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Given enough dedication, the hardcore military aircraft enthu­
siast can wade through a number of designation lists and study a 
variety of publications to the point of being able to clear up just 
about all of the confusion surrounding fighter aircraft designa­
tions. Even the apparent gaps in the series can be filled in. For 
example, it is found that the P-73 and P-74 designations were 
never assigned; the F-98 and F-99 designations are discovered to 
have belonged respectively to the Hughes Falcon and Boeing 
Bomarc interceptor missiles; the XF-1 03 is found to have been a 
stillborn, stainless-steel, turbo-ramjet-powered Republic intercep­
tor; and the F-108 designation turns out to have been assigned to 
the huge, high-altitude, long-range North American Rapier inter­
ceptor that was canceled in the mockup stage. 1 ' 2 

One puzzle has remained, however, because until now there 
has never been a satisfactory answer to the question: What was 
the F-109? 

Considerable misinformation has been published with regard 
to the F-109 designation. A Ryan-built VTOL fighter project has 
been suggested 3 ; a McDonnell two-seat interceptor has been men­
tioned 4 ; and Swanborough & Bowers refer to a Bell VTOL 
fighter, even giving two USAF serial numbers. 5 But the fact of 
the matter is that there never was an F-1 09! That is, not offi­
cially. Let me e.l}.plain. 

The earliest known mention of an F-109 occurred in Spring, 
1955, in connection with the development of a two-seat intercep­
tor derivative of the McDonnell F-IOlA Voodoo tactical fighter. 
As the interceptor program neared the hardware go-ahead, Hq. 
USAF was asked to assign the F-109 designation to the new 
fighter. 6 This request was denied, with the result that the now 
well-known F-1 01 B designation was used instead. 

Having remained unused for several years, the F-109 designa­
tion was next requested in the late 1950s for application to an 
experimental VTOL fighter project underway at Bell Aerosys­
tems. This project had started in 1956 as a response to a Navy 
competition, later continuing under joint USN/USAF support 
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after the Air Force had defined its interest in the VTOL fighter 
concept. When Navy enthusiasm waned, the project continued 
under USAF auspices. The program reached the full-scale mockup 
stage in 1958, and in January 1959 the USAF prepared a proto­
type contract for two examples of the aircraft as Weapon System 
WS-318A. 7 Bell's in-house designation for the aircraft was Model 
D188A.8 

As the D188A evolved into a well-defined configuration, at­
tempts were made to have a USAF fighter designation assigned to 
the aircraft. In February 1958, Hq. USAF rejected a request that 
the Bell fighter be designated XF-109A, on the grounds that the 
decision had not yet been made to proceed into the hardware 
stage with the aircraft.9 Again in early 1959, in connection with 
the anticipated Air Force prototype contract, assignment of the 
XF-109A designation was requested. Instead of a go-ahead, how­
ever, the Bell Dl88A program was given a termination notice. Of 
course, the XF-109A designation was once again denied.9 

Bell attempted repeatedly to revive the Dl88A program, but 
the Air Force stood by its termination decision, believing the pro­
totype program to be too costly for such a high-risk endeavor. As 
far as the U.S. Armed Forces were concerned, the Bell Dl88A 
had become a dead issue, 10 and because of its association with 
this project, the F-109 designation "died" as well (what manufac­
turer would care to have his aircraft associated with the rejected 
Bell fighter?). And, now that the U.S. fighter aircraft numbering 
sequence has been started over again at F-1, it's a safe bet that 
there never will be an F-1 09. 

The USAF serial numbers supposedly assigned to the "Bell 
XF-109" s, 11 were apparently the result of a Bell artist's imagina­
tion. The numbers involved, 59-2109 and 60-2715, appeared in Bell 
artwork related to the D188A; the former number was also used on 
Bell's full-scale mockup, along with the "XF-1 09" designation. Ac­
tually, USAF records show that 59-2109 was an IM-99B Bomarc 
missile, while 60-2715 was a GAM-83A Bull pup missile. 12 



Bell's full-scale mockup of the D188A. Note how the wingtip engine pods 
rotated for VTOL. Data stencil on fuselage side (above "U.S.") reads "U.S. 
AIR FORCE XF-109, A.F. SERIAL NO. 59-2109." Bell photo. 
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