulics 
hand pump

40. Oxygen control
41. Oxygen flow meter
42. Fuel gauge (main tanks)
43.  Fuel gauge (auxiliary tanks)
44.  Right and left main tank 

selector
45.  Hydrostatic plunger for 

auxiliary tanks
46.   Right and left auxiliary 

tank selector
47.  Hydrostatic plunger for 

main tanks
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On June 20, 1943, the 59th Sentai, operating from Babo, New 
Guinea, added Australia to its area of  operations when 22 of  
its Ki-43-IIs escorted 18 Nakajima Ki-49 bombers attacking 
Winnellie and nine Ki-48s hitting Winnellie and Darwin. They 

-
ers. The Japanese recorded just one Ki-49 and one Ki-43 lost, 
as well as another shot-up Ki-49 and two Ki-48s force-landing 
upon returning to base. The 59th Sentai

Japan’s December 5, 1943, airstrike on Calcutta, India, was 
arguably the high tide for the Ki-43 in Asia. This exceptional 

Hayabusas sentais, but also 

King George’s dock. British fighters shot down one Ki-21, 
but Hayabusa pilots claimed four Hurricanes destroyed and 
two damaged, for the loss of  one Ki-43 and one damaged. 

actuality, the British lost three Hurricanes and two pilots killed, 

the Calcutta raid was the only major Japanese air operation to 

in China embarked on Operation Ichi-Go (Number One), a 

and Hanoi, destroy the Nationalist Chinese army and push the 

contests with the Oscars—and who could replace their losses 
more quickly than the Japanese could. In August 1944, the 22nd 
Sentai -

Hayate (gale). By 

East Indies and the Home Islands, with many ending up as sui-
cide planes during the Okinawa campaign. At the Hayabusa’s 
peak, 36 regiments were equipped with it; by August 1945, 18 
still were. The Ki-43’s continuing ubiquity was largely due to the 
Ki-84’s new engine, which was more powerful but also chron-
ically unreliable, on top of  which Japanese industry could not 

-
tory claims—more Ki-43 pilots became aces and were credited 

Hayabusa

refinements into the Ki-43-
IIb and Ki-43-IIc, the latter 
of  which introduced ejector 

slightly more speed. In mid-
1944, Nakajima installed a 
1,190-hp Ha-115-II engine in 
the Ki-43-IIIa, which could 
do 363 mph. Tachikawa built 
1,098 Ki-43-IIIas along with 
two prototype Ki-43-IIIbs with 
a pair of  Ho-5 20mm cannons. 
The war ended before the 
Ki-43-IIIc, with an Ha-112-
32/42 engine and two 20mm 
cannons, intended to intercept 
B-29s, could enter production. 

Remarkably, Japan’s surren-
der on September 2, 1945, 
did not mark the end of  their 

use them, the Communist 
Chinese acquired exam-

some from components found 

well into the late 1940s, as did 
captured Ki-43s used by the 

in Indochina. 
In a way, Nakajima also sur-

up into 15 smaller companies 

reunited under the aegis of  

best-known product in the 
United States is the Subaru 
automobile. 

For further reading, 
History research director Jon 
Guttman recommends: Ki-43 
‘Oscar’ Aces of  World War 
2, by Hiroshi Ichimura; 

, 
by Carl Molesworth; and B-24 

,  
by Edward M. Young.

JAPAN’S DECEMBER 
5, 1943, AIRSTRIKE 
ON CALCUTTA, INDIA, 
WAS ARGUABLY THE 
HIGH TIDE FOR THE 
KI-43 IN ASIA.

FLYING REPRO The Erickson 
Aircraft Collection’s Ki-43-III 
mounts a 1,200-hp Pratt & 
Whitney Twin Wasp radial.


