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references to the XP-59A would be likely to assume that it was
no more than a revised version of the earlier project.
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and as a further concession to secrecy, no allocation of the
usual serial numbers was made until after the prototypes had
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19 Control column 47 Air scoop
20 External canopy release 48 Removable hatch (radio
21 Throttle switch compartment)
22 Pilot's seat 49 Bulkhead
23 Removable panel h(Q Aerial
24 Gunsight 51 Dorsal recognition light
25 Bullet-resistant windshield 52 Command set antenna
26 Hinged canopy 53 Access panel
- 27 Self-sealing fuel cells (290 54 Main circumferential frame
US gal/1 097 | capacity) 55 Aluminium alloy skinning
28 False (forward) spar 656 Longitudinal stringers
29 Butted skin joint 57 Longeron
30 Forward spar 68 Control cables
31 Wing skinning b9 Lift tube
32 Starboard navigation light 60 Tailplane root fillet
33 Aileron
34 Aileron tab
35 Wingribs
36 Access panels
37 Faps
38 |FF antenna spike
39 Rear spar 15 \ 14 : ’
40 Starboard mainwheel well FA
41 Aerial lead-In =20 W W
4\ H 16

— fitted with dummy propeller and canvas covers to help
preserve security — was towed 35 mls (56 km) along a pubhic
highway to Hawes Field (a satellite of what later became the
George AFB) where it made one flight on 11 March. Becausc
of worries about security, however, the aircraft was then
moved to Harpers Lake, some few miles distant, where it
remained until 7 April. Once this aircraft had returned to
Muroc, the rate of flight testing began to accelerate, helped
also by the third prototype which joined the programme late in
April.

Bell, meanwhile, was into production of the service test
batch of 13 YP-59As that had been ordered on 26 March 1943.

32

-
L] L] T

Bell P-59A Airacomet A - P
Cutaway Drawing Key N\ —

1 Three 0:5-in (12,7-mm) AN 31

" machine gun barrels L
37-mm cannon muzzle AN
Nose landing lamp RN\
Nosewheel oleo-pneumatic A

Forward lift tube access plate - WX |
Torque link RN
Towing link - NN
Retractable nosewheel
Cantilever strut
Nosewheel door
Retracting link

Nose gear access plate
Gun camera
Ammunition magazines
Removable panels

16 Forward bulkhead

17 External power supply
18 Rudder pedal assembly

NMPEPWN-_200N~JOO0T 0K

=\

1 12 ) Py .
i4'; :
. . ‘I'I
3 5 @ |
o 10
7
7 61 Dorsal fatring
g AR 62 Starboard tailplane
: : 63 Starboard elevator
" o 64 Aerial attachment
: 65 Fin spar
66 Fin structure
67 Rudder post
42 Receiver-dynamotor unit 68 Pitot head
43 Transmitter 69 Rudder upper hinge
44 Antenna relay 70 Rudder
45 Modulator - 71 Rudder fixed tab |
46 Receiver-transmitter 72 Rear navigation light
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shock-strut AN \\ V)

These aircraft were substantiaily the same as the prototypes in
external appearance but had rearward-sliding, instead of
sideways-hinged, cockpit canopies; they were intended to be
powered by the improved General Electric I-16 (later J31)
turbojet with a rating of 1,650 1b st (748 kgp) compared with
the 1,300 1b st (590 kgp) or so actually produced by the I-A
engines. The USAAF also directed that the final four YP-59As
should each have an armament of one 37-mm cannon and
three 0-50-in (12,7-mm) machine guns, all in the nose, instead
of the two-cannon armament that would be retained by the
first nine YP-59As.

The first two YP-59As reached Muroc in June 1943, and the

80 Ventral fin
81 Exhaust taii pipe
| 82 Wingroot fairing
33 83 Access panels
84 Non-slip walkway {port and

NN starboard)

8b Centre-section wingroot rib
~ _ 86 General Electric J31-GE-3
. turbojet
h = - 87 Forward spar/fuselage
=AW = attachment
NN\ ; 83 Engine accessories

34

899 |

90 -

/3 Elevator tab 89 Engine air intake
74 Port elevator 90 Engine access removable
75 Access panels panels

76 Port tailplane structure 91 Auxiliary drop tank (150 US
77 Tailplane end rib gal/568 | capacity)

78 Tailskid bumper shoe 92 Fuel filler cap

79 Rear bulkhead 93 Self-sealing fuel cells

first flight was made there (by the second aircraft) on 18
August 1943, I-A engines being fitted because the I-16s were
not yet ready. With these lower-rated engines, the aircraft
demonstrated a speed of 389 mph (626 km/h) at 35,160 ft
(10717 m) and 350 mph (563 km/h) at sea level, the gross
weight being 8,900 1b (4 037 kg). Time to reach 30,000 ft (9 145
m) was 18-82 mins. Installation of I-16s in the YP-59A in due
course increased the maximum speed to 409 mph (658 km/h) at

35,000 ft (10675 m).

The first YP-59A was the second to fly, this event taking |

94 Port mainwheel 7
95 Wheel fork 7
96 Retracting link : »

.......
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This rare three-view shows the basic configuration of the XP-39B, a

single-engined derivative of the Airacomet design on which Bell did some

work before USAF decided to entrust the development of a similar
fighter to Lockheed.

Bell P-S9A Specification

Power Plant: Two General Electric I-16 (J31-GE-3) turbojets
each rated at 1,650 1b st (748 kgp) at 16,500 rpm. Fuel capacity,
290 US gal (1 0971) in self-sealing tanks in the wings; provision
for two 150 US gal (5681) drop tanks under wings.
Performance: Max speed, 409 mph (658 km/h) at 35,000 ft
(10670 m), 376 mph (605 km/h) at 5,000 ft (1 525 m); cruising
speed (60 per cent power), 298 mph (480 km/h) at 20,000 ft (6 095
m); cruising range, 240 mls (386 km) at 20,000 ft (6 100 m); range
with drop tanks, 520 mls (837 km); rate of climb, 3,200 ft/min
(16,3 m/sec) at 5,000 ft (1 525 m); time to 10,000 ft (3050 m), 3-2
min; time to 20,000 ft (6 100 m), 7-4 min; time to 30,000 ft (9 150
m), 15-5 min; service ceiling, 46,200 ft (14 090 m).
Weights: Empty, 7,950 1b (3 606 kg); normal loaded, 10,882 1b
(4909 kg); max overload, 13,000 1b (5902 kg).

Dimensions: Span, 45 ft 6 in (13,87 m); length, 38 ft 13 In

(11,62 m); height, 12 ft 0 in (3,65 m); wing area, 386 sq ft

(35,86 m?2); dihedral, 3 deg 30 min; undercarriage track, 18

ft 6 in (5,64 m).

Armament: One 37-mm M4 cannon with 44 rounds and

three 0-50-in (12,7-mm) machine guns with 200 rpg.
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(Below) The XP-594 is seen here crudely camoufiaged with the help of a dummy propeller, for ground handling at the Rogers Dry Lake, Muroc

( Above) Another view of the first
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third XP-59A in the course of their testing at Muroc, to allow
flight test observers to be carried.

The gunnery trials with YP-59A No 13 covered the firing
only of the three machine guns, in dives at speeds from 220
mph (354 km/h) to 340 mph (547 km/h), and they showed that
poor directional stability at speeds above 290 mph (467 km/h)
made the Airacomet a poor gun platform. Spinning trials were
started late in December 1943 and led to the introduction of a
small ventral fin to enhance the aircraft’s spin recovery
characteristics, this programme being completed on 11
February 1944. On the 5th of the same month, a two-week
programme of accelerated service tests began at Muroc to
assess the tactical suitability of the Airacomet, three YP-59As
being flown in mock combat with a P-47D Thunderbolt and a
P-38J Lightning. The Airacomet was found to be outclassed in
performance and manoeuvrability by the piston-engined types
and the report of the Army Air Forces Board on these tests
concluded that the P-59 was not “operationally or tactically
suited for combat™ but would be ““an excellent aircraft for . . .
research on jet power plants and pressure cabins” and “‘an
excellent tratning ship in that its low wing-loading makes the
airplane very safe ... and ... it has two engines”.

Flight testing of the Airacomets came to an end at Muroc on
27 February 1944, by which time the three XP-59As and six
YP-359As there had totalled 242-5 hrs with no major mishap. In
June 1944, however, in the course of dive tests conducted by
Bell test pilot Jack Woolams from the company’s airfield at
Niagara Falls, in the 10th YP-59A, the undercarriage extended
suddenly and violently, breaking the downlocks, and a belly
landing was made. In a continuation of the diving trials in a P-
59A later that year, the entire tail unit of the aircraft broke
away, Woolams escaping by parachute.

Bell had entered negotiations with the USAAF in June 1943
1n respect of possible full scale production of its jet fighter, and
a contract for 100 P-59As was eventually confirmed on 11
March 1944 — fewer than Bell had hoped but enough for a
three-squadron Fighter Group and as many as General
Electric could expect to power, in view of the then rather slow
rate of engine production. In the course of YP-59A testing, a
number of modifications had been evolved, all of which were
to feature on the P-59A production model. These included
squared-off wing tips that reduced the span from 49 ft (14,9 m)
to 45-5 ft (13-9 m) and the area from 400 sq ft (37,16 m?) to 386
sq ft (35,86 m?); a squared-off fin and rudder plus the ventral
fin already mentioned; strengthened aft fuselage; metal (in
place of fabric) covered flaps and ailerons, the latter being
pressure balanced; up-locks for the main undercarriage legs
and repositioned pitot-static tube, from under the port wing to
the fin. The engines were to be 1-16s similar to those flying in
the YP-59As.

( Above right) One of the production batch of P-59Bs wearing the markings of the Naval Air Test Center, Patuxent, it was allocated the BuAer serial

64108. ( Below) A radio-controlled P-59B (farthest from the camera) and the final YP-59 A4 modified as a drone controller, with extra cockpit in the nose.
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