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Tex Johnston lifts Cobra Il fromthe runway at N agara Falls, N Y. Minicipal Airport beginning his flight

to Aeveland, Chio for the 1946 National Air Races.

COBRA... .

Alvin M Johnston, better known by his nicknane of
"Tex", stood rel axed by the side of his 1946 Thonpson
Trophy winning P-39 racing plane. He shifted the weight
of his tired frame fromone leg to the other slowy eas-
ing the tension fromhis body. Around his neck he wore
the synbolic rose studded weath proclaining his victo-
ry in the Thonpson Trophy Race. As the camera shutters
snapped, Tex accepted the congratul ati ons of Thonpson
Products' President, Fred C Crawford, together with
those of Tony LeVier and Earl Otnan, the second and
third place wi nners, respectively. Behind this fleeting
nmonent of triunph |ay three months of planning, hard
work and tragedy.

The idea of entering the 1946 Thonmpson Trophy Race
devel oped during a conversation between Tex Johnston and
Jack Wol ans. At the tine, Jack was Chief Test Pilot

for Bell Aircraft Corporation in N agara Falls, New York.

Tex was assistant Chief Test Pilot for Bell and both nen
were part of a team of experienced professional test pi-
lots hard at work on Bell's research aircraft activi-
ties. Wol ans was being groomed to fly the Bell X-I
resear ch vehicle which was to undergo powered flights
later in the year.

Af t er considerabl e thought, both nen agreed they
coul d cook up a good conversion for the Bell P-39 Aira-
cobra that woul d enable the aircraft to make an excel -
lent showing at the races. Gadually, the idea took
shape and caught the enthusiasmof others. Bob Stanley,
experinmental test pilot for Arerica's first jet air-
craft, the Bell XP-59A Airacomet, and then responsible
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for engineering flight test operations, broached the
idea to Larry Bell, president of Bell Arcraft Corpora-
tion. Stanley succeeded in gaining the authorization
and support of Bell and the idea of entering the Thonp-
son race was transformed into reality. Al though Larry
Bell was willing to augment the project by nmaking avail -
abl e technical assistance and plant facilities, he in-
sisted that the entire adventure be legally divorced
fromdirect Bell sponsorship. Fortunately, circum
stances were to provide the two forenost ingredients

to get the ball rolling; an existing |egal organiza-
tion to" assune responsibility for the racing activities
and availability of two aircraft suitable for conver-
sion to racers.

The former was an inactive but legally constituted
corporation known as Skylanes Unlinmited. Early in 1946
two Bell men pool ed their financial resources and form
ed the Skylanes venture to revanp a Navy surplus Lock-
heed PV-1 patrol bonber into a conmercial aircraft cap-
abl e of charter service for passengers and freight.

Bell test pilot Chalners "Slick" Goodlin and engi neer
Lick Frost purchased the surplus Lockheed and proceeded
with the conversion. Wrk took place in one of the two
ol d wooden hangars constructed during the war and | o-
cated adjacent to the Nagara Falls Airport. Like hun-
dreds of their contenporaries, the two nen envisioned
this as the first step towards a charter and aircraft
conver si on business for the anticipated post-war avia-
tion boom Unfortunately, the over-crowded narket never
fully materialized and both nen were soon left with
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Profile view of the "Q Mdel Bell P-39 Airacobra, the

counterpart of the two converted racers. (Bell 41912)

di sappoi ntnent and debt and only the name of a corpora-
tion. But the decline of the charter service coincided
wi th the proposed racing venture and thus, Skylanes ul -
timately fulfilled a use for which it was never intend-
ed; a ready-nade organization distinct fromBell Air-
craft Corporation.

The second el enent necessary to literally get the
project off the ground was the acquisition of an air-
craft that would lend itself for conversion into a ra-
cer. The selection of a Bell fighter aircraft for the
task was perhaps a natural since the principals involved
were all experienced Bell test pilots. But again, cir-
cunst ances conbined to nmake the aircraft imediately
avai | abl e.

During the early stages of the post-war period,
Bel | Aircraft was engaged in sone experinental work for
the U S Navy. This work consisted of nodifying a
coupl e of P-63 Kingcobras into swept wing configurations
for subsequent aerodynamc testing. As the conversion
effort progressed, center of gravity probl ens devel oped
whi ch necessitated the installation of a lighter propel-
ler. It was decided to renove the standard four-bl aded
P-63 propeller and replace it with a lighter three-bla-
ded nodel froma P-39 Airacobra. At the time, the gov-
ernment want ed $1500.00 for this type of propeller while
surplus P-39s were available for only $750. 00 each.

Taki ng advantage of this condition, Bell Aircraft pro-
cured two surplus P-39 aircraft and thereby obtained two
propellers for the price of one, and two P-39Q 10-BE
fighters. They were purchased fromthe War Assets Ad-
mnistration and flown to the Bell plant fromthe Air
Force surplus depot at Wal nut R dge, Arkansas. The swept
wi ng P-63 conversion, conpany designated as L-39, was
then brought to conpletion and, it just so happened, two
P-39s were left available for use by Skylanes Unlimt-
ed's racing venture.

The pl anes were obtained by the Skylanes group for
the nom nal sumof one dollar each in what was sinply a
paper transaction. To get the project under way, Sky-
lanes Unlinited contracted with Bell Aircraft to nmake
engine and airframe nodifications as well as conduct ae-
rodynanmic flight tests. To preserve the legal distinc-
tion between the Bell Corporation and the racing endea-
vor, key personnel that were to work on the two pl anes
took | eaves of absence fromthe conpany and were placed
on the payroll of Skylanes Unlimted.

Equi pped with the two P-39s, the Skyl anes organi za-
tion, consisting of Slick Goodlin as president together
wi th Tex Johnston and Jack Whol ans, set up shop in one
of the Bell Aircraft flight test hangars on the edge of
the Niagara Falls Minicipal Airport.

To acconplish the task of converting the two mli-
tary fighters into racing planes, a select crew of Bell
personnel was invited to join in the venture. Assum ng
the duties of Project Engineer was Marvin "Lefty"MEuen.
Until the end of the war, Lefty had lived with the P-39

Not e 3-bl aded propel | er obtained fromP-39Q 10s on U.S.
Navy L-39, swept wing P-63 conversion. (Bell 73114)

and its successor, the P-63, as Project Engineer for
nodel s Kthrough Q on the Airacobra and the C version
of the Kingcobra. Wrking with McEuen was Art Krege
whose credentials included flight |ine devel opnent ex-
perience with alnost every experinental Bell Airplane
since the beginning of the war. Art attended to the
flight Iine operation and becane crew chief for both
pl anes. Wiat Art and Lefty didn't know about a P-39
wasn't worth bothering to renenber. This wealth of
know edge and experience forned the nucleus for the Sky-
| anes teamwhi ch was conposed of approximately ten
speci alists and the pilots.

Since only two planes were to be nodified and fl own
inthe races, a flip of the coin between the three pi -
lots determned that Jack and Tex would fly the racers
while Slick CGoodlin would act as backup pilot for the
trio. Wth this settled, work on the planes began.

Both aircraft were conpletely stripped down and ev-
ery piece of non-essential equipnent discarded. Mre
than 200 pounds of arnor plate, weapon systens and ac-
cessories, transmtting and receiving radi os, and bat-
teries constituted sone of the twenty-odd maj or conpo-
nents that were removed. The heavy sel f-sealing fuel
tanks were renoved and repl aced by specially construct-
ed light weight fuel cells built by U S. Rubber Conpany.
These bl adder type fuel bags proved to be very effective
and elimnated the | eakage probl enms encountered by other
racing entrants that sinply tried to seal off portions
of the wing structure after renoving the original tanks.
In addition to the fuel tanks, the starter assenbly was
sacrificed in favor of a lighter hand-operated inertia
starter augnented by a ground power supply. Wen the
revanpi ng was conpl ete, over a 1000 pounds of excess
wei ght had been renoved.

e of the nost significant nodifications to both
pl anes was the conversion of the | anding gear electri-
cal systemfrom2kto 36 volts. As a result, the |and-
ing gear retracted in less than five seconds. This
particul ar feature woul d soon prove its worth during
the start of the Thonpson race.

The standard engi ne for production P-39Q aircraft
was the Allison V-1710-85 nodel. During the conversion,
these engines were renoved fromthe planes and repl aced
by V-1710-135 nodel s with a manufacturer's rating of
1425 horsepower at take-off. Atotal of four of these
| ate model Allisons were purchased from government sur-
pl us stocks thus providing each plane with a spare.
Under the supervision of Bell's Jack Berner, two of the
engi nes were conpletely torn down. Bill Wse, Alison
D vision technical representative, traveled up to Bell
Aircraft with sufficient hardware to rebuild both en-
gines. The principal modification to the engines was
the installation of new piston assenblies with special -
Iy shaped dormes to counteract the probl emof detonation
during continued operation at nmaxi numpower settings.

M nor changes were al so nade to the oil systemin the
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accessory case prior to final assenbly. Wen the changes
were finished, the two engines were taken fromthe Bell
plant to the flight line for installation in the racers.

Nei t her engi ne used an auxiliary supercharger as
this woul d have drai ned away usabl e horsepower while con-
tributing nothing to low altitude performance. A water
injection systemwas used, however, to increase nass
flow through the engine as well as reduce conbustion tem
peratures and avoid detonation. The injection system
was borrowed froma P-63 installation and was essenti al -
Iy the same with only mnor changes in plunbing. A sev-
enty-five gallon tank was pl aced forward of the cockpit
in the gun conpartnent and filled with a water-al cohol
sol ution.

To absorb the increased power output of the new en-
the unused four-bl aded propellers fromthe L-39
project were installed. It is interesting to note that

sone production variants of the "Q Mdels enployed a
four-bladed propeller. The Q10 nodel did not, however,
and the addition of the large propeller was a signifi-
cant change.

Wth the nodifications listed the Allison engine in
Tex Johnston's plane was capabl e of 85 inches dynanic
mani fol d pressure while turning 3400 revol utions per
mnute. Under these conditions, the engine devel oped
appr oxi mately 2000 horsepower. The engine in Jack
Wool ans' racer was capabl e of simlar perfornance.

Both planes were now in flying condition and Tex
and Jack began flight tests. It soon becane evident
that the oil cooling capacity was insufficient for the
hi gh powered engines. A severe frothing condition de-

gi ne,
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veloped with the existing oil system As a consequence,
oi |l capacity was increased fromeight to thirteen gal -
lons with the addition of an auxiliary oil tank coupl ed
to a newoil cooler. The new oil cooler was nmounted

am dshi ps bel ow the center wing section. A large flow
through air scoop was fashioned around the oil cool er
to duct fresh air over the heat exchanger. The aft
section of the scoop was shuttered to regulate air flow
based upon oil tenperature. Finally, at Art Krege's
suggestion, an oil foam ng depressant was obtained from
Sohio (Standard G| Conpany of Chio) and added to the
oil. A though never conpletely |icked, the frothing
condi tion was now nini m zed.

External ly, both P-39s were little changed from
their mlitary counterparts. |In addition to the belly
scoop, there were certain other differences. The pitot
tube assenbly was rermoved fromthe wing and mounted in
the hol | ow propel | er shaft which fornerly housed the
37 nmcannon installation. The base of the pitot tube
shaft was faired into the contour of the propeller spin-
ner. As flight testing continued, two other changes
were dictated. The tremendous anounts of torque pro-
duced by the new engi ne and propel | er conbination
pronpted the attachrment of a fixed trimtab to the
rudder in addition to the novable tab. The nost note-
worthy change resulting directly fromflight testing,
however, was the replacement of fabric coverings on
the control surfaces with nmetal skin.

Revanpi ng the control surfaces was brought about
by the near fatal sequence of events experienced by
Tex Johnston during a test flight in his racer over

Fromleft, Tex Johnston,

organi zation standing in front of Cobra Il during pre-race conditioning.

Slick Goodlin and Jack Whol ans, principals in the revitalized Skylanes Unlimted

(Phot o- - Bel | 70035)
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Jack Wbol ans and Tex Johnston (r.) pose in front of the Skylanes Unlimted racing stable.
is inthe foreground with the yellow Cobra Il behind it.

Lake Ontario. After leaving the NNagara Falls airport,
Tex wheel ed the plane around and headed north toward
the | ake where all pre-race flight testing was conduct-
ed. Dropping down to a height of only fifty feet above
the water, he progressively brought the engine to full
throttle. Wth the racer indicating over 420 mles per
hour, Tex glanced out of the cockpit and noticed the
fabric on the ailerons starting to balloon. Suddenly,
the control stick whipped out of his grasp. The plane
reacted violently and instantly tucked over toward the
water. Fortunately, the stick caught in the crook of
his armand Tex was i medi ately able to right the pl ane.
The P-39 cane so close to the water that nearby fisher-
men reported seeing considerable spray kicked up from
the wash of the flashing propeller. It was |later deter-
m ned that the Airacobra had sustained a nine G I oading
during the extrene maneuver. Cause of the near ni shap
had been a severe high speed flutter in the el evator
and trimtab surfaces which in turn caused a structural
failure in the left elevator.

On the strength of his skill as a pilot, Tex was
able to bring the crippled P-39 back to the airport.
Damage to the plane forced himto land at a speed of 155
mles per hour; no nean feat initself. As aresult of
this experience, the fabric on all control surfaces was
stripped and replaced with metal skin. The flutter gen-
erated by the trimtab at high speed was resol ved by re-
sorting to a fixed elevator tab. The incidence of the
new trimtab was determned enpirically through subse-
quent flight testing. Control stick |oads inposed by
the el evators averaged about five to seven pounds in
flight over the full speed range, fromnear stalling to
maxi numvel ocity, after the hurried fix.

Ti me was by now growi ng short and the Bell team of
pilots, engineers and mechani cs were working al nost a-
round the clock to put the finishing touches on the ra-
cers. The results of their |abors began to pay off as
Jack Whol ans ran a speed check on his plane and indi ca-
ted a very respectable 425 nmiles per hour. Tex took up
the sister ship and approached the sane speed. As the

The red Cobra |
(Photo--Bel I 70271)

trials continued, both planes devel oped about equally
with respect to performance. Wth the final nodifica-
tions nearly conplete, the racers were given a coat of
primer paint preparatory to the final color coat. |In
the end, four color coats of gl ossy paint were applied
to each plane. Wol ans' racer was painted a brilliant
red whil e Johnston's received a bright yellow The
trimcolor for both airplanes was black. The pilots
settled on the nickname of "Cobra" for their racers and
this was inscribed on the planes with Jack's ship be-
comng Cobra | and Tex's taking on the markings of Co-
bra Il. Racing nunbers "75" and "84" were assigned to
CGobra | and Il respectively.

Wth the exception of the red and yel |l ow base col -
ors, the twin racers were identical in configuration
and marking. Cedit for the selection of the colors and
trimarrangenent belonged to the pilots. In their fi-
nal dress, the racers were beyond a doubt, the nost
colorful and distinctive to enter the 1946 National Air
Races.

The week before the Labor Day weekend, the weather
dawned fair and cool. |In Nagara Falls, the Skylanes
group worked endlessly to put the final touches on the
twin racers. Amdst the feverish preparation, a feeling
of excitement prevailed as Art Krege coaxed and cursed
the liquid-cooled Allison engines into finely tuned
i nstruments.

Work was finally conpl eted on Monday, the 26th of
August. At five-thirty that same afternoon, the pilots
took the racers up for one last check flight. The trial
runs finished, the planes were bedded down over night
awaiting the next day's flight into develand, Chio.

Art Krege and Lefty McEuen departed for Oeveland with
two car |oads of Bell personnel to set up field opera-
tions at the Minicipal Airport.

The following norning, Tex and Jack sparked the
Cobras to life and lifted themfromthe N agara Falls
Airport for the short trip to develand. That sane
Tuesday afternoon, both pilots put their planes through
the prelimnary flight tests over Oeveland Airport as
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required by the racing commttee. This acconplished,
trial runs began around the thirty-mle race course for
fam liarization. The race course was inadequately narked
and al t hough both Tex and Jack were ready for the quali-
fication trials, the tests had to be postponed.

It wasn't until late Tuesday afternoon that the Arny
barrage ball oons arrived and were positioned on the
course narking each leg with the exception of the hone
pylon. This pylon was a conventional steel tower struc-
ture with the traditional checkeredbuntingdraped down
the sides. On Wednesday, veteran racing pilot Tony
Le Vier piloted his flaning red Lockheed Lightning a-
round t he course on an inspection flight to determne
whet her the new markers woul d be sufficiently visible du-
ring high speed flight. Wth this conplete, qualifica-
tions were inmediately schedul ed. Threateni ng weat her
hung over O evel and skies, however, and the qualifica-
tions were further delayed. 1In spite of this handi cap,
Tex Johnston took Cobra Il around the circuit for an
unofficial trial and averaged 375 mles per hour.

Thur sday brought some inproverment in the weather
and with a 1500 foot ceiling, the pilots began the of-
ficial tine trials. Jack Wol ans pushed Cobra | around
the track at a scorching 392.7 nmile per hour pace to
establish a new qualifying record. Tex placed his nane
on the starting list for the Thonpson Trophy Race with
a speed of 348.5 mles per hour. The apparent differen-
tial in qualifying speeds of the twin racers was m s-
leading. A later check of the elapsed time for Tex's
flight revealed an error in the conputations and he
subsequently received credit for a qualifying speed of
409.1 mles per hour and thus earned the pol e position
for Cobra ll.

After his return to the field followi ng the quali-
fying run, Jack indicated that the Allison engine in
Cobra | was detonating on himand, on the spur of the
nmorrent, decided to return to the Bell plant and have
one of the spare engines installed. Art Krege offered
to fly back with himby riding in the after cabin space
to the rear of the pilot's seat. Jack refused though,
believing that the job wouldn't take long and the
nmechani cs back at the Bell plant could easily nake the
change.

Late Thursday, Jack brought Cobra | back to the
N agara Falls field and made arrangenents for Harry
Sylvies and Charles McAdans to change engines. Both
men had worked on the two Cobras previously during the
nodi fication stage but had del ayed going to d evel and
until the races began. They set to work tearing out
the Allison and preparing to install the replacenent.

By four o' clock Friday afternoon, the work on Co-

bra | was nearing conpletion. About this time, Jack
Berner strolled out to the flight line to see for him
sel f how the engine switch was progressing. As he ap-

proached the ranp area, hesaw Wl | ans inpatiently pac-
ing up and down in front of the plane waiting for the
job to be conpleted.

Berner asked Wol ans if he would |ike himto
"stick around and hel p run-up the engine for a ground
check"”. He rem nded Wol ans that the spare engi nes had
only the factory run-in time and shoul d be checked out.
Wool ans declined, saying he woul d take care of the run-
up out at the end of the runway before he nade his
test flight.

As Jack Berner turned to | eave, Wol ans handed him
a pair of tickets to the air races as he nodded goodbye.
Berner wal ked away and was soon on his way hone for the
eveni ng.

Harry Sylvies w ped the sweat and grease fromhis
face as he finished cowing the engine. He and Charley
McAdans had just finished their work and it was now
nearing five in the afternoon.

"Want ne to stay around and hel p you push the pl ane
into the hangar after your test flight?" Harry, asked as
he was gathering up his tools.

"W thanks," Jack replied, "I'lI

get a coupl e of
the plant guards to hel p ne when |

cone in." Wolans
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thanked the men for their work and then clinbed into
t he pl ane.

After getting the engine started on the sleek red
racer, Harry locked up his tools and drove on home for
the eveni ng.

Jack Whol as taxied the airplane out to the end of
the runway and ran up the Allison, braking the plane at
a forty-five degree angle to his line of take-off.
Wien he was satisfied with the instrunent readings, he
rel eased the brakes and let the torque of the engine
straighten out the plane as it sprang forward under
full power. Once inthe air, Jack circled the field
several tines and then |landed again returning to the
end of the runway.

Qut at Harrison G ove Beach on the edge of Lake On-
tario, Lick Bonhurst had joined a group of picnickers
for a hot-dog roast. Relaxing after the day's work,
he found the cool breeze comng off the | ake very re-
freshing. D ck was Manager of the N agara Falls Air-
port and a good friend of Jack Wol ans. (Harrison
Gove is one of many picnic and cottage areas that dot
the Lake Ontario shoreline fromthe N agara R ver east
to Rochester, New York. On this particular Friday eve-
ning, the shore was crowded with sumrer visitors in-
tent upon their recreation.)

At the end of the Nagara Falls Airport, Wolans
gunned the big Allison again and lifted his racer off
the runway for the second time that afternoon. Gining
altitude, he circled the field once and then pointed
the plane north toward Lake Ontario. Wthin mnutes,
he was approaching the shoreline at a point seven niles
east of the nouth of the NNagara R ver. Subconscious-
'y, he recognized the beaches bel ow. He was at that
nonent over Harrison G ove Beach.

At his home, Harry Sylvies turned on the radio to
wait for the evening news and relax after a tiring day.
He ate dinner and forgot about Allison engines and
P-39s and the I|ike.

Fromhi s vantage poi nt on Harrison Beach, Lick Bon-
hurst soon heard the roar of the Allison engine over-
head. He | ooked up to see the P-39 screamby and
flatten out fifty feet over the water. Lick knew in-
stinctively fromthe sound of the engine that the
ship was really noving.

It was nearly six thirty in the afternoon but in
A eveland, Art Krege was still fussing over Cobra II.
By this time, he had the ship conpletely uncow ed. As
the sun went down, the heat of the day eased a bit and
Art with the rest of the Bell crewlabored on, deter-
m ned to achi eve perfection.

On the beach, Lick Bonhurst stood entranced as he
and the other menbers of the party followed the red
P-39 out across the water. Seconds later, Lick saw
the left wing dip and, to his horror, watched the plane
dive uncontrollably into the water and disintegrate
with a roar. Debris showered the area for several
red feet fromthe terrific force of the crash, then
sank beneath the surface of the water alnost inmedia-
tely. The violent noise which had acconpanied the
crash ceased as quickly as it had cone and, for a no-
nent, the air was still and quiet punctured only by
the shrill screamof the gulls as they excitedly
circled the area.

Wth presence of mind, Dck Bonhurst ran to the
nearest farmhouse and rang up the Niagara Falls Air-
port control tower. Still excited, he demanded to
know who was out in a '39 this evening. Wen the
tower informed himthat Jack Whol ans had taken off a
short time ago, Dick replied, "You had better pull the
al armthen, because he just went into the lake". Wth
that he directed that the Coast Quard Station at near-
by Fort N agara be notified and asked to send a crash
boat to the scene.

D ck ran outside again and ordered two autonobiles.
He drove the first one to the shore line at Harrison
Beach and switched on the headlights in the direction
of the huge black oil slick that had formed over the

hund-
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Aprofile of Cobra Il showing the clean, uncluttered,
by Bell's chief designer Robert J. Wbods, some ten years prior to this photograph.

area where the plane went in. Wth the second car, he
drove to Roosevelt Beach, a mle or so down the shore
road. Here, he repeated his actions, aimng the head-
lights of the car toward the accident site thus fixing
its position.

The control tower notified the authorities and
soon, the news was flashed on | ocal radio stations.
Harry Sylvies was startled by the bulletin and hurried-
ly junped in his car and drove out to the beach. He
met CGeorge White, also of Bell Aircraft, and the two
men joined in with the Coast Quard to | ook for Jack's
body and any clue that might indicate the cause of the
fatal accident. Harry spent a considerabl e anount of
tinme questioning the many individuals that w tnessed
the crash. The stories were varied and uncertain. Sone
clained that the tail broke off while others insisted
that sonething flew off the plane and struck the tail
just before the accident occurred. A few sinply didn't
know what had happened.

But of all the eye witnesses, only airport manager
D ck Bonhurst was a trained observer. |t was his con-
viction that the Cobra | was intact when it hit the
water. He felt certain that nothing in the tail assem
bly had let go causing the accident.

It was a little past six thirty in the evening now
and the develand airport control tower had received
word of Wbol ans' death. They in turn passed it down to
the crewworking over Cobra Il. Tex, Art, and Lefty,
with the others in develand, were shocked as the first
sket chy details became known. The Bell group felt the
| oss of Jack Whol ans deeply and they abandoned their
work on the sister ship for the rest of the evening.

Efforts to recover Wol ans', body failed that eve-
ning and it was not until the follow ng day that the
attenpt was successful. The pl ane was never recovered
and the cause of the accident remained a matter of con-
jecture. In develand, however, Tex never gave a
thought to withdrawi ng fromthe race.

Al t hough the Labor Day air racing activities had
al ready begun, Tex hurriedly returned to N agara Falls.

lines of the Bell P-39 Airacobra, a design initiated
(Phot 0. Bel | 71337)

to learn first-hand the details of his friend's tragic
accident. In addition to the investigation activities
of the Coast Quard and local officials, Larry Bell
threw his personal resources into the natter to deter-
m ne the cause of Wol ans' crash. Added to the per-
sonal loss he felt fromthe death of his Chief Test
Pilot, Bell was determned that a sinilar fate shoul d
not befall Tex Johnston. Indeed, he was undeci ded
about permtting Tex to conpete in the Thonpson Race.
In the end, although no positive answer could be ascer-
tai ned regardi ng the cause of Whol ans' crash, suffi-
cient circunstantial evidence had been gathered to

al  ow an educat ed guess regarding the two nost probable
reasons for the accident.

When the reports of the wi tnesses to the accident
had been sifted, there were the usual variations atten-
dant to the stories of enotionally upset individuals.
And in addition, the people watching fromthe beach
were all laynmen to the aviation world with the single
exception of Dick Bonhurst. Boiled down, the differ-
ent versions of the accident distilled into one of two
categori es.

One description of the events indicated that a
structural failure had occurred in the tail assenbly
or perhaps the after section of the fusel age which re-
sulted in the crash. (ne observer even suggested
that something had broken | oose fromthe forward area
of the plane and had ripped back into the tail group.
Contradicting these theories, D ck Bonhurst swore that
the plane was intact when it struck the water. Hence,
if there had been a structural failure, it may well
have been in the cockpit thus incapacitating the pilot.
Lendi ng support to the latter idea was the condition of
the pilot's body. 1In the end, nost Bell officials an
greed that the plexiglass windshield had burst in upon
Wiol ams.  Since the fusel age of the racer was constant-
'y subjected to torsional |oads induced by the torque
of the engine and propeller, it was likely that the
twisting forces caused the w ndshield to rupture.
Wthout the protection of the bullet-proof glass, which
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Cobra Il was a nodified P-39Q 10BE. It is seen here just prior to departing for the National Air Races
at Oeveland, Chio, in 1946. (Photo—Bell Aerosystens Co. 71340)

had previously "been renoved, a failure of the plexi-
glass at high speed woul d have proved fatal.

When he returned to devel and, Tex Johnston was
determned to fly in the Thonpson as planned. Art Krege
redoubl ed his efforts to ready the racer. Based upon
informati on he received about the crash, Art installed
a safety wire running horizontally across the windshield
of Cobra Il. The reinforcing wire was attached at the
base of the w ndshield posts on each side of the cock-
pit. Because a najority of the w tnesses indicated that
a structural failure had occurred near the tail group,
it was inpossible to dismss this version entirely. As
aresult, tw alumnumstrips a quarter of an inch thick
and three inches wi de, were hastily riveted externally
to the sides of the fuselage. These reinforcing string-
ers ran aft fromthe engine conpartnent to the tail as-
senbl y.

After the hurried nodifications were conpl eted, Tex
Johnson clinbed into the cockpit of Cobra Il for ano-
ther flight test. Wen the engine was warned up, he
eased the plane out to the end of the runway and subse-
quent |y boosted Cobra Il into the air for the crucial
test. After a brief flight, Tex was satisfied that the
ship was capabl e of w thstanding the punishing grind of
hi gh speed, closed course racing. He brought the plane
back to the airport and turned it over to Art Krege for
final adjustments. Leaving nothing to chance and trust-
ing no one with the aircraft but hinself, Art bedded
down wi th the plane and stayed all night.

Monday dawned over the city and brought with it
fair weather to initiate the clinactic events of the
National Air Races. A casual observer could see Cobra
Il again uncow ed and Art Krege patiently checking the
plugs on the Allison for what seermed |ike the mllionth
tinme. The Bell crew took nothing for granted and by
three-thirty that afternoon, they had sweated and cursed
the big plane into tip-top condition.

Art rode with Tex out to the starting line as Co-
bra Il was towed into position. The tractor crew de-
posited the racer on the line in the pol e position next
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to George Wl ch's bronze P-51 Mustang. As in the past,
Cobra Il sat screwed at a forty-five degree angle to
the direction of take-off. At the signal, Tex would
depend upon the torque generated by the oversized
four-bladed propeller to straighten out the plane as
the engine received full throttle. This unorthodox
procedure drew the wath of George Wl ch, but his
argurents were in vain as Tex had received pern ssion
to line up in this manner.

M nutes before the race, Art started the Allison
with aroar. GCobra Il strained agai nst the brakes as
Tex eased the throttle ahead. At precisely four o' clock
the starting signal brought the twel ve Thonpson entrants
tolife. Tex rammed the throttle forward and Cobra |1
responded |ike a shot.

The biggest worry confronting Tex was the possi-
bility of a collision during the wild nelee of the
racehorse start when each of his conpetitors was dig-
ging out for the scattering pylon. Tex knew that he
need only worry abou this right flank as he owned the
pole position with clear sailing to the left. Hs
worries were unfounded as Cobra Il accelerated at such
arate that Tex found hinmself in front of the pack with
a lead of one hundred feet by the time he was airborne.
As the landing gear snapped up, Cobra Il nade a flat
low run for the first turn easily outdistancingits
closest rival, George Wl ch's Mustang.

Thundering around the first pylon with a low | evel
sweep, Tex set his course for the second turn ten mles
down the track. George Wl ch gave chase as he followed
the yel |l ow Cobra around the pylon, pronmising the only
real conpetition for the Bell racer. Fate was unkind,
however, as the bronze P-51 turned off the course with
a faltering engine even before the first lap was com
plete. The remaining contestants followed Cobra |1
onto the race track and began stringing out behind the
| eader.

Fromhi s vantage point in the grandstands, the air
race announcer narrated the events over the public ad-
dress system noting that "Johnston is in first -
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Tex Johnston stands beside the coveted Thonpson Trophy
and the Al egheny-Ludl um Trophy for establishing a new
wi nni ng speed, record, of 373.9 nph in the 1946 Thonpson

Trophy Race. (Photo—Bell 71084)

Le Vier in second, and Earl Otman is in third place on
the backstretch." Unsure of his |ead, Tex ran the en-

gi ne at 3400 revol utions naintaining 85 inches of mani-
fold pressure. After three laps, he throttled back to
62 inches manifold pressure since he encountered no
difficulty in naintaining his substantial lead. He had
no wi sh to chance losing the race by burning up the en-
engine. Tex counted off the | aps and concentrated on
the now fanmiliar |andmarks by which he |ocated each turn.

The air was rough and turbulent and Cobra Il buf-
feted and strained under the buildup of stresses en-
countered in the low level flight profile of the race.
As the contest progressed, black exhaust streaks all
but obliterated the |ower portion of the racing nunber
on each side of the racer's fuselage. But with nmono-
tonous regularity, Cobra Il naintained its lead with
each lap and took the checkered flag after covering 300
mles in 48 mnutes and 8 seconds for an average speed
of 373.9 mles per hour.

Not trusting his count, Tex wound Cobra || around
the course for one extra lap. Screamng down the home
stretch after its one safety | ap, Cobra Il pulled up in-
to a shallow clinb, racing toward the setting sun in the
afternoon sky. drcling the AQeveland airport, Tex
made his approach and brought Cobra Il back to earth.
As the racer braked to a halt near the grandstands, Art
Krege clanbered up on the wing; first to greet the
Thonpson Trophy wi nner. Tex stepped out of the cockpit
and into the winners circle to receive the coveted
Thonmpson Trophy as wel |l as the Al egheny-Ludl um award
for establishing a new cl osed course speed record du-
ring the Thonpson race.

That evening, Larry Bell, president and founder of
Bell Aircraft Corporation, hosted a victory cel ebration
at the Statler Hotel in downtown Qeveland for the

entire crew. Art Krege renenbers that the "scotch
flowed |ike water" but sonehow it couldn't quite over-
cone the sadness that renained fromJack Wol ans' tra-
gic accident. Larry Bell and Tex Johnston left early
that evening and returned to Nagara Falls by train.
The rest of the teamfollowed suit the next day. Sick
Goodlin flew Cobra Il back to the Bell plant where it
would remain for nearly a year.

Tex and Slick settled down to the task of prepar-
ing the Bell X-I rocket powered research plane for the
acceptance tests ahead. |In spite of the aviation
achi evenents that Tex would continue to pile up, his
victory in the Thonpson Trophy Race was a day in his
life that he woul d never forget.

Because of the |oss of Jack Whol ans, Bell Aircraft
policy subsequently dictated that none of their test
pilots would be permtted to fly in any future races
and t hus, Tex Johnston's racing career was over.

Cobra Il was destined to return to the National Air
Races again, however, and very nearly duplicated the
feat of 1946.

1947

Wth the announcenent of plans for the 1947 Nation-
al Air Races, pilots and sponsors the country over, be-
gan working on their respective racers. Throughout the
spring and sunmer nonths, Cobra Il renained in a corner
of one of the Bell hangars practically unnoticed. As
the races approached, specul ation centered upon who
woul d, fly the 1946 trophy wi nner. Because of his du-
ties with Bell, Tex could, not fly the plane and so of -
fered it for sale. Among the prospective individuals
nentioned, in connection with Cobra |l was veteran ra-
cing pilot Earl Otman who was without a plane for the
1947 events. But the days and the weeks rolled, along
into the month of August, and still Cobra Il sat
quietly in the hangar.

Al 'so in nmid-August, Bell test pilot Gerald A "Jay"
Demming found hinsel f hundreds of mles from Cobra |1
and, the Bell plant in Nagara Falls. The 29 year old
test pilot was in the mdst of a series of helicopter

dermonstration flights for Indianapolis, Indiana busi-
ness nen.
Imredi ately following World War 11, Bell Arcraft

had junped into the helicopter market and soon becane
one of the pioneering leaders in the field. Jay Dem
mng had been with Bell during nost of the war fol |l ow
ing a short stint with the Royal Canadian Air Force as
an instructor. During his five years with Bell, he

had | ogged over 3000 hours flying Bell products. Wth
the closing of mlitary fighter plane contracts and the
subsequent rise of helicopter production, Jay nade the
transition to 'copters.

So it was that Jay found hinsel f seated across
the dinner table fromRollin H Stewart one evening in
August. Jay had previously denonstrated the Bell Mdel
47 Heli copter for Indianapolis business man Stewart, a
prospective custoner. During the course of the dinner,
the conversation drifted around to the Thonpson Trophy
Race and in particular, Tex Johnston's victory in the
1946 race. Jay related that Cobra Il had wal ked away
with the race since Tex had never really been pushed,
after the first fewlaps. He was confident too, that
Cobra |l could do it again barring the entry of any
4360 cubic inch engines such as powered the Goodyear
F2G Navy fighter. Before the evening was out, Stewart's
ent husi asm had devel oped to the point where he soon de-
cided to purchase Cobra Il and enter it in the 1947
Races.

Rollin Stewart subsequently bought the racer for
$10, 000 and signed Jay Demming to fly the airplane.
The conditions of the contract stated that Jay was to
fly the plane as long as Stewart was the owner. In
addition, Jay would own a half interest in the plane
if he won the '47 Thonpson together with fifty percent
of the prize noney. If Jay placed second, he woul d
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receive half interest in the plane only, and if he
pl aced | ower than second, he woul d receive not hing.

The deal conplete, Jay hurried on to finish his
sal es denonstration tour through the central states and
on into Texas. Ten short days before the races were to
begin, Jay was in Fort Worth. Wth precious little time
remaining to prepare for the races, Jay conpleted the
| ast details of the purchase and set the wheels in np-
tionto condition the plane. Over the tel ephone, Jay
nade arrangenents for Chick LaJudice, a Bell flight line
mechanic, to ready Cobra Il for the Thonmpson. Wile
still in Fort Worth, he also negotiated with the Shell
Q| Conpany to ship a special fuel blend fromtheir
Woodriver, Illinois facility to Nagara Falls and d eve-
land for use in the racer. This acconplished, Jay re-
turned to the Bell plant two days |ater.

Since company policy forbad the pilots to race,

Jay had to resign fromhis job as test pilot. He could,
however, return to Bell after the races with no loss in
position or seniority if he so desired.

Chi ck LaJudi ce and his co-workers had done their
job well and Cobra Il sat waiting for the newpilot. Jay
had enough tinme to briefly confer with Tex about the
Thonpson race and, on the fol |l ow ng day, make a short
test flight in the racer to check performance. Wth
this acconplished, he took off again and this time head-
ed, for AQeveland and the races. Hs arrival in deve-
land culninated in what he described as "the damdest
race against tine that | was ever in".

As it appeared for the 1947 races, Gobra |l was
little changed fromthe previous year. The same yell ow
and bl ack col or schene was retained with only a change
in racing nunber apparent. Jay was assigned the racing
nunber of 11 for the events and Chick had had just en-
ough time to make this change. Tine did not permt
any nechani cal changes to the engine or airfrane. Jay
had to rely upon the built-in performance of the origi-
nal conversion work. To this, Chick LaJudice had only
sufficient tine to add a final engine tune-up and pol -
ish job to the external surfaces.

Once in Aeveland, Jay was able to make a coupl e of
pre-race test flights to check out the ship and becone
famliar with the course. The renainder of his tine
was spent in pilot briefings and neetings as well as
conpleting the prelimnary qualification and safety re-
qui rement s.

On Tuesday, the weather renai ned di sagreeable. Qua-
lifications were rapidly falling behind schedule as |ess
than a handful of pilots attenpted to negotiate the two

lap trials. Late in the afternoon, Jay waited inpatient-
Iy for the weather to inprove. He was anxious to put
Cobra Il around the course. The air was rough and tur-

bulent and at tines, a light rain pelted the airport.

In spite of these conditions, Jay finally decided to

"give it a go" and, he took Cobra Il up for an official
time trial.

Coming on the course, Jay signaled the timers and
headed down the track. Cobra Il conpleted the first lap
and ventured into the second round. Jay held the ship
| ow as he skinmed over the fifteen mle route. Wnd
gusts rocked the plane continually as Jay flew the pre-
scribed course. Spectators on the ground watched the
qualification run of Cobra Il and observed the plane as
it swng down the course and headed for pyl on nunber
three. This was the last turn and Gobra Il was nearing
the end of the trial.

As the observers watched, the bright yellow w ng
of Cobra Il tucked over to the left as the plane slip-
ped around the pylon. Suddenly and w thout warning, the
racer yawed violently, a scant one hundred, feet above
the ground. Onlookers cane to their feet as disaster
seened immnent and was in fact only seconds away. To
the relief of the witnesses of this drama, the pilot re-
covered control an instant |later and zooned the racer
for altitude and safety. In a noment, Cobra || dropped
down again and regai ned position on the hone stretch
of the course to conplete the qualifying run.
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Pilot Jay Demming stands beside the 1947 version of

Cobra Il. Except for some m nor changes in markings,
the plane was unaltered fromits formof the previous
year. (Photo-Bell 77711)

Jay Demming had skirted close to the fringes of
di saster and he knew it as he circled the d evel and
Airport and entered the landing pattern. Torrents of
air fromthe slipstreampoured in through the shattered
remains of the window | ocated in the |eft-hand cockpit
door. On that last turn, the plexiglass had burst in-
ward, nonentarily blinding the pilot and inducing the
violent yaw. Jay reacted instinctively, pulling up for
altitude as Gobra Il clawed its way out of inmediate
danger. H's first thought was to gai n enough hei ght
on the pull-up to parachute out safely but then he rea-
lized that he could salvage the qualifying run and
bring the plane home again. Luck had been his conpan-
ion. But the near accident brought back nenories of
Wol ans' accident in GCobra | just a year before. Per-
haps this had been his fate....

In a post-nortemof the near accident, Jay reasoned

that three conditions conbined to cause the plexiglass
failure. The turbulent air during the flight was im
posi ng strong gust (wind) loads on the racer. During
the full throttle pylon turn, Cobra Il was sustaining
loads of four to five tines the force of gravity.
Goupl ed with these conditions, the |arge four-bladed
propel | er induced severe torque conditions on the fu-
sel age structure. Wien all these forces conbi ned at
just the right instant, the plexiglass shattered and
burst inward since the total pressure fromthe slip-
stream rushi ng past the cockpit was greater than the
static pressure inside the cabin.

To prevent a reoccurrance of this incident, Chick
LaJudi ce supervised the renoval of both cockpit doors.
The doors had been lightened during the original nodi-
fication by stripping out excess structure. The shat-
ter proof glass had, been replaced, by plexiglass in
the process. Two spare door assenblies were hastily
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Jay Demming with Gobra Il just before leaving the Bell plant for the 1947 National Air Races.

borrowed fromBell, painted at the plant, and | oaded on
a train bound for develand. The two repl acement doors
were entirely stock P-39 assenblies. After the doors
were received in Odeveland, Chick LaJudice installed
themon the racer and it was once again airworthy. In
spite of nishap, Jay had earned fourth position on the
starting lineup with a qualifying speed of 386.8 mles
per hour.

But the conpetition facing Jay Denmng and Cobra ||
this year was nuch nore formdable than in the previous
Thonpson race. Jay had contended all along that Cobra
Il could show her heels to any and all save the powerful
Goodyear F2G Corsairs. As it turned out, not one, but
four F2Gs arrived for the races and all of themquali -
fied for the Thonpson. On top of this, Ron Freenman's
bronze P-51 Mustang was back for another try. This was
the sane racer that had shown prom se of pushing Tex
Johnston in the 1946 Thonpson until forced out early in
the race. Paul Penrose, substituting for George el ch,
had taken Freeman's plane into the third starting posi-
tion behind. Cook Aeland s two F2G Corsairs. All told,
the field was considerably stronger this year and Jay
was sure to have a battle on his hands.

Monday, the last day of the races, featured the
cl assi ¢ Thonpson Trophy event which came at the very end
of the program The grandstands were packed with spec-
tators and every road and field for several niles around
the race course was crammed with onl ookers. To augment
the festivities, the weather turned warmand sunny after
bei ng extrenely poor during nost of the previous three
days. Wile the aerobatics and pageantry of the program
continued on, the planes of the Thonpson contestants were
towed out to the starting line some thirty mnutes be-
fore takeoff. Jay Demming and his crew rode out with
their plane and slotted into the fourth position from
the pole. The field was nuddy and soft in places from
the previous day's rains. Cook Qeland s big blue Cor-
sair became lodged in the nud just mnutes before the
race and Jay sent his ground crew down to hel p extract
the big racer. They returned to Cobra Il just in time

(Phot o—Bel | 77712)

to get the powerful Allison started and warned up be-
fore the gun went off.

Wth the flash of the starting signal, Jay bent
the throttle hone and once again, Cobra Il was off and
running in the Thonpson Trophy derby. The dazzling
accel eration of the light weight P-39 shoved its pil ot
hard agai nst the seat as the racer gai ned monentum
Cobra Il broke the bounds of gravity and quickly be-
came airborne. Seconds |ater, the wheels retracted
and Cobra Il shook itself |oose fromthe parasitic drag
of the landing gear. In conparison with its challen-
gers, Cobra Il was a snaller airplane. The needle-
nosed racer was a sprinter relying on a very favorabl e
power to weight ratio to get it out in front of the
pack and keep it there. |In any conparison of brute
hor sepower, the plane was no match for the radial en-
gi ned F2Gs possessing over tw ce the cubic inch dis-
pl acenent and a third nore horsepowver.

Jay Demming pointed his nount in the direction of
the scattering pylon near the west end of the grand-
stands and broke for the first leg of the course. -Co-
bra Il held the lead until the second | ap when both
D ck Becker and Cook Qeland pulled ahead. For the
next three laps, Jay stayed in third position. 1In the
sixth circuit, Paul Penrose nosed his bronze P-51 an
head of Cobra 11, but his achi evement was short-1ived.
Hs engine quit cold forcing himto land dead-stick on
the airport. Once again, Cobra Il moved into third
posi tion.

Jay used every inch of nanifold pressure that the
powerful Alison engine could provide. Static mani-
fold pressure on the ground was 80 inches but once air-
borne, the engine picked up another 5 inches at full
speed due to ramair pressure. The engine r.p.m wound
up to 3200 as Cobra Il settled out over the course.

In the fourth I ap, Cook O eland edged past his
racing partner, D ck Becker, and assuned the |ead.

Jay still trailed in third place but managed to keep
Becker in sight. About half way through the twenty
lap race, Jay knew that he was steadily gaining on the
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big red and white Corsair that Becker was flying. As
his fuel load lightened, Jay picked up a little speed

and continued to close on Becker. Rolling into the turns
nearly a mle ahead of the pylons, Cobra Il was pulling
four to five Gs around each pylon. Straightaway speeds
were now wel | over 400 mles per hour as Cobra Il bore
down on the Corsair. Jay was flying a beautiful race,
reining Cobra Il in tight around the track.

By now, Jay had lost track of the nunber of laps in
the heat and exciterment of the tension-filled race. The
1947 Thonpson Trophy conpetition was the w | dest free-
for-all ever wtnessed. In the confusion of the race
horse start, thirteen aircraft took off which was one
over the twelve qualified starters. In the end, Skip
Ziegler, who was the unauthorized thirteenth starter,
bl ew up his engine during the race and parachuted out of
his disabled P-40Q racer. |In addition to Ziegler, three
ot her planes crashed, one of which clained the life of
the pilot Tony Jannazo. Before the race was over, se-
ven of the thirteen starters would be out of the race.

Cobra Il continued to press the second pl ace Cor-
sair as Jay coaxed the |ast ounce of speed fromthe yel -
low and bl ack racer. Finally, on what Jay thought was
the last lap of the race, he caught and passed the big
Corsair. Since Jay had | ost track of the I aps, and had
been relying on the hangar lights at the finish line for
his count, he didn't realize until after the race was
over that he had overhaul ed Becker on the twenty-first
lap. Both nen had piloted that extra safety lap and
Jay's efforts were in vain.

Cobra Il finished third behind Cook deland s two
F2G racers. Jay's average speed was only three-tenths
of a nile per hour less than second pl ace wi nner, Dick
Becker. The final tally woul d show that d el and had
averaged 396.1 mles per hour while Becker and Denm ng
ran 390.1 and 389.8 mles per hour respectively.

Al t hough Jay was saddened by the fact that he had
come so close to owning second, the performance of Cobra
Il and its pilot left nothing at all to be desired. Jay
had flown a great race, steadily dogging the big Corsair
throughout. No other airplane in the race coul d natch
the performance or the endurance of the Cobra with the
singl e exception of the two F2G s and they sinply housed
too nmuch brute force under their cow ings.

After the races were over, Jay flew Cobra Il back
to I ndianapolis which had becone the racer's hone port.
Rollin Stewart wanted to create additional publicity
with Cobra Il so a series of inter-city speed runs were
pl anned. Jay noted that Roscoe Turner, whose aviation
operation was al so based in |ndianapolis, had al ways
wanted to fly fromlndianapolis to Chicago and back in
one hour. This served as the basis for the idea of fly-
ing Cobra Il between these two cities on the first of
several anticipated speed runs.

The proposed flight to Chicago and back was an un-
official speed run and the record woul d not be recogni zed
by official sources. Inreality, it was done nore for
the publicity value in connection with Stewart's enter-
prises. None the less, at three o' clock one afternoon,
Jay Demming slid Gobra Il down the runway of Weir Cook
Muni ci pal Airport (Indianapolis), and clinbed to 6,000
feet. Jay settled, back for the flight and brought the
big Allison to 52 inches manifold pressure at 3,000
revolutions. This was, of course, significantly |less
than the power output obtained during the Thonpson race.
But, for the entire race duration, Jay had continually
used his water-al cohol injection systemand for this
flight, there was none avail abl e.

The flight was relatively uneventful. Jay buzzed
the control tower at the Chicago Municipal Airport and
headed back to Indianapolis. Over northern Indiana, he
ran into some rain storns which slowed down the flight
somewhat, but in the end, he covered the 338 nile dis-
tance in 59 mnutes and 18 seconds to better the pre-
dicted time of one hour flat.

Jay next flew Cobra Il to Roosevelt Field on Long
Island. Bill Gdom faned round-the-world flyer was
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interested in obtaining the sleek P-39 for the com ng
year. After flying to New York to |let Qdominspect the
pl ane, the deal fell through and Jay returned Cobra |1
to Stewart in Indianapolis. Jay was now set to nmove

to ldaho and resune his interests in the helicopter
busi ness, and he was forced to | eave the racer behind.

1948

Wien the following summer rolled around and air
racing time drew near, Jay Denming expected to again
fly the Cobra in the National Air Races. He had a
signed contract with Stewart to fly the plane as |ong
as the latter owned the aircraft. However, unknown to
Jay, Rollin Stewart had sold the plane to his attorney
and thus the contract was broken. Wen he found out,
Jay was "nad as hell", but in the end he decided not
to contest the matter.

Stewart had in the meantime selected Allison test
pilot Charles E. Brown to pilot Cobra Il. Unlike the
previous year, time was available to groomthe P-39 for
addi tional performance. Brown set about nodifying the
racer with the help of Allison's Don Nol an who was
charged with the responsibility of devel oping the en-
gine installation for Cobra Il intine for the forth-
com ng races.

Under Nol an's supervision, the original racing
engi ne was renoved fromthe airframe and the last av-
ailabl e spare V-1710-135 from 1946 was installed. The
maj or changes included an increased bl ower capacity
achi eved through a gear ratio change and the return to
a three-bladed propeller installation. The latter was
a P-39 propeller assenbly.

The Allison teamreverted to the use of a stock
propeller to regain nore directional stability. The
four-bladed fan had produced excessive torque and al -
though the performance was exceptional, the flight
characteristics of the racer had suffered. The air-
pl ane was so unstable directionally, that both Tex
Johnston and Jay Denming had used a |arge ball indica-
tor to showthe direction of yaw During flight, the
pilots had applied whatever rudder pressure was neces-
sary to keep the ball in the center of the instrument.

Wth the three-bl aded propeller, the stability
probl ens di mnished. Decreased performance with this
propel l er was recovered with the new bl ower which re-
sulted in manifold pressures up to 122 inches of ner-
cury. The engi ne was now capabl e of over 2200 hor se-
power. Unfortunately, no provisions were nmade to in-
crease the oil and prestone cooling capacities; an
oversight that was to eventual ly defeat the Cobra in
the com ng events.

Externally, Cobra Il received a great deal of at-
tention to insure that the airframe was aerodynanically
clean. The result was an extrenely smooth outer skin
with all seams covered, over except in the case of ac-
cess panels. Sheet netal sections were fashioned to
cover the after cabin windows and fair neatly into the
fuselage contour. In the end, the entire airplane was
repai nted retaining the basic black and yellow col or
schene of previous years. The racer was trimed quite
differently, however, as the control surfaces were
painted with a checkerboard pattern of the basic colors,
The license and raci ng nunber were unchanged, though
the marki ngs were considerably different as the racer
carried the Kaiser-Frazer lettering synbolizing Rollin
Stewart's autormobile interests. Indeed, Cobra Il |ost
its original identity and carried, the inscription
"KF-1" on the nose.

Once again, the famliar P-39 arrived, on the scene
at develand, Municipal A rport, hone of the National
Air Races. Shortly before sundown on Wednesday, Sep-
tenber 1st, Chuck Brown proceeded to establish an all -
time high qualifying speed of 418 mles per hour du-
ring his two lap trip around the course. The twenty-
five year old veteran fighter pilot had managed to top
the previous record set by Cook deland a scant five
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The revanped Cobra at develand Airport during the 1948
National Air Races with the markings of Kaiser-Frazer
auto dealer, Rollin H Stewart. (Warren H Bodie)

hours earlier, by one mle per hour. Wth this nark,
Chuck Brown earned for hinself the pole position for the
Thonpson Trophy Race.

The 1948 Thonpson race began as one of the fastest
ever staged on a closed course. The principal conbat-
ants were again Cook Aeland s two big and powerful F2G
Corsairs and Chuck Brown's revanped P-39Q 10 Airacobra.
Wth its usual agility and phenonenal acceleration, the
Cobra assured the |lead at the scattering pylon and
forged ahead on the first lap. The two Corsairs noved
in rapidly and gave chase with D ck Becker in second
and Cook Qeland follow ng.

During the initial laps, it was a three plane race
for the front running position as Brown held on to a
precarious |lead challenged constantly by Cook O eland s
teamof racers. Inthe third lap, msfortune caught up
with D ck Becker as the air scoop atop the engi ne cow -
ing broke loose forcing his retirenent fromthe race.

d el and, however, nmatched Brown's blistering pace
with each mle of the race. |In the fifth lap, though,
deland also lost his air scoop and this finished the
Corsair. For the next fourteen |aps around the course,
Brown held undi sputed lead. He |lapped all the remnain-
ing contestants with the single exception of Anson
Johnson's P-51D Mustang. Over this period, the field
had dw ndl ed down to only four planes including the
Cobra. Mechanical difficulties had forced six other
racers fromthe race in addition to the two Corsairs
owned by Cook Q el and.

Chuck Brown continued to lean on the throttle in
spite of the conplete absence of any stern conpetition
and during one | ap, he posted a speed of 413 nmiles per
hour. Unchal |l enged, the flashing Cobra swng into the
19th lap and was less than thirty mles fromvictory.
Before the lap was out, though, the continued strain of
full power operation caught up with the mghty Alison
engi ne and forced Chuck Brown fromthe contest. Hs
engine had failed himonly mnutes fromthe end of the
race.

In retrospect, the Cobra mght well have won the
Thonpson going away if sufficient cooling capacity for
the oil and prestone had been available. The existing
capaci ties, although nodified in 1946 over the stock
configuration, were insufficient to cope with the added
power of the 1948 engine. Conversely, if Brown had
chosen to reduce his power settings after gaining a
strong | ead, the existing set-up may have proved ade-
quate. In short, anple pre-race flight testing for the
estinmated speeds and duration of the race would have
determ ned optinumpower settings. As it turned out,
Brown averaged 392.4 mles per hour for nineteen |aps
of the 20 lap course. This was, ironically, some ten
mles faster than the eventual w nner, Anson Johnson.

Brown and the Cobra returned to Indianapolis. Soon
after, Chuck Brown went to work for North Anerican Avia-

Cobra Il as it appears in 1963, restored to war tinme
configuration by Ed Mal oney of darenmont, California.
(A r Museum Phot 0)

tion and subsequently lost his life while participating
in a demonstration flight for the company. For its
part, the racer sat out the 1949 National Air Races
and indeed, was all but forgotten. The noments of
greatness for Cobra Il had rapidly been eclipsed by
tinme.

Finally, in 1960, Ed Mal oney, curator of The Air
Miseumin CQarenont, California, located the old racer
and purchased the remains fromRollin Stewart. The
next year, Ed trucked the aircraft cross country from
I'ndi anapolis to California where the old P-39 was re-
stored to mlitary dress. Ed has indicated that fu-
ture plans call for a return to the 1946 Thonpson Tro-
phy wi nning version thus preserving an integral and
colorful era of aviation.

EPI LOGLE

Wth the resunption of the post war Thonpson
Trophy Races in 1946, another portion of aviation his-
tory began. There were many nisgivings about the com
pl ete domnation of big tine air racing by the surplus
mlitary fighter aircraft. The enthusiast and perhaps
the average spectator |amented the absence of the
uni que horebuilt racers of the decade prior to Wrld
War 11. But as with all things, this colorful period
of individualismand showranship was irrevocably | ocked
inthe past with the advent of the second great war.

Undoubt edly, the post war National Ar Races serv-
ed a useful purpose both in the aviation world and to
the public at large. To the mlitary, the races of-
fered an opportunity to display its wares and gain some
nmeasure of acceptance before the public and their re-
presentatives in Congress for the establishnment of
adequat e peace time forces. For many in the civilian
aviation fraternity, the races offered the chall enge
of conpetition and reward. A ngjority of the pilots
entered in the events were nere youngsters during the
previous era of air racing and the post war comnpeti -
tions presented a realization of long standing dreans.
And to the public, tired and worn by the years of war

and shocked by the devel opnent of the "cold war", in-
stitutions such as the National Air Races provided a
measure of comc relief fromeveryday realities. In

a sense, it was a nonentary return to the "good ol d
days" of barnstorning and carnival attractions.

But regardl ess of the purpose, it is difficult to
obj ectively judge the post war races as colorfully in-
ferior to the neets of the 1930's. The typically
Arerican traits of ingenuity and innovation were as
prevalent in the late '40's as inthe past. Pilots
and, crews devel oped the surplus fighters into unique
variations which often tines dramatically altered the
fanmliar silhouettes of the Mustangs, the Lightnings,
and the Cobras. Engines were boosted, beyond the

A A HS JOURNAL



Page 197

.

—IIFT 4IN DIA
4 BLADED PROP ‘

~YELLOW TIP

AUX OIL COOLER -

|
,'m ALL FABRIC COVERED CONTROL ‘
| : SURFACES STRIPPED 8 RECOVERED
JV WITH METAL :
|
| |

COLOR NOTES F
BRIGHT YELLOW ‘
BLACK TRIM 8 LETTERING

| ' EXCEPT AS NOTED

RELOCATED PITOT TUBE

I /
SAFETY WIRE | F '39
f
pﬂ:@ﬁﬁ‘d
. q A/ BULT BY _veELLOW
| L
Johrnsion I' /QE__,L /Cﬁ%

US‘A’y/aﬂes | — BLUE

NLIMITED _

. "Ixa STIFFENING STRINGERS

|
f
| N FIXED TRIM TAB. |
|
|

M
8
\ g
. §
y — 3L
933
LINE !
STATIC GROUND _ =""=_
‘ B o 3 ._1:13
| COBRA T
USAAF SERIAL NO.42-20869 MODIFIED P-39Q-10-BE WING SPAN 34 FT
BELL  SERIAL NO 2/80-324 1946 THOMPSON TROPHY WINNER LENGTH(LESS PITOT) 30° 3"
| BELL MODEL NO.26E-I0 MFG-BELL AIRCRAFT CORP(WHEATFIELD PLANT) ENGINE-ALLISON V-1710-135

FALL - 1963



Page 198

designer's wildest dreans. The resultant conbinations
were "both potent and colorful. |Inwtness to these
statenents, one need only recall Bill Qdomis beautiful
"Begui ne" racer with the coolant ducts nounted on the
wing tips. In the same category were Charley Tucker's
clipped wi ng P-63 Ki ngcobra, Anson Johnson's streaniined
Mist ang incorporating the air intakes in the wing |eading
edge, and, of course, the Bell revanped Cobra Il with
its inherent speed and accel eration.

There was no | ack of color either, as the assorted
racers were dressed in brilliant paint schenes with in-
dividualistic trimarrangenents. Wen this is realized
in conjunction with the increased speed of the second
generation racers, the panorama of post war air racing
is indeed exciting.

Perhaps the one dinmension lacking in the post war
events was the growth in the public's eye of strong per-
sonalities to match the Roscoe Turners, Jimme Doolittles,
and Benny Howards of the past. This mght have again
devel oped but for two reasons. First the post war ra-
ces were conducted over the brief span of four years and
this was hardly long enough for the public to identify
itself with popul ar individuals. And secondly, nost of
the contestants were enployed full tine during the year
as test pilots, airline pilots, fixed base operators,
and a hundred other occupations in the rapid pace of the
noder n business world. Their work was for the nost
part, quite obscure fromthe public. The barnstorning
era of the twenties and thirties was, by contrast, com
pletely different. Popular heroes of aviation were con-
tinually in the headlines for their feats in local ra-
ces, cross country dashes and assorted publicity stunts.

But if, for the nobst part, the new crop of racing
pilots were not as colorful to the public imagination as
their counterparts in the previous decade, this was only
the result of the times. And in support of this conten-
tion, one need only reviewthe career of Tex Johnston to
substantiate the conmparison. Wile gaining his techni-
cal education, Tex barnstorned in the thirties. Wen
Wrld War 11 forced aviation in the United States to ma-
ture rapidly, Tex made the transition and was soon em
pl oyed by Bell Aircraft in the capacity of production
test pilot and later, as an experinental test pilot.

Foll owing the war, Bell enbarked on a series of experi-
mental research airplane contracts and Tex becane ab-
sorbed in the new field of rocket powered, sonic aircraft.

Tex nmoved on to Boeing next and participated in the
B-47 programand | ater was assigned as project test pi-
lot for the B-52 bonber. Today, Tex Johnston is Program
Manager for Boeing' s X-20 aerospace research plane be-
ing devel oped for the Air Force.

The story of Cobra Il then,
the-art advancerment in air racing activities.

reflects a state-of-
From a

stock mlitary fighter that was, in fact, considered
obsolete even in the early stages of the war, a team of
Bel| Aircraft nechanics and pilots evolved a fornida-
bl e conpetitor that was destined to outstrip the nore
fashi onabl e and favored Mistangs and Lightnings. The
product of their endeavor was a durable, high speed
airplane capable of running with the best. luring its
three-year racing career, Cobra Il was the only racer
to match the speeds of the 4360 cubic inch Goodyear
F2Gs which dominated air racing s post war classic. Per-
haps this is the best tribute that can be paid to the
teamof Bell Aircraft personnel that created the Cobra.

ACMOWLEDGVENTS: As with any conpilation of historical
material, this article was acconplished only through
the efforts and assistance of a great many individuals.
For this reason, | amespecially indebted to Art Krege,
Lefty McEuen, Harry Sylvies, George Wiite, Jack Berner,
and Joe Cannon of Bell Aerosystens Conpany (fornerly
the Bell Aircraft Corporation) for their generous coop-
eration. Art Krege deserves a special vote of thanks
for sitting through a dozen or so "bull" sessions and
patiently answering many, nany questions regarding Co-
bra Il and the events of 1946.

Ed R ce of Aerojet General Corporation hel ped |o-
cate Jay Demming and Tex Johnston for ne and this proved
inval uabl e. Subsequent correspondence with Jay together
with the loan of his personal scrapbook substantiated
the incidents of 1947 and 1948. Ed R ce al so interview
ed Tex Johnston thus providing me with the details of
Tex's near fatal accident over the waters of Lake On-
tario prior to the '46 races. The Public Relations De-
partment of Allison Dvision, General Mtors Corporation
was hel pful regarding Allison personnel connected wth
the races.

The najority of the photographs of Cobra Il were
graciously provided by the Public Relations Departnent
of Bell Aerosystens Company as wel | as general arrange-
ment drawi ngs of the P-39Q A racobra fromwhich A A H S.
nmenber Jim G ygi er devel oped the acconpanying draw ng
of Cobra Il in fine style.

Specific detail and background infornation was ob-
tained fromvarious news clippings presented during the
appropriate years in the newspapers of N agara Falls
and Buffal o, New York, develand, Chio and |ndianapolis,
Indiana. Reference was al so made to Reed Kinert's book
entitled, "Amrerican Racing Planes and Hstoric Air Ra-
ces", and "Pilot" by Tony LeVier. Information on Tex
Johnston's acconpl i shnents and background were obtai ned
froma short biography presented in the 1956/ 1957 edi -
tion of Air Progress. Finally, a note of thanks to all
the other individuals not specifically mentioned who
were equal ly hel pful in the devel opnent of this article.
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