What the Heck is Going On Here?

A Two-Seat Lockheed F-4 Conversion

By Dan Hagedorn

In early 2023, while conducting research in Records Group
18 (RG18) relating to the Curtiss O-52 Owl at the National
Archives at College Park, Maryland, I came across a rather
thick file labeled simply ‘“Photographic Aircraft,” which had
apparently been misfiled amongst four equally stout folders
specifically labeled “Observation Aircraft.”

Since one of the O-52’s primary mission sets was low-
level photography with a surprising array of potential camera
mounts, I decided to scan through the file on the chance that it
might contain something relating to the lowly Owl.

One of my prime imperatives as a researcher at NARA for
now more than 61 years, is to always go through every box
and every folder to the bitter end, no matter how boring or
disappointing the content — a lesson learned the hard way.

Imagine my surprise, therefore, when I found, in the slim,
very last several documents in the “Photographic Aircraft”
folder, a brief, three-page exchange of formal documents
between the Army Air Forces Photographic School at the
Colorado Springs, Colo., Army Air Base, and the Director of
Photography at Headquarters, AAF, in Washington — in which a
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Lt. Col. D.W. Hutchins requested formal permission to locally
convert two of their Lockheed F-4 Lightnings to two-seat
configuration!

As most readers of this journal will know, only about 99
“straight” F-4-1-LOs were produced by Lockheed, followed
by 20 F-4A-1-LOs and the service histories of these aircraft,
very much in demand by commanders in both Europe and the
Pacific, are at best poorly understood.

On November 24, Col. Minton W. Kaye, Director of
Photography in Washington, very bluntly refused the request,
advising the school at Colorado Springs that he was attempting
to locate a two-seat Lightning from Flying Training Command
that had been so converted by proper authority and at Depot
level.

But attached to Lt. Colonel Hutchison’s request were five
photos, including an annotated schematic, showing an actual
F-4 converted to two-seat configuration - and dated November
3, 1942, the day before Hutchison’s formal request! This appears
to have been a case of “going ahead and doing something and
begging for forgiveness later.” -
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This rather crude schematic, like the photos, was also dated November 3, 1942, and shows what the School at Colorado

Springs did with at least one of their F-4s. (RG18 NARA)
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. This image, showing two curiously helmeted crewmen
aboard the converted F-4. The arrangement could only be
described as “cozy,” and a limber back would have been a
! prerequisite. (RG18 NARA)

Looking aft from the windscreen, the larger, half-circle of the
photographers, second seat can be seen. (RG18 NARA)

The small seat for the photographer in the rear is in the In this view, looking down into the pilots cockpit, the
center of this view, and the modification apparently used a modifications to make room for the photographer, in the
modified armor plate as the backrest. There were only small  rear, can be discerned, with the tail of the aircraft to the right.
control boxes for the cameras on the starboard side, just (RG18 NARA)

visible at lower left and a basic safety belt. (RG18 NARA)

226 American Aviation Historical Society Journal, Fall 2025



