A brief history and round-up of

. remaining Helldivers -

Jarrod Cotter profiles the

US Navy’s last pure dive-bomber

RIGINATING IN 1938 in response

to a tight US Navy specification,
the prototype XSB2C-1 first flew on
December 18, 1940, but then crashed
just a few weeks later. The
investigation and changing
requirements led to numerous
development problems which delayed
the Curtiss SB2C Helldiver’s entry into
service until long after the planned
deadline. Around 880 design changes
were made and the extensively
revised production SB2C-1 did not fly
until June 1942. It incorporated a new
rear fuselage with a larger tail,
increased defensive armament and
more armour protection, amongst the
staggering amount of revisions.

That said, the SB2C eventually
proved to be a formidable and highly
versatile weapon, making its combat
debut in November 1943 when the
type participated in a raid on Rabaul.
The Helldiver saw its first major
engagements in June 1944 during the
Battle of the Philippine Sea — and
thereafter took over the mantle as the

INSET: SB2C
Helldiver ‘109’
prepares to take the
wire on the USS
Intrepid in
November 1944.
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Helldivers gained
the name ‘Big
Tailed Beast’ for
obvious reasons!
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US Navy'’s primary strike aircraft from
the Douglas SBD Dauntless. During its
service in the ensuing offensive
operations throughout the Pacific, the
Helldiver delivered bombs and
torpedoes with pinpoint accuracy and
additionally could strafe with cannon,
machine-guns and rockets.

Some 7,200 Helldivers were
constructed, including licence-built
SBF-1/3/4Es manufactured by
Fairchild, Canada, and SBW-
1/1B/3/4E/5s produced by the
Canadian Car and Foundry. As well as
seeing service with the US Navy, it
was also operated by the US Marine
Corps as the SB2C-1A, the USAAF as
the A-25A Shrike, the Royal Navy (26

SBW-1Bs) and Royal Australian Air
Force (ten Shrikes). The SB2C was
phased out of US military service in
June 1949. Other countries that went
on to use the later-built SB2C-5 were
France, Greece, Italy, Portugal and
Thailand. The type was last flown by
Italy in February 1959.

Of the eleven Helldivers known to
be remaining, only one is airworthy -
SB2C-5 83589 ‘32’ operated by the
Commemorative Air Force’s (CAF)
West Texas Wing. The ‘-5’ model was
the last variant of the type, with
production beginning in February
1945. This late wartime manufacture




meant that few ‘-5s" reached active
squadrons before war’s end. The
variant is distinguished by a frameless
sliding pilot’s canopy, four-bladed
spinner-less propeller, increased fuel
capacity and the tail hook fixed in an
extended position.

The CAF’s SB2C was in Navy service
from July 5, 1945, until August 31,
1948. It was assigned as a pool aircraft
at various locations mostly in

California, and received its final
assignment at NAS Corpus Christi,
Texas, in April 1948. Following
retirement it was declared surplus in
October of that year.

On leaving the Navy, 83589 was
used by an aeronautical school for
several years before being procured by
The Air Museum, Ontario, California,
in May 1963. A CAF member
purchased the Helldiver and donated it
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LEFT: This
unidentified SB2C
seen during the
1960s or 1970s is
thought to be the
CAF example — can
any reader confirm?
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CENTRE LEFT: SB2C-5
83321 on display at
the Hellenic Air
Force Museum.
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BELOW LEFT: SB2C-3
19075 seen at the
Yanks Air Museum
in October 2001.
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RIGHT: The US
Naval Aviation
Museum, Pensacola,
houses 83479.
KEY-MARK NICHOLLS

to the organisation on December 20,
1971.

Following an engine failure in 1982,
and the resultant extensive damage
caused to the aircraft as it made an
emergency landing, thousands of man
hours combined with over $200,000
resulted in the Helldiver returning to
the skies in 1988. The current colours
and markings worn by this extremely
rare aircraft are those of the carrier
USS Franklin CV-13.

Serial Civilian  Location

- Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA

- Kailua, Hawaii, USA

- Kailua, Hawaii, USA

75552 Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA

76805 Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA

= Sea-Air-Space Museum, New York,
USA

19075 N4250Y  Yanks Air Museum, Chino,
California, USA

83321 Hellenic AF Museum, Tatoi AB,
Greece

83410 Royal Thai AF Museum, Bangkok,
Thailand

83479 US Naval Aviation Museum,
Pensacola, Florida, USA

83589 NX92879 CAF West Texas Wing, Texas, USA
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