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Humber Hexonaut

A British 15-cwt 6< 6 Airportable Floater

In 1942/33, when their militarized
Super Snipe car and S-owr 4= 2 and 44
chassis with various body sivles were in
full preduction for the War Ceifice, the
Engimeering Department of Humber
Lid, the Rootes Group's well-known
car division in Coventry, evidently had
the opportuniey o design something
entirely different,

The Army was gelting inereasingly
iterested in specud vehicles for the war
effort in the Far East and Humber's
contribution was the Hexonawt: an uir-
portable floatable GS  losd  carrier.
thought 1o be useful for dropping by
parachute in Burma where it could then
b deployed in the jungie.

As the name sogpests. wnd the pie-
tures confirm. Hexonaut was  sixe
wheeled amd Bad nautcal asparabions.
althougsh it was not an amphilan in the

normally. sccepted sense. An official
atntement in 1946 swid thar Cthough
copable of limited operation in calm
wiler it was primarily intended for use
on jungle tracks.” It went on: “When
overail chains are fitted the perform-
inee is equal to that of o fully tracked
vehicle.” However, 0% one conlempor-
ary Rootes Group engineer — b
Sharratt of Luton indezred. the
Hexoniul was 4 designers” nightmare.
Although engaged in the heavier ronge
of Commer vehicles, he remembered
the prisject and wrole us, some 235 vears
later: “The vehicle had serous operi-
inal problems and really did not be-
come fully developed.’ Small wonder
Bootes tenoted the Hexomaut in its
abundant war production publications
and it would probably have been totally
forgarien if it had not been for the

survival of a ser of phowgraphs (res-
cucd by vour Editar in the late 19005 in
a hig clear-out at Devonshire House,
Roores” Picoadilly headquarters in Lon-
don} and, #s o result af this, one of the
prototypes! More ahour this relic anoo.
The Hexonaut's design comprised a
narrowy space-frame steel box or hall,
some eleven feer long, with a forward-
sloping bow and six tighilv-mounted
tractor-type wheels, with om top &
single-seat soft-top. cab wilth folding
windsereen and a cargn box measuring
about X leet long Dy four and & half
fect wide, The carpo box had lived
sides, u hinged 1ail board and a set of
hoops supporting o canvas cover with
tranaparent inserts in the sides,
Propulsion was provided by 4 pair of
Rootes {Humber, Hillman) 14 HP loure-

cylinder L8-dirre side-valve engines,
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mounted one behind the other in the
hull. Each engine drove the wheels on
ane side, via w standard Hillmoan 2-
speed gearbox snd a transfer box: the
forward engine — under the seal — the
wheels on the right. the rear unit those
on the left-hand side.

The wheels were unsprung, with their
bt mounted direetly onthe final drive
cases or wheel stations which were
Bleed 1o the hull, T follows that skid
steering was employed by varving the
speed of the wheels on both sides in
relation to each other, e, the revs of
both engines, and braking for sharper
turms. This was accomplished by levers
which controlled — through mvolved
linkages — the engine throtles and the
nbioard transmission brakes. The latter
were of the drum type, on the propeller
shafts and rod-operated,

Normal deviation from the siraight
was effected by actuating the throttle
for the side one wished 1o come round:
to turn right ane opened the left-hand
throttde (or closed the right-hand one).
According to Mr Sharratt, by pushing
ane steering/control lever fully Torward
(which closcd the appropriate énginge’s
theottle and spplied the brake) and
opening the ather throtle by pulling
back the other lever. the maching would
make o sharp turn. As can be imagined,
on hard surfaces and especially with 4
loud, such tight twms were problemati-
cal om account of the considerable tyre
scruby and beeause one enging might
srall. Tn order to combat the tvre scrub
somewhat, the centre wheels wene set

.-"'H
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Abiove: Provorype Mo, 4 imder fest. Nadce e
deat finisd of the body pancls, Approvine
dines, in merres: overall L=WHH 3.50%
135230 wheelbase § A0 000 prack TU13,

slightly lower than the front and rear
anes. However, this alse caused a
hazardous seesaw effect when drving
on hard pround.

The steering svatem was. in fact, the
vehicle's major weak spot any erratic
running of either engine. due o u
blocked carburettar jet er whatever.
would impair its directicnal stability,
This could have danperous consequen-
ces, even il the solid suspension and the
rocking metion limited the road speed
ta 20 mph al mosL.

Both power units were mounted with
the pearboxes to the rear and they
shared 2 common radiater, located in
the nose of the hull. The exhaust system
also shared onge silencer, situated Lo the
left of the driver; the tuel tank was
opposite. There was also a drum-type
recovery winch, mounted behind the
rearmost ransnission,

The steel-disc wheels were shod with
G0Mm22 tvres with large cleats; these
provided the wehicle’s only springing
and were of some — and only —
assistance in water propulsion when
afloat, For operation in water and
hopged arcas the front and rear of the
hull were sealed by means of tightly-
ficting steel covers. Nautical qualities

,-h.l;lr_ﬂ,l.'g ern! r|'|:_l'i"rr¢!r1£|.'_i bervery Ne, §oond
Sprviviel (o) are air eltaner el onsd
facation of eadiny fitler cup. Access o ol
el piser deadit dre exerenely poar,

wiere not the Hexonaut's: prime com-
sideration, thouul,

As mentioned earlier, the vehicle was
never further developed, pribably due
1o ils inherent design laulis (unlike fs
larger contemporary, the cight-wheeled
Terrapin, which had a similar propul-
sion system, with twin Ford V8 cogines:
that, howewver, was o true amphibian).

Oinly three experimentil Hexonauts
were produced. ane of which was sulb-
mitted for tests by the WVEE at Farn-
boreugh. 1t was kept at least until the
summer of |946, when — in June — it
was shows in an exhibition of military
vehicles and equipment at FWVPE/
FVRDE Chersey.

e of those thrce protolypes —
possibly the one tested by the WVEE —
wirs sold vin Government Disposals and
entered service with a civilian operator
in Somerser. With mest of the super-
structure removed (bur kept) plus g
crane this peeuliar contraption was used
wntil the mid-1950s 58 a timber haulage
troctor, pulling out trees in the West
Countey, It was then left rotting until
1978 when it was resoped By Geoff
Theohald, an carly MY collector in the
Exeter arci. Geoll (who had managed
o identify the machine with the aid of
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et Cserver's BV Dreetary ) later sold
it o Guy F, Arend in Belgiom, Mr
Avend restored iboand thus a umgue
WOWTT vehicle wis preserved for poster-
itv. Tt ds new on permancent display in
the Yictory Memorial Muscum near
Ardon (see WaT 320, where it consti-
tutes. i oour apinion. one of the major
srtractions in the Allicd MYs section. O

Thoe twiing feederi-aorienled Gugind grd 4007,
P-ce (73 00 e L-heads o 40 Blp arn
200 rgany. ow wsed ofvo i fave- 29308 Kl
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Threre s one coneniens controd Tever for oy
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