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SPOT §7;\4 W The Airacobra was originally

designated the P-45

Warren E Thompson describes the radical P-39’s origins and why

Above

SAAF P-39Ds of
the 35th Fighter
Squadron at Milne
Bay, New Guinea,
September 1942.
G C ATHERTON VIA
ANDREW THOMAS

Right

A P-39
demonstrating its
firepower in a vivid
night-time image.
BELL AIRCRAFT
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id-mounted engine,
lengthy drive shaft,
tricycle undercarriage
and a huge 37mm
cannon mounted in the centre of
the prop hub - Bell’s P-39 Airacobra
was radical in almost every element
of its design. It was considered way
ahead of its time and yet, when it
was ready to fly combat in the early
days of World War Two, it was
practically obsolete.
The first XP-39 took to the air
on April 6, 1938, flown by Jimmy
Taylor. It was powered by a 1,150hp
(858kW) Allison V-1710-17
12-cylinder liquid-cooled engine.
The test flight was very successful —
to the extent that a contract followed
shortly for 13 pre-series YP-39s.
Bell Aircraft Corporation was
founded in July 1935 at Buffalo,

New York state. The newcomer
organisation raised eyebrows with
its first design, the XFM-1 Airacuda
long-range escort fighter designed
by Robert ] Woods. This was a twin-
engined pusher design with a crew
of five, with a gunner positioned in
a glazed pod in an extension of each
engine fairing forward of the wing.
The YP-39s were used for
evaluation by USAAC test pilots.
The most promising aspect of
the Airacobra was its tremendous
firepower. In March 1935, the
American Armament Corporation
invited some Bell engineers to

witness a demonstration of their new

T-9 37mm cannon. The men from
Buffalo were so impressed with what
they saw, that they immediately
incorporated it into the new fighter.
While designers were on the right

it was not well greeted

track, the P-39 drew a lot of criticism.
Some of the test pilots that put the
YP-39 through its paces labelled

it “The Iron Dog’, which was not
what Larry D Bell and Bob Woods
wanted to hear. They had produced
prototypes of the most heavily

armed fighter of its day. The negative
comments arose because the P-39
had fallen victim to rapidly changing
operational requirements and was not
in a position to quickly adapt.

At low level, the Airacobra
produced few negatives from its
USAAC evaluation. But its climb
rate and performance at higher
altitudes were the cause for much
concern. The deficiency in altitude
capabilities was partially due to
the weight of the fighter - it had
approximately 2701b (122kg) of
armour while its Allison engine




only had a single-stage, single-speed
supercharger. This put it well below
Luftwaffe and Japanese fighter
altitudes - an intercepror it was not.

On May 13, 1940 a ‘taildragger’
extrapolation of the P-39 concept
was first flown. This was the XFL-1
Airabonita, aimed at supplying
cannon punch to the decks of US
Navy aircraft carriers. It did not go
beyond prototype phase.

DlSdppOlllUl‘lQ per fOTl‘n ance or not,

the capacity of the Buffalo factory
could not be ignored and the P-39

WL

went into mass production. In the
end 9,585 P-39s were built and, as
will be seen in the coming pages, it

was to find a useful role, particularly

as a ground attack aircraft, and

gained almost legendary status in the

USSR as the ‘Little Shaver’.

Bell kept its radical stance, sticking
with the mid-engined layout with the
P-63 Kingcobra. The capabilities of
its design staff were well recognised by
the Air Force with the company being
entrusted with the P-39 Airacomet,
Americass first turbojet fighter, which

“.the P-39 had fallen victim to

rapidly changing
requirements an

operational
was notin a

position to quickly adapt.”
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Origin & history

BellP-39 AtoQ
XP-39

Prototype (later modified to XP-39B status), followed by

13 pre-production YP-39s and a single YP-39A

P-39C

P-39D
- 554 built

XP-39E

Initial production version - 20 built

Improved P-39C with heavier armament and bomb racks

Reduced wingspan and laminar flow wings trialled on

three prototypes. Intended production version, the

P-39E, cancelled.

P-39F

converted to TP-39F two-seater
P-396 Improved P-39F, not built
P-39H
P-39J
P-39K

P-39L

Not proceeded with

Improved P-39D - 210 built

rockets - 250 built
P-39M
P-39N
P-39P
P-39Q

Not proceeded with

Version of P-39F with V-1710-59 -

Further development of the P-39D - 229 built. One

25 built

P-39K specification with provision for under wing

As P-39L but with V-1710-83 - 240 built
As P-39M but with V-1710-85 - 2,095 built

Improved and refined P-39N - 4905 built. Some

conversions to TP-39Q trainer status

took to the skies on February 10,
1942. On October 14, 1947 Charles
‘Chuck’ Yeager entered the history
books as the first man to break the
so-called ‘Sound Barrier'. He did this
in another ground-breaking Bell, the
rocket-powered X-1. @

ed by the XP-39 on lts ﬁrst flight

Above left

Only one prototype was
built of the XFL Airabonita
- the arrester hook shows
its intended customer.
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ugly

ith its almost unique
configuration, the
Bell P-39 Airacobra
was an unmistakable
shape in the sky. Somewhat unloved
in its original guise, it was to find
its true value in the hands of the
Russians, who used them to great
effect in their struggle to repel
German advances. [nitially seen as
heavy and cumbersome with difficult
handling qualities, later versions were
greatly improved and the design led
to the P-63 Kingcobra, which again
gave sterling service to the Soviets.
Together, they comprised the most
successful fixed-wing aircraft ever
produced by Bell.

Although its mid-engine placement
was innovative, the Airacobra was
ultimately unable to compete with
its rivals at high altitude, limiting

Net silleh At

duckling

How did the Airacobra shape up against
other fighter aircraft in use at the time?

it to low level duties. This did not
deter the Russians, who preferred to
use the majority of their aircraft as
‘flying artillery’, defending the skies
while concentrating their attacks
on German ground movements. At
this, the P-39 proved a capable and
popular machine, as did its successor.
The Airacobra also saw combat in
the South Pacific and Mediterranean
theatres, and was certainly not short
of competition. Both the significant
single-engined German fighters of
the war, the Messerschmitt Bf 109
and Focke-Wulf Fw 190, could, in
most ways, outperform the P-39,
especially in their more advanced
versions and in the hands of
experienced Luftwaffe Experten. The
position of its engine and cooling
system left the American aircraft
vulnerable to well executed attacks.

Qutclassed as an interceptor, it was
soon relegated to ground strafing
where the position of its engine was
more advantageous, being difficult
to hit from below.

The fast rising star of the NA P-51
Mustang soon eclipsed the P-39 in
the fighter role —a more interesting
comparison is, perhaps, the Curtiss
P-40E Warhawk, part of a similarly
large family of rugged and versatile
fighters that saw action in virtually
every theatre. Like the Airacobra,
P-40s were constantly upgraded
and adapred, set to work in vastly
different environments. While they
may have lacked the star qualities
that made the Mustang and Spitfire
such legends, both were effective
and adaptable weapons of war that
their operators could not have done
without.

Bell P-39Q Airacobra

Above right
Bell P-39Q Aircacobra. PETE WEST 2011
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Construction:

First Flight:

Powerplant:
Dimension:
(19.8m?).
Weight: Empty 5,3471b (2,425kq). Loaded 7,3791b.
Performance:
Armament:
Crew: One.

Note: performance and weights varied according to role and configuration.

Production totalled 9,584 machines, 4,905 of which were the ultimate
variant, the -Q.
The XP-39 prototype made its first flight on April 6, 1938 from Wright
Field, Ohio.
One 1,200hp (883kW) Allison V-1710-85 liquid cooled V-12 .

Span 34ft Oin (10.4m). Length 30ft 2in. Height 12ft Sin. Wing area 213ft?

Max speed 376mph (605km/h). Rate of climb 3,750ft/min. Service ceiling
35,000ft (10,668m). Range 525 miles (840km) on internal fuel,

One 37mm cannon and two 0.50in machine guns mounted in nose, plus
four 0.30in wing-mounted guns. Up to 5001b of bombs externally.
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SPOT §7;\4 @ A taildragger version, Contemporaries
the Airabonita, was unsuccessful compared

Curtiss P-40E Warhawk

Construction: A total of 13,738 P-40s of all types were made, including 2,902 -D or -E

models. They were built from 1939 to 1944 at Buffalo, New York.

First flight: The prototype XP-40, a conversion of the P-36 Hawk with a new engine,
first flew on October 14, 1938.

Powerplant:  One 1150hp (846kW) Allison V-1710-39 liquid cooled V-12.

RANGE (miles) Dimension: Span 37t 3in (114m), length 3ift 9in, height 12ft 4in, wing area 236ft (21.9m?)

Weight: Empty 6,3501b (2,880kg). Loaded 8,280(b.

Performance;  Max speed 360mph (580km/h) at 15,0001t (4,572m). Initial climb 2,050ft/
min. Service ceiling 29,000ft. Range 670 miles (1,078km) on internal fuel
or 900 miles with drop tank.

Armament: Six 0.50in machine guns in wings, one 5001b bomb under the fuselage or
two 100Ib bombs under wings

Crew: One.

Above right
Curtiss P-40E Warhawk. PETE WEST 2011

0 100 200 300 400 500 600 700
| | |

Note: performance and weights varied according to role and configuration.

Construction:  Built in quantities only equalled by the llyushin 1I-2, around 35,000 Bf
109s were made and about 23,500 of those were -G variants.

Above right First Flight:  The Bf 109's first flight was on May 29,1935, in the hands of Hans-Dietrich

Messerschmitt Bf 109G-2. PETE WEST 2011 ‘Bubi’ Knoetzsch. The first Gustav model was completed in October 1941
and production versions began to appear in mid-1942.
CEILING (ft) Powerplant:  One 1,455hp (1,085kW) Daimler-Benz DB605A-! liquid cooled inverted V-12.
= 10000 260l booo sl Dimension: Span 321t 6in (99m). Length 291t 7in. Height 8ft 2in. Wing area 173ft? (16.1m?).
2 : s Weight: Empty 5,8931b (2,247kg). Loaded 6,9401b.

Performance: Max speed 386mph (621km/h) at 22,640ft (6,900m). Initial climb 3,346ft/
min. Service ceiling 37,890ft. Normal range 350 miles or 620 with drop tank.

Armament: One 20mm cannon in propeller hub, two 0.50in machine guns in upper cowling,
two 20mm cannon under wings. Provision for various underwing stores.
Crew: One.

Note: performance and weights varied according to role and configuration.

4, 7 7 3 P-39s were lend-leased to the Soviet Union
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ear] Harbor caught the US
Air Corps in a very weak
condition; its main fighter
inventory consisted of the
Bell P-39 Airacobra and
early models of the Curtiss
& D40 Warhawk. Neither was
on a par with the Japanese
Mitsubishi AGM ‘Zero', which
had asserted its potential during the
cathartic December 7, 1941 attack.
In early clashes, both of the US
types did well, due to effective
tactics developed after the first
few encounters. During 1942, the
USAAC P-39s and P-40s and the
Navy and Marine Grumman F4F
Wildcats did a great job fending off
the Japanese before Lockheed P-38

Lightnings were available in numbers,

Japanese pilots considered the
P-39 to be well built and a tough
foe to bring down. As ‘Zeros' were
extremely manoeuvrable at low
altitudes, the only advantages the
Airacobra had was the quality of
its pilots and heavy firepower. If a
couple of cannon rounds scored hits
on an AGM, it was usually fatal.

Singular ‘ace’

In contrast to the Soviet high-

scoring ‘aces’, the Air Corps only

produced one in the P-39: Lt

William Fiedler of the 35th Fighter

Group’s 70th Fighter Squadron.

At the time of his ‘kills’, the 70ch

was helping defend Guadalcanal in

action over the Solomon Islands.
His first confirmed claim was on

Warren E Thompson describes USAAF use of the
P-39 in the Pacific and its spectacular career with
the Russians




SPOT [ZX&) The rear mounted engine was
difficult to hit from the ground

January 26, 1943 while escorting
Boeing B-17 Flying Fortresses on a
bombing mission in the northern
Solomons. This was five months
after the Marines had landed on
Guadalcanal (August 7, 1942)
and the Americans were gradually
getting the upper hand. After about
ten days the Japanese were starting
to pull back, which allowed the P-39
units to get much more aggressive —
and during their attacks on enemy
airfields, Lt Fiedler got his second
kill’.

A few days later, a convoy
of two dozen ships,
the much-feared
“Tokyo

\

1 US pilot - Lt Bill Fiedler — became an ace in a P-39

Express’, was discovered running up
New Georgia Sound, the so-called
‘Slot’. The US launched a2 major
force, consisting of 28 fighters and
about the same number of bombers,
to engage this threat.

The Japanese fleet was well
protected by a large number of
“Zeros, which were quickly taken
on by the P-39s. First AGM to go
down was hit with the lead P-39’
cannon fire and immediately
exploded. Fiedler managed to get

another ‘kill’ on that mission,
but the large number of enemy
% fighters forced the US to pull
%9; back quickly. When
the fight was

Men behind

the Airacobra

the American bombers had inflicted
some damage on the ships of the
‘Express’ and several “Zeros' had
been shot down.

At the time, the only major
US base was on Guadalcanal,
while the Japanese had numerous
airfields within striking distance
and numerically they had the edge.
Fortunately the Marines and Navy
also had a number of Wildcats in the
area and they scored many more
victories than the P-39 units

did. ©

Below

A ‘sharkmouth’ P-39 of
the 347th Fighter Group's
67th Fighter Squadron
based at Guadalcanal.
COURTESY AND © 2011 DAVID
AILS - WWW.AILSAVIATIONART.
COM
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SPOT §7;\4 W The P-39 was the first fighter to have

a tricycle undercarriage

P-400 the RAF Connection

With the RAF's rejection of the Airacobra | - see page 74 - the
USAAF was faced with a problem. The force could certainly use
the type in the Pacific but, although the British Purchasing
Commission had essentially ordered P-39Ds, they were far
from standard. To standardise on ammunition stocks, RAF
Airacobras had a 20mm cannon in place of the 37mm version
in the US P-39 and six 0.303in machines-guns whereas the
Americans used 0.50s.

To make very obvious the ‘type differences’ in the ‘returned'
Airacobra Is, they were given the most unusual USAAF
designation P-400. This would ensure that all paperwork
relating to maintenance would highlight the changes.

Despite this, P-400s saw only limited USAAF use.

i1 A former RAF Airacobra | BWI14 was issued to the
USAAF as P-400 ‘266". It was shipped to Australia,
retaining its RAF serial. RAAF VIA ANDREW THOMAS

Bisiii sm‘-s’ii“ﬂiauiw
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Headhunters

The heaviest action experienced by
US P-39 pilots was in the southwest
Pacific. Air Force records reveal that
only 23 pilots scored ‘kills’ in the
Airacobra and of thar toral, almost
half achieved only one victory. Yet, all
but one went on to achieve ‘acedom’,
most on twin-engined P-38s.

One of the most successful and
aggressive squadrons to fight in the
Pacific was the ‘Headhunters’, the
80th ES. They flew out of Australia
and New Guinea in the early part of
the war, using P-39s and P-400s.

Lt Norbert C Ruff of the 80th
was in the thick of it and later
upgraded to the Lightning. He
logged 125 combat missions in his
tour, 75 on the P-39. His comments

give an insight into what these
units had to face with an under-
performing fighter and the crudest
of conditions:

“The Airacobra was definitely not
an interceptor, nor was it a match
for the Japanese “Zero'. Air warning
usually was received too late for the
slow climbing P-39s to intercept the
bombers before they dropped their
bombs and if ‘Zeros” were flying
escort, we had our hands full. All we
could do was to make a quick head
on pass at the enemy and then dive
for the deck.

“Our fighters possessed good
armament with their high calibre
cannon in the nose and six machine-
guns. Bell had built it to be tough
as it could take a lot of punishment,
but it was severely lacking in rate of

climb and acceleration, which
made it a poor choice for an
% interceptor.
o “However, when it came
time to strafe enemy assets
such as airfields and gun
positions, it was excellent,
especially if we had
top cover while we




Men behind

the Airacobra

were shooting up ground targets.
Unfortunately, we did not have any
fighters in those early days, that could
prov ide an effective top cover for us.

“At first, the 80th ferried aircraft
into the forward airfields where our
two sister squadrons [the 35th and
36th] were flying combat. Once we
moved up into the forward areas of
New Guinea, we saw a lot of combat.
A significant number of our pilots
did nor like the P-39 or the British
P-400 because it was always being
compared to the “Zero'. Personally

liked it and to me, you just ‘put it on
and then you took it off”.

“The engine was positioned
behind the pilot. The nice wide
landing gear, the nosewheel gave
you excellent visibility when you
were taxying on the ground which
was just the opposite of the P-40s
that were also flying in our area.

In the air, the visibility was also
good. Certainly, the P-39 needed a
supercharger, but so did the P-40.”
The weather over New Guinea was
always a factor in the success of a
mission and it did nort take sides. For
days on end, a solid front of dense

'4 Q‘H\ Pl g ] J
7 were used by the US Navy as radio controlled drones

fog and low-lying clouds remained
over the eastern coast of New
Guinea. These would range from sea
level all the way through 50,0001t
(15,240m).

Lt Ruff continues: “These fronts
might be 1,000 miles long and 100
miles deep and when conditions were
like this, our P-39s and P-400s could
not get over the top of it, around it or
through it. These usually formed up
in the afternoon, which was the main
reason that most of the bombing
raids and dogfights were staged in the
mornings.

“Just before dusk on the evening
of July 21, six of our ‘Headhunter’
Airacobras flew up to a forward
airfield. T was part of the strike force
that was going on a strafing mission
against the Japanese landing at Gona
early the next morning. It would
only take about 20 minutes to reach
the target area, so we didn't have
much time to think about how the
odds were stacked against us.

“On this mission, our nose cannons
were not charged, so we had to
depend on our machine-guns.
Another negative was the fact that

agﬁu

our radios were not functioning like
they should. But, when we came
roaring down over the white beaches,
we knew we had the element of
surprise on our side. We did a lot of
damage to several of the barges that
were unloading supplies and we took
some anti-aircraft fire from some
nearby boats. We hit them hard and
exited the area quickly, but we lost
one of our pilots when his Airacobra
was evidently hit by a 37mm round.
That was the first pilot in our
squadron to be killed in action.”

By the time the P-39 ended its
career with the Air Corps, they had
served in the Canal Zone, New
Guinea, Alaska/Aleutians, North
Africa, Hawaii, Italy, Iceland and
Guadalcanal. At its peak in the
training command, there had been
12 fighter groups Stateside turning
out pilots that would fly Airacobras
in combat.

Satisfied customer
While the P-39 did not become one
of the mass-produced fighter types
to serve extensively with the USAAF
and the RAE it became a legend &

Main picture

Twelve Mile strip at Port
Moresby was home to the
80th Fighter Squadron in
the late summer of 1942.
NORB RUFF

Below

Two ‘Headhunter’ P-400
pilots discussing a
mission. NORB RUFF

“One of the
most successful and

sive squadrons to
n the Pacific was

e ‘Headhunters’, the
80th FS.”
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SPOT R7;\9 4 The cockpit was entered via side doors,
rather than a sliding canopy

Top, left

A P-39 airstrip

in New Guinea
moments after a
Japanese air strike.
NORB RUFF

Top, centre

A 'Headhunter’
down on its nose
af Port Moresby.
NORB RUFF

Main picture
Bell P-390D-1s
on a training

mission in 1942,

NATIONAL ARCHIVES

Bottom right
P-39s of the 8th
Fighter Group in the
southwest Pacific in
1942. M F KIRBY
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within the Soviet Union. Published

production figures by Bell show that

close to 9,600 Airacobras were built
and of this, almost 5,000 were
flown on the Eastern Front.

This was by far the most
productive use of the Airacobra and
Soviet P-39s participated in the
feeding frenzy against the invading
German forces. While the P-39 was
not effective at higher altitudes,
down low it was lethal when used
against any aircraft or targets on
the ground. It was just the type the
Soviets were looking for.

The P-39 was nicknamed ‘Little
Shaver’, derived from ‘shaving’,
which was Soviet slang for strafing,
Airacobras quickly became a
favourite of Russian pilots and
proved to be an exceptional weapon
against German Panzer divisions.

The first P-39s to reach the Soviets
were quickly tested to see how best
they could be deployed against the
Luftwaffe. They recorded speeds of
306mph (492km/h) at ground level
and 363mph at 13,800ft. This put
it on an even par with the Yakovley
Yak-3 and the Mikoyan-Gurevich
MiG-3 which were the two fighters
in mass production in the USSR.
However, neither of these boasted
the Airacobra’s 37mm cannon.

fighting on the
Eastern Front provided the

perfect venue for the P-39 because
of the concentrated masses of
German troops and armour present
target after target for the low-flying,
hard-hitting fighter. The Luftwaffe
used the Ju 87 ‘Stuka’ in the same
manner as the P-39, but the Junkers
type did not have the performance
of the ‘Little Shaver’ and required
top cover.

Both the Germans and Soviets
put great emphasis on supporting
ground troops, so P-39s seldom
had to work above 15,000ft. This
meant that if Messerschmitt Bf 109s
wanted to take on Airacobras, they
had to get down to much lower
altitudes, where they were much less
effective.

A significant number of well-
trained, combat-experienced Soviet
pilots spent most, if not all, of
their combat time on the P-39.

IR
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This tenure produced some of their
top ‘aces’, such as Major Grigorii
Rechkalov who was officially
credited over 50 aerial ‘kills’ while
flying Airacobras. He clocked an
additional six while flying another
type and this put him in the top
five for Russia. Then there was
Colonel Aleksandr I Pokryshkin,
who also finished in the top five
with 59 ‘kills” in the P-39. A full
inventory of Soviet pilots who
scored air-to-air victories in the
‘Little Shaver’ would fill many

pages. @




Men behind
the Airacobra

W i

In July 1942 the RAAF accepted the first of 22 P-39Ds and ‘Fs from

| USAAF stocks and they were given the serials A53-1 to -22. The type
was on inventory for just 18 months when 18 surviving airframes
- seven of which were never issued to units - were returned to the

US. Despite this, several units were issued with P-39s during their
work-up periods in Australia: 23, 24, 82 and 83 Squadrons.

P-39D A53-12 'TY' of 23 Squadron RAAF at Lowood in late 1942. It served with
23 from August 17, 1942 to February 26, 1943 and later served with
o 83 and 24 Squadrons. If was damaged beyond repair in a forced
landing during a practice interception on July 1, 1943 and reduced to
COMPONents. RAAF VIA ANDREW THOMAS
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Although it wasn'’t popular with the
USAAF or the RAF, the Airacobra
was loved by the Russians. Pete
West profiles a Red Air Force P-39Q
- the most widely-used variant

n the early months of 1942,

the shape of a new fighter type

was seen in the skies over the

Soviet Union. The machines,
former RAF Airacobra Is, had
arrived in January of that year and
were initially assigned to a special
test unit for evaluation before
entering operational service in May.
Just short of 5,000 examples were
supplied to the USSR — more than
any other ‘western’ type transferred
to the nation by the Allies.

The most numerous variant in
service with the Red Air Force was
the ‘Q’ models, with around 3,290
examples being delivered. Its firepower
included a 0.50in machine gun
mounted in a pod under each wing,

Bell P-39Q Airacobra ‘26’ of the Red Air Force.
PETE WEST-2011
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SPOT p7:'®48 The Soviets nicknamed the

fighter ‘Kobrushka’ - little cobra

Hammer of the

USSR

but this was widely regarded as overkill
— literally — and was often removed.
The Airacobra was well-liked in the
USSR and achieved many ‘kills’ at

the hands of the nation’s top fighter
pilots, such as Grigorii Rechkalov and
Aleksandr Pokryshkin.

The example illustrated forced
landed in Finland

e ———————cvO SIS SR

during
World War Two and eventually
joined the Aviation Museum of
Central Finland. It was restored

in the late 1990s and is believed

to be on show at the Anti-Aircraft
Museum at Tuusula, some 18 miles

(29kms) from Helsinki.




Airacobra
in profile

O P-39s intended for RAF use went to the Russians and the Australians

July 2011 FLYPAST 73







