
sensitivity, to provide greater lift, and
to make possible a much tighter turn-
ing radius. This modification was met
with much favor by the test pilots.

With the various modifications, the
Hayabusa was ordered into production
with the Army Type 99 radial (produc-
tion version of the Ha 25) of 950-hp,
fixed-pitch two-blade wood propeller
(soon changed to a copy of the
Hamilton metal two-blade two-
pitch prop), and two syn-
chronized 7.7mm Type 89
machine guns mounted
in the upper cowl.

The wing was fit-
ted with

two attach points for addi-
tional fuel tanks. These aircraft

were delivered to the 59th
and 64th Sentais

that, follow-
i n g

training
in Japan, were
shipped to China with 40
fighters shortly before the out-
break of hostilities.

The early part of the war saw the
Hayabusa’s reputation firmly estab-
lished as one of the most feared
Japanese aircraft — even though the
fighter did not have pilot armor and
the fuel tanks would easily explode on
being hit. Also, the armament was
extremely light, but the pilots were
very skilled and quickly began achiev-
ing victory after victory. The type
was given the Allied code name of
Oscar. These were the fighters
engaged by the American Volunteer
Group (the famed Flying Tigers) and
often misidentified as Zeros. 

The first production variant was
designated Ki 43-Ia and was quickly
followed on the factory lines by the
Ki 43-Ib and Ki 43-Ic. The only dif-
ference in these aircraft centered on
armament — the -Ib having one
7.7mm and one 12.7mm weapon
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• Rate of climb capable of achieving
16,405-ft in 5-mins.
• Range of 500-mi.
• Armament of two 7.7mm machine guns.
• Maneuverability at least equal to
that of the Ki 27.

The company assigned its best
designers to the task of creating the new
warplane and within a year the first
prototype was completed — rolling out

of the factory (in
great secrecy)

on 12

December
1938. The aircraft
made its first flight in
January 1939 and was quickly fol-
lowed by two further prototypes.
Factory testing went relatively smoothly
and the three aircraft were handed over
to the military for service test trials. 

These aircraft had retractable gear,
were powered by Nakajima Ha 25 radi-
als of 925-hp, and mounted two 7.7mm
weapons. The planes met the stated
requirements but the Army pilots were
critical of maneuverability. These pilots
were somewhat “old school” and
believed that the retractable gear was a
technical luxury that was not really
needed since they thought future air
wars would be fought in the classic dog-
fight style. This put the future of the
Hayabusa in doubt.

However, more visionary com-
manders decided to order a further
ten service aircraft that were deliv-
ered between November 1939 and
September 1940. Similar to the proto-
types, these aircraft featured minor
upgrades. Testing led to building fur-
ther service trials aircraft and one
machine, c/n 4311, was fitted with
butterfly combat flaps that could be
extended in action to increase control

while the -Ic had two of the heavier
12.7mm guns.

The Ki 43-IIa followed on the lines
and had a number of differences. The
supercharger air intake was relocated
from under the cowl to its upper lip
and the carburetor intake remained
under the cowl. Wing span was
reduced by almost two-feet and wing
area by 6.46-sq-ft — this being done
to improve top speed at low and medi-
um altitudes. Other changes included
enlarging the windscreen and canopy
and strengthening the underwing
attach points to carry 551-lb bombs.
Finally, the pilot was given some pro-
tection with 13mm head and back
armor and a crude variant of self-seal-
ing fuel tanks were added to the wings. 

However, this variant was quickly
replaced by the Ki 43-IIb, which became
the most numerous production variant

of the Hayabusa. There were
numerous subvariants and

even though the basic
design was now

obsolete, it was still in
great demand on the combat
fronts and two additional production
facilities were opened. One was at the
First Army Air Arsenal and the second
at the Tachikawa Aeroplane Co.
However, the first did not have enough

skilled personnel and workmanship
was shoddy, hence produc-

tion was stopped
w i th  t h e

49th
exam-
ple. Tachikawa
did a better job and
would build 2629 Hayabusas beginning
in May 1943. The parent company would
completel approximately 3190 Ki 43s.

Mustangs, Hellcats, Corsairs, and
Lightings were blasting Hayabusas from
the sky in prodigious number. Newer
types were becoming available for front-
line service, so the majority of surviving
Peregrine Falcons were pulled back to the
Home Islands where they served in home
defense and advanced training roles.
However, as the war closed its noose on
Japan the majority of surviving aircraft
were expended in suicide missions. 

THE ERICKSON
FALCON

With the end of the war, there was
little interest in the Ki 43 although a
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Okay, here’s a question for
your aviation friends at the
next hangar gathering: What
was the most numerically

important Japanese Army Air Force
single-engine fighter of the Second
World War? Easy, you say to your-
self! It was the Mitsubishi Zero series.
Wrong! The correct answer is the
Nakajima Ki 43 Hayabusa.

The Hayabusa, which translates
into Peregrine Falcon, was an attrac-
tive aircraft that was a great leap for-
ward for the Japanese military. Due
to an inability to gather correct intel-
ligence, during 1941 the Western
powers believed that the Japanese
Army did not have fighters with
retractable landing gear and high per-

The Nakajima 
Ki 43-IIIa near its home
base of Madras, Oregon.

t o
design a
single-seat
fighter that
would re-
p l a c e  the
Army Type
97 Fighter (the
Nakajima Ki 27).
The Japanese Imperial
Army issued a stringent set of require-
ments to Nakajima that included:

• Maximum speed of 311-mph.

PROFILE ILLUSTRATIONS 
COURTESY OF OSPREY 

PUBLICATIONS

formance. Accordingly,
Western nations assigned
basically obsolete aircraft to
Southeast Asia and the Pacific.

With the attack on Pearl Harbor
and other facilities, the Allied powers
suddenly realized they were dealing
with a very dangerous enemy. One of
the surprises was the Army Type 1
Fighter Model 1 Hayabusa that made
its combat debut over Burma and the
Malay peninsula during the early
weeks of the Second World War.

Where did this new fighter come from?
Hayabusa design work began during

December 1937 when the Army, giving
up their long-standing policy of awarding
competitive contracts to Japanese manu-
facturers, issued instructions to Nakajima

WE GO 
AIRBORNE 
WITH THE ONLY  
FLYING NAKAJIMA 
Ki 43 OSCAR

BY PHILIP MAKANNA/
GHOSTS

This high-angle view shows the JAAF camouflage scheme
to advantage. During the war, the Japanese did not have
very good paints nor did they usually primer their combat
aircraft before adding camouflage paint. Almost any
WWII photograph of a Japanese aircraft shows
the plane with a very poor appearance.


