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Back in the early 1960s, there were
numerous aviation magazines but
few that catered to readers inter-
ested in vintage and veteran avi-

ation. There were a couple of exceptions
and one of those publications was titled
RAF Flying Review. Coming out of
Britain, this magazine featured articles on
current military aircraft as well as airlin-

ers. However, it also had a fair num-
ber of historical articles. In a

1960 issue of the maga-
zine’s letters sec-

tion, was

a
b r i e f
note from a
reader saying
he had run
across a Grumman Hellcat,
still in full Navy markings, pushed
into a ditch in Fergus Falls, Minnesota.

This caught the attention of a young
aviation enthusiast by the name of
John Sandberg, who also lived in
Minnesota. Traveling to Fergus Falls,
Sandberg was dismayed by the sight of
the battered former Navy fighter.
Ownership of the plane was unclear but
Joe Dvorak had claimed it. By this point,
the F6F was heavily vandalized and many
parts had been stripped off. It had also
been used as a target by local sporting
enthusiasts. Dvorak moved his plane into a
gully where he parked the aircraft —
apparently figuring this offered some pro-
tection. He and Sandberg struck a deal —
John becoming the owner of one very tired
airplane. It must be remembered that at
this point in time, licensed ready-to-fly ex-

Some of the essential, albeit minor, items missing from the
Hellcat when purchased by John Sandberg were the Navy and
Grumman data plates — essential for the FAA’s much-beloved
“paper trail” regarding ownership. This is the Grumman data
plate for F6F-5 BuNo 79771. Stamped on the bottom of the plate
and a bit difficult to see is the wording “ROYAL NAVY KE201”
denoting the fact that this was one of 1182 Hellcats supplied to
the Royal Navy under Lend-Lease.

RCAF P-51D Mustangs could be had for
prices south of $2500.

John eventually got the Hellcat back
into ferrying condition for a flight to his
home base. It then took another two-
years to beat the craft into reasonable
condition for licensing with the FAA.
There was a big problem — the
Grumman and Navy data plates had been
stripped from the fighter, causing a gap in
the “paper chain,” something much
beloved by the FAA. So, the Hellcat was
registered in the experimental category as
an “S&S Special Grumman F6F.” 

It is interesting to note that no one
ever applied for a Limited Type

Certificate to

c o v e r
the Hellcat. This
probably happened because it was pre-
sumed that there was no civil market for
the type, even though hundreds were
available for surplus sale. However, on 28
September 1955, Thomas Jennings of
Washington DC received a Restricted

certificate (AR-18) for the Hellcat. Time
has dimmed the reason, but Jennings was
probably going to use a modified Hellcat
for high-altitude survey work.

The second “S” in the registration
stood for good friend Randy Sohn, who
was heavily involved in the early Warbird
Movement. “John and I had been friends
for some time,” Randy recently recalled.
“I had helped him get a T-28 and
T-6 and he was beginning to
develop his aircraft engine
overhaul business at the
time. When I exam-
ined

t h e
Hellcat, it was just in

awful condition. John and a couple of
friends had beaten it into sort of flyable
shape and then John got in the thing and
flew it gear down to his home base at
Crystal Airport. Now, the canopy was
missing and there was no fabric on the
flaps plus a few panels were missing. Also,

it wasn’t licensed at the time. Things
were done a bit differently back then.”

John had a great interest in the newly-
revived sport of Unlimited Air Racing and
he gave some thought to taking the plane
to Reno. Accordingly, he took 7-in off
each outer wing panel. He also reworked
the cowl, which was in terrible shape. He
bolted two of the four upper cowl flaps
shut, bolted the oil cooler door down,
and added lots and lots of bondo to
the badly dinged aluminum skin.
While he was at it, he also removed

and tossed out most of the
non-essential mili-

tary equip-
ment.

Once finished, the
aircraft was painted overall bronze with
white trim and he began flying the F6F
locally. Even with all the work, the
plane was still — by today’s standards —
in poor shape and on 25 October 1964
the inevitable took place. On that date,

However, in discussions with Lloyd
Nolen a deal was reached and John part-
ed ownership with the Hellcat for
$20,000. In 1970, it was sold to CAF
member Ed Messick with the agreement
that the F6F-5 would continue to fly with
the CAF. Messick later donated the
Grumman to the CAF.

By this time, the Hellcat was in real-
ly poor condition. Some ongoing minor
restoration work had been undertaken
but the condition became so dire that

the fighter was grounded. The
hydraulic system needed rebuilding
while a new R-2800 had to be sourced
and installed.

While this was going one, the air-
craft had its VF-12 paint scheme from
the USS Randolph replaced with a tri-

color cam-
ouflage scheme of an air-
craft flown by Lt. Francis Fleming of VF-
16. However, the work was basically
piecemeal and it barely kept the aircraft
flying. By 1986, it was in desperate need
of a nose-to-tail restoration.

At this time, Joe Mabee stepped for-
ward and accepted responsibility for the
restoration of N1078Z. The aircraft was
then transferred to Classic Aero, located

on the Mabee Ranch near Midland,
Texas, for what

would

become
a twelve-year rebuild!

The CAF’s Bill Coombes recorded:
“Initial examination of the aircraft
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John had taken off
from Crystal on a
local flight and

was climbing for
altitude when the 

R-2800 quit. With nowhere to go but
down, he picked an open field near the
airport, lowered the gear, and touched
down. The Hellcat bounced a couple
times then its narrow tires dug into the
soft dirt and went over on its back.
Fortunately, John was not injured
and, given the type of accident,
damage to the Hellcat was rel-
atively minimal. The cause
for the engine failure was
traced to the carburetor
coming apart.

Dragged back to
Crystal, work started
again. A few more
improvements were
undertaken during

the rebuild
and when finished

the fighter was painted
overall gloss black with red trim.

John had the idea of taking the plane to
Harlingen, Texas — then home to

the Confederate Air
Force —

with the intent of perhaps
selling the aircraft to the CAF. He got as
far as El Reno, Oklahoma, when some-
thing broke and he left the plane at 
that field.

Jason Somes brings the Hellcat close in
to the Baron camera plane flown by Tim
Hutchinson. The F6F-5 is based with the
Southern California Wing of the
Commemorative Air Force at Camarillo,
California. “Our Wing is fortunate to
operate a number of very rare aircraft,”
states Steve Barber, “but the Hellcat is a
real prize because of its historical

importance and current rarity.” On
our centerfold, the Zero is

flown by Robert
Hertberg.


