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Speed Hardigan Hurtles Through Storm-Swept Skies 
to Blast the Myth That a Man of Forty-Five Is Through! 

 

WASHOUT 
By EDWARD CHURCHILL 
Author of “On Yellow Wings,” “Trouble Pilots,” etc. 

 
 TOLERANT smile creased 
“Speed” Hardigan’s weather-
scarred face as he watched his 

young co-pilot engage the landing gear 
operating control with military 
preciseness, listened to his clipped 
formality through the microphone to the 
control tower. Raines was fresh out of the 
Army Air Corps. 

Out of the left window of the big 
transport, Flight Eleven, Hardigan saw the 
geometrical runways, the neat hangars and 

the administration building of Harding 
Airport at Northwest City—western 
terminus of Transcontinental Airlines. 

He eased the ship in a wide circle as 
he’d done a thousand times before, 
straightened out and signaled Raines for 
the flaps. Raines, he thought, liked that 
responsibility. Young Raines was 
ambitious, like all the youngsters sitting on 
the right, the co-pilot’s side. They all 
wanted to move to the left, into the 
captain’s seat. They all wanted to see their 
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names on top on the control cabin door. 
Hardigan didn’t blame them. But they’d 
been too lucky lately. 

Five pilots, all World War veterans 
like himself, had been washed out in the 
past month by the new administration—
that super-dynamic, 30-year-old president, 
Harrison Frisby. 

Speed Hardigan ran a speculative hand 
over his leathery, wind-toughened chin. 
Forty-five! Forty-five years, twenty-three 
of them in the air, at the controls of 
everything from the war’s stinging, 
pursuing little Hisso-Spads to Standard 
JI’s converted for barnstorming. 

He reached for his visored, soft-topped 
uniform cap, took it off the peg and 
jammed it down on his head. He decided 
to get a haircut this afternoon. When he 
kept it short the gray at the temples didn’t 
show so much. 

When the flaps didn’t come down he 
looked at Raines. The younger man was 
looking ahead. Apparently he hadn’t seen 
the signal for the flaps. In those few 
seconds the transport had glided close to 
the field. Hardigan’s split-second feel for 
timing told him the flaps had to come 
down right now or they’d need practically 
the whole runway to land in. 

“Raines! Flaps!” Hardigan ordered. 
“Yes, sir!”  
He watched Raines leap, straighten in 

his seat, reach over. The flaps moved 
down noisily. Hardigan felt their braking 
effect, felt the nose of the ship go up. 
Instinctively he gauged his speed, 
estimated the point where the wheels 
would touch. He was far ahead of his usual 
position, thanks to Raines’ day dreaming. 
But not too far. A judicious use of brakes 
and there’d be plenty of room. 

As the big ship settled down Hardigan 
inched back on the wheel. She settled like 
a feather. He let her roll for a couple of 
hundred yards to get the feel of the 

ground. Then he bore down easily on the 
brake pedals. 

They didn’t hold! 
Hardigan sensed the speed of the ship. 

She was rolling too slowly for him to gun 
her with the heavy load so that he could 
dear the trees and wires ahead. She was 
rolling too fast to stop her before she 
reached the end of the runway, unless— 

He kicked enough rudder to ease her 
off the runway onto the turf to slow her. 
He estimated the possibility of a sharp turn 
at the end of the runway, but he discarded 
the idea. A wing might dig in. Anything 
could happen. And there were twelve 
passengers behind him, depending on him. 

He made a gentle arc to add a few feet 
to his runway. He kicked full left rudder. 
The right wing struck a tree, absorbed the 
shock. That move saved the cabin, the 
engines and the propellers. 

 
ATE that afternoon as Hardigan faced 
President Harrison Frisby he realized 

that he had a lot of excuses to offer. First, 
there was the day dreaming young Raines. 
Then the faulty brakes. Then the judgment 
he’d used in turning what might have been 
a serious ground accident into a slightly 
damaged wing. 

“Hm—Hardigan!” Frisby cleared his 
throat as he eyed a series of reports from 
maintenance superintendent, dispatcher, 
control tower and several other ground 
departments. “This looks bad for you. I 
know you have legitimate excuses, but I’m 
not going to ask for them. I’m not going to 
give you a lecture, as I would a younger 
pilot. 

“If you were younger, there’d be need 
for correction. In your case—Well, to be 
perfectly frank with you, this accident has 
little to do—ah—with my unpleasant duty. 
You see, I’d been planning to give you 
notice at the first of the mouth—”  

Hardigan leaned forward. His hands 
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were on the edge of Frisby’s desk and his 
knuckles were white. So this was it, he 
thought. Well, he’d expected it—ever 
since Talbert had set one down into the 
Pacific. Talbert had been the first to go. 
He was washed out because of bad 
judgment, age and lack of familiarity with 
instrument flying—when, Hardigan knew, 
the instruments had been at fault. 

“You see, Hardigan,” Frisby was 
saying, “the days of seat-of-pants flying 
are done. We need alert young men with 
scientific minds who’ve been weaned on 
instrument flying, who have it as second 
nature—”  

Hardigan straightened, his hard body 
stiffening under the powder-blue uniform 
tunic he wore. 

“What if the gadgets fail, as they did 
today?” he demanded. “Then where will 
your smart young men be? That’s the 
trouble right now—too many gadgets.” 

 
ARRIGAN saw pity in Frisby’s 
satisfied smile. 

“Your attitude is that of the others who 
I’ve found I’ve had to let go,” the 
president said. “You resent improvements, 
rather than adapt yourselves to them. It’s 
entirely natural. When a man reaches a 
certain age—and it’s very young, 
comparatively speaking, in transport 
flying—his mind and body slow down. 
When a quick decision has to be faced, a 
dozen cautious ‘ifs’ pop into his mind, and 
he falters. This is my opinion, based on the 
opinions of others, and a large number of 
tests. Until something comes up to prove 
to me that I’m wrong—”  

“And so I’m not being sacked for what 
happened today, but because I’m an old 
horse and they’ve motorized the fire 
department,” Hardigan finished for him. “I 
get it.”  

He forced a ramrod up his back, 
chiseled a wide smile onto his case-

hardened features and touched his cap. He 
kept his jaws locked together to control his 
temper, to stifle his desire to show this 
too-wise young man that he still had 
plenty of steam in his punch. He turned, 
started from the office. But Frisby’s voice 
stopped him. 

“As I say, I may be wrong. But 
nothing’s proved it yet,” he heard the 
president say. “I’m sure you’ll find a niche 
for yourself, Hardigan. If any sort of 
ground job should be open—”  

“I’ll not need that,” Hardigan snapped. 
Then he left the office and went down the 
hall. Ahead of him he, heard squeals of 
delight. Frisby’s twins. Two five-year-old 
bodies threw themselves at him. 

“Hello, Jimmy! Hello, Johnny!” he 
called to them. 

“Cap’n Speed—can we go sit in your 
pilot seat?” Johnny asked. 

“Could we fly your airplane on the 
ground?” Jimmy shouted. 

The flustered nurse brought up the 
rear. 

“Come, come, children,” she ordered, 
bustling. “You must go into your father’s 
office quietly.” She looked up at Hardigan. 
“Sometimes they’re perfectly hateful!”  

“I love ‘em,” he replied. He turned to 
them. “Be good boys,” he said, “and 
maybe we’ll go for a ride tomorrow.”  

He watched them go into the office. 
Then he turned away, his shoulders 
sagging. Tomorrow? There wouldn’t be 
any. He suddenly felt very old. 

Six: months later Speed Hardigan sat 
in his favorite easy chair in the living 
room of his bachelor bungalow. It had 
been mid-summer when Frisby had 
washed him out. Now it was January. Sleet 
beat hard against the windows until it 
sounded to him like static once had 
sounded in his earphones. A January night, 
with a near blizzard raging outside. 

It was nice to be at home and warm, 
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knowing that for the present all was well. 
His two open cockpit training biplanes, 
safe in a hangar at Harding Airport, had 
earned him a nice, comfortable living 
these past few months. In fact, business 
had been so good that he’d had to equip 
one of the jobs with skis. 

Mechanically, he twisted the dial of his 
short wave radio receiver to the night 
frequency of Transcontinental Airlines. In 
this way, night after night, he’d kept track 
of the comings and goings of the big ships 
he’d once flown. In the daytime, between 
instruction periods, he watched them go up 
and down, never tiring of it. 

Then, suddenly, he chuckled. 
“Sap!” he exclaimed. “You won’t hear 

anything tonight. Every ship in the 
northwest’s been grounded since four 
o’clock this afternoon.”  

He reached for the control knob, 
stopped his hand suddenly as he heard: 

“Flight X calling Northwest City. 
Flight X calling Northwest City.” Speed 
Hardigan leaned forward instantly as he 
recognized the clipped, precise diction of 
his former co-pilot. Raines was a full-
fledged captain. Flight X! That meant an 
emergency flight of some kind. A non-
scheduled run. Hardigan shivered as he 
thought of being up in a transport on a 
night like this, with the snow and sleet 
cutting visibility down to twenty feet or 
less. 

“Jackson to Flight X. Go ahead, 
Raines.”  

“I’m twenty miles southeast of the 
airport,” Raines answered, “right down on 
the Williston River. Altitude two hundred. 
Can’t see a thing. I’m coming back.” 

“Okay,” the radio operator snapped. 
Hardigan heard the transmitter click. 

He got up, went to the telephone, called 
the dispatcher, Jackson, at 
Transcontinental. 

 

HAT’S it all about, Pete?” he 
asked. “Where was Raines 

going?”  
“Hello, Speed! It’s the brass hat’s 

twins. Mrs. Frisby took ‘em up to Horizon 
Valley, about two hundred miles out, for 
winter sports. Frisby went up there 
yesterday. The kids got whooping cough 
and they’re smothering. They need an 
oxygen tent and there isn’t an oxygen tent 
there. The roads are blocked to Horizon 
Valley. We figured that if we could get 
into the emergency field at Hope Junction, 
about twelve miles away—”  

“I get it,” Hardigan clipped out. 
A picture of the country went through 

Hardigan’s mind. He’d hunted and fished 
ever since he was a boy through that 
region. He knew every valley, stream and 
waterfall. He’d driven through it, flown 
over it many times. 

“The tent’s in Flight X?” he 
demanded. He thought of the twins, 
Johnny and Jimmy, as he’d last seen them, 
laughing and playing and pleading with 
him to take them for a flight. 

“Everything’s in it—and she’s coming 
in. We’re licked. Even the railroads—” 

“Listen!” Hardigan snapped. “Those 
kids can’t die, Pete!”  

“What’re we going to do?”  
“You’re going to send a crew over to 

my hangar, drag out the trainer with the 
skis on it. When Raines gets in, get the 
stuff out of his ship and lash it in my front 
cockpit. Get my motor warm. I’ll be out 
there in twenty minutes.”  

“Speed—you’re nuts!” Jackson yelled. 
“Get going, Pete. Yeah, I’m just a 

doddering old imbecile.”  
He slammed the receiver, headed for 

his closet and a fur-lined flying suit. 
When Hardigan reached the airport he 

found Raines, his co-pilot, Jackson and a 
couple of internes huddled in his hangar 
while a mechanic warmed up the trainer. 
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The wind howled and sang at the corners 
of the building. He was wearing his fur-
lined flying suit, heavy galoshes over three 
pairs of socks.  

“Is she ready to go?” he asked 
Jackson. 

“All gassed—full up,” Jackson replied. 
“Listen, Speed, don’t go. It’s suicide. 
Raines says—”  

“You can’t see fifty feet ahead of you, 
Speed,” Raines said. “I couldn’t get down 
to find out where—”  

Hardigan grinned as he adjusted his 
helmet strap. 

“No beam to follow to Horizon 
Valley?” he goaded, gently. “Well, 
sometimes a small job’ll go where the big 
tin geese won’t.”  

“Yep—but no airplane’s going to get 
over the Sawtooth into Horizon Valley 
tonight,” Jackson declared. 

“The Frisbys—they’re at the lodge?” 
Hardigan asked. 

“Right.”  
“Call ‘em. Tell ‘em to build fires at 

each end of the lake, with the wind, in two 
hours.”  

“Okay, Speed.”  
Hardigan pulled down his goggles, 

slipped and skidded through the ice and 
snow to the waiting ship. He thumbed the 
mechanic out, crawled into the rear 
cockpit and checked his meager 
instruments—tachometer, compass, air 
speed indicator and altimeter. Then he 
gunned the little biplane onto the runway 
and into the air. Snow lashed at his helmet, 
ticked against his goggles. Raines was 
right, he discovered. You couldn’t even 
see the field boundary lights. 

 
HERE were two things, he knew, that 
trees didn’t grow out of. One was the 

Williston River, the other the railroad 
tracks. He found the river first, flying at an 
altitude of two hundred feet, just 

skimming over the tops of the trees. He 
saw the chimney reaching up from the old 
brick kilns just in time. 

He went up on one wing. It slid by like 
a ghost’s extended arm. Then he was over 
the water, a vague blackness between 
wraithlike white banks that appeared, 
disappeared with each howling blast of 
snow. The ship rocked, bobbed, bounded, 
dropped out from under him as he turned 
upstream. 

The river was okay to follow for the 
first half hour. Then it started to narrow, to 
wind. A sharp turn caught him unawares. 
He was flying right wing up, left wing 
down. Suddenly he felt a slight jar. He 
looked out. His port navigation light was 
gone. The wind whipped a whistle from 
his stiff lips. It must have been, he 
decided, a tree tip. 

No more of that. He gunned his motor, 
nosed up, took on a couple of hundred feet 
and banked sharply to the right. The 
railroad tracks were over there 
somewhere. That gray was scrub forest, he 
knew. The track would be a white path 
through a gray world which now he saw 
and now he didn’t. 

Hardigan flew right for two minutes, 
eased down, down, until he felt he must be 
flying under the ground. He zigzagged 
back and forth. There was a momentary 
lift and he saw the white path, the green of 
a block signal. They’d all be green 
tonight—his own private airway. 

Trees swept by beneath him. The 
forest narrowed, widened, Harrowed 
again. Ahead, he saw an amber square of 
light. That would be the station at 
Cabazon. Five minutes, ten minutes, 
fifteen minutes, up the climbing roadbed. 
Half an hour more, and long, sweeping 
turns. Up on one wing and then another. 
Goosing the struggling ship over a rise 
through which the tracks had been cut. 

His feet were cold, throbbing. His 
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body was chilled. But his hands, inside his 
gloves, were wet with sweat. 

Then he really flew blind. A wild swirl 
of snow blotted out everything beneath 
him, ahead of him. Instinctively he pulled 
up. A moment later he mumbled a prayer 
as the air cleared. A narrow wheat field lay 
along the tracks. A fellow could get in 
there. He spotted the field, went over it. If 
he could get down, shake off the strain for 
a few minutes. . .  

He flipped his stick sidewise. A wing 
came up and something jarred, jammed 
against his feet. He leveled off, reached 
down, fumbled. It was the oxygen tank for 
the twins. Hell, no—he couldn’t land now. 
Steadily, the ship pounded up the tracks, 
through Valais, Araby, Thornhill Gap. 

Now was the time. No, not over the 
Sawtooth. Still flying contact, he’d come 
in the back way, through Pioneer Pass. 

He backed and filled three times 
before he found the narrow defile. Then he 
plunged into it, wide open for full control. 
He climbed with the pass, turned with the 
jutting, rocky slopes, upward. Then, after 
what seemed an eternity, he came through 
the space between thousand foot stone 
sentinels into the valley. He throttled back 
to cruising speed, swung to the left, back 
west. Soon, he should see those signal 
fires. 

He knew that Horizon Lake was no 
more than a pond, perhaps a thousand feet 
long, with pines and cedars at either end. It 
lay ahead of him, daring him to land. 
Then, as the snow thinned out for a 
moment, he saw the dull flare of fires 
ahead! One, then two. He must come in 
between those fires.  

Three times he circled the pond. Each 
time lower, gauging the height of the trees 
on the west end. He clamped his jaws, 
braced himself, then cut the gun. 

OWN, down—and the top of a fir 
tree slashed at his right wing, jarred 

the ship as it snared the undercarriage. 
Down, down—and onto the ice. He held 
the ship straight and level, until it stopped. 
He saw figures running toward him out of 
the swirling void. . . . 

The next afternoon Frisby came to 
him. It was still snowing, and Hardigan 
was toasting his feet at the fire in the 
living room of the lodge. 

“I’ve told the twins,” Frisby said. 
“They want to see you.”  

Hardigan followed him up the stairs, 
down the hall and into the bedroom. The 
twins smiled up at him. 

“Did you come in a big plane?” Jimmy 
asked. 

“No, a very small plane, Jimmy,” 
Hardigan said. 

“Maybe we could go for a ride in 
that?” Jimmy looked at his father. “Please, 
when we get better?”  

“I’d rather ride in a shiny, big plane,” 
Johnny said. “I like the big planes better.”  

“The big plane didn’t get here,” Jimmy 
said, as he sat up in bed. “The little plane 
did. I’ll take the little plane.”  

Frisby coughed, cleared his throat. 
Hardigan shot a quick look at him. “It isn’t 
always the plane, son,” Frisby said. 
“Sometimes—it’s the man.”  

“Cap’n Speed’s a great flyer.” Johnny 
nodded his head sagely. “Prob’ly better’n 
Lindbergh. I’d like to ride with Cap’n 
Speed in a big ship.” He looked up at his 
father. “Cap’n Speed can fly us, huh? He’s 
the best pilot we’ve got.”  

“Yes, son,” said Frisby. “Captain 
Hardigan’s our best man. And he’ll be 
ready to fly you in a big, shiny ship as 
soon as you get well again. He’ll be flying 
the big ones from now on.”  
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