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Editorial 
A 

mysterious U.S. Air Force base 

lies in the barren desert by the 

“shore” of a dry lake bed some 

90 miles north-northwest of Las Vegas, 

Nevada. Unofficially, it has been called 

by many names over the years—Paradise 

Ranch, Dreamland, Groom Lake, Water-

town Strip. But the name by which it en-

tered the vernacular was “Area 51.” 

This top-secret facility, its boundar-

ies patrolled by uniformed military and 

civilian guards authorized to dispatch in-

truders with deadly force, has captured 

the imaginations of curious observers for 

decades, more for what is not known 

about it than for what is. The shroud of 

secrecy around Area 51 was so impene-

trable that for many years the Govern-

ment denied the base even existed, des-

pite it being clearly visible to those will-

ing to undertake a grueling hike to the 

top of a nearby mountain (which was la-

ter closed to public access). Today, any-

one can see the base in all its sprawling 

glory on Google Earth. Nevertheless, in 

matters of detail, Area 51 remains a huge 

“black hole” in the heart of the American 

West. Lacking authoritative information 

about it, some conspiracy theorists and 

flying saucer nutcases have devised elab-

orate fantasies that the base holds crashed 

extraterrestrial spacecraft and the bodies 

of alien visitors from other planets. 

Tantalizing hints of the truth about 

Area 51 have occasionally surfaced. For 

example, we now know the Air Force es-

tablished the base at the site of an aban-
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I 
f you were to ask people to name a 

product of the Bell Aircraft Com-

pany, chances are some would men-

tion the little fishbowl-nosed Model 47 

helicopter from the movie M.A.S.H. and 

the popular television series. Others may 

point to the P-39 Airacobra, or to Ameri-

ca’s first jet, the XP-59A Airacomet. Av-

iation enthusiasts might think of the X-1 

rocket plane, in which Captain Charles E. 

“Chuck” Yeager first exceeded the speed 

of sound. Observers of the current avia-

tion scene will know of the V-22 Osprey 

tiltrotor, built jointly by Bell and Boeing. 

 The first aircraft designed by the brand-

new Bell Aircraft Company in 1936 was the 

XFM-1 Airacuda, a big, twin-engined, heav-

ily armed “bomber destroyer” of very unusu-

al configuration. Full of innovations for its 

time, the Airacuda’s mission vanished as air 

combat evolved. But it kept Bell in business 

in its early days, and elevated the company to 

the ranks of major aircraft manufacturers. 
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doned World War II bombing and artil-

lery practice range in June 1955 because 

it had perfect conditions for flight-testing 

Lockheed’s high-altitude U-2 reconnais-

sance aircraft away from curious civilian 

eyes. The base also hosted flight testing 

for such highly classified aircraft as the 

Lockheed A-12/SR-71 Blackbird and the 

HAVE BLUE stealth technology demon-

strator (the precursor of the F-117 Night-

hawk), and the strange-looking Northrop 

TACIT BLUE low-observable test-bed. 

It was also a major evaluation center for 

assessing the capabilities and limitations 

of captured Soviet aircraft, radar systems 

and other Cold War military hardware. 

In the past, these bits and pieces of 

information about Area 51 have shown 

up mostly in books about individual air-

craft that were tested there, such as Chris 

Pocock’s excellent The U-2 Spyplane: 

Toward the Unknown: A New History of 

the Early Years. No books existed that 

covered the base itself. The publication 

this Spring of Area 51: An Uncensored 

History of America’s Top-Secret Military 

Base, by Annie Jacobsen, seemed to offer 

at last the definitive story of Area 51. 

But such is not the case. 

Area 51 is, in a word, flawed—deep­

ly, seriously, fundamentally flawed. First, 

it brims from cover to cover with techni-

cal, historical, factual, chronological and 

attributional errors. Clearly Ms. Jacobsen 

lacks even basic knowledge of aircraft, 

nuclear weapons and Cold War history. 

Second, in a leap of illogic worthy only 
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H. Fleet, an ex-Army aviator and famed 

air mail pioneer, started another company 

called Fleet Aircraft in Fort Erie, Ontario, 

Canada, just over the Niagara River from 

Buffalo, and named Bell president. Then, 

on September 13, 1929, on his way back 

to Buffalo from a cross-country sales trip 

in a Fleet biplane, Fleet crashed in a field 

near West Lorne, Ontario. He was badly 

injured and his secretary/fiancée Lauretta 

Lederer was killed. When Fleet left the 

hospital, he appointed Bell General Man-

ager of Consolidated. 

Although he was devoted to Consol-

idated, Bell really wanted “his name on 

the door.” He hoped one day to open his 

own company, but he knew he could not 

compete with Consolidated on his own. 

Fleet solved the problem in 1935, when, 

seeking a climate more suitable for year-

round testing of the “flying boats” that 

were the company’s main product, he 

moved Consolidated to San Diego, Cali-

fornia. Bell stayed in Buffalo and finally 

struck out on his own, incorporating the 

Bell Aircraft Company on July 10, 1935. 

Bell Aircraft started out in two small 

rented offices with one telephone, a sec-

retary and a drafting board for Chief En-

gineer Robert J. Woods, whom Bell had 

earlier lured away from Lockheed. For a 

manufacturing facility, Bell rented part of 

But probably very few people have any 

idea what the first aircraft was that rolled 

out of the Bell factory. 

Lawrence Dale Bell was born in 

Mentone, Indiana, on April 5, 1894, the 

youngest of 10 children of lumber mill 

owner Isaac Bell and his schoolteacher 

wife Harriet. The Bells moved to Califor-

nia when Larry was 13. His passion for 

aviation developed after he saw an air-

plane for the first time, performing in an 

air show near Long Beach. His brother 

Grover soon got a job with the Glenn L. 

Martin Company in Santa Ana. In 1912, 

young Larry dropped out of high school 

and joined Grover as a mechanic on the 

air show circuit. He was devastated when 

Grover was killed practicing an air show 

routine, and for a while he vowed to have 

nothing more to do with airplanes. But he 

soon went to work for Martin as a stock-

room clerk. By 1914, 20-year-old Larry 

Bell was not only Martin’s shop superin-

tendent, but also head salesman, purchas-

ing agent, labor relations representative 

and contracts writer. By 1920, he had ris-

en to Vice President and General Mana-

ger of the Glenn L. Martin Company. 

But all was not well between Mssrs. 

Bell and Martin. Bell felt he had earned 

ownership rights in the company. Martin 

disagreed. Matters came to a head in late 

1924, when Bell presented Martin with 

an ultimatum—“Make me a part owner, 

or I quit.” Martin didn’t, and Bell did, at 

the beginning of 1925.1 

Bell couldn’t have picked a worse 

time to quit Martin. The economy was in 

bad shape and aviation jobs were hard to 

find. Three years passed before he finally 

landed a job at Consolidated Aircraft in 

Buffalo, New York. Soon after Bell hired 

on, Consolidated’s owner Major Reuben 

Featured Aircraft (Continued from page 1) 

 Lawrence D. Bell, seen here in an undat-

ed photo, was a distinguished executive and 

a renowned champion of aviation.  

1 Larry Bell was only one of many aviation pio-

neers who once worked for the Glenn L. Martin 

Company. The tally includes William Boeing, Don-

ald Douglas, James S. McDonnell, J.H. “Dutch” Kin-

dleberger of North American Aviation and C. A. van 

Dusen of the Brewster Aeronautical Company. It is 

interesting to speculate what path America’s aviation 

industry might have taken if all of these men had not 

had falling-outs with the difficult, hard-to-work-for 

Mr. Martin and left to form their own companies. 

http://www.amazon.com/U-2-Spyplane-Toward-History-Early/dp/0764311131/ref=sr_1_4?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1311784885&sr=1-4
http://www.amazon.com/U-2-Spyplane-Toward-History-Early/dp/0764311131/ref=sr_1_4?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1311784885&sr=1-4
http://www.amazon.com/U-2-Spyplane-Toward-History-Early/dp/0764311131/ref=sr_1_4?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1311784885&sr=1-4
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of two 37mm cannons 

and four machine guns, 

a bomb load of 600 

pounds—and a struc-

ture strong enough to 

take the high G-loads 

of air-to-air dogfight-

ing. That requirement 

made such an aircraft 

virtually impossible for 

any company to build. 

The Air Corps soon re-

laxed that requirement, 

thinking that a bomber 

destroyer did not have 

to be as maneuverable 

as a Pursuit. The con-

cept thus became feasi-

ble, so, in June 1936, 

the Assistant Secretary 

of War authorized the 

Air Corps to proceed 

with procuring it under 

Specification X-604. The aircraft would 

have the designation “FM,” for “Fighter, 

Multi-Place” (this was the Air Corps’ 

first-ever use of “F” for “Fighter”). The 

service approached only Bell and the 

Lockheed Aircraft Company for propos-

als, since both companies had already 

done some preliminary work on the de-

sign. Bell’s aircraft was designated the 

XFM-1 and Lockheed’s the XFM-2. Bell 

named its first airplane Airacuda. 

Before describing the radical aircraft 

that put Bell near the forefront of innova-

tive aviation companies in one giant leap, 

let’s take a look at Lockheed’s entry. The 

XFM-2 was a modified Model 10D Elec-

tra with Allison engines, tricycle landing 

gear and heavy armament. Some sources 

say it was the first product of the famed 

“Skunk Works.” It’s hard to establish a 

definite timeline, but the “Skunk Works” 

name itself certainly did not appear until 

1943. Possibly a small group of hand-

picked, talented engineers and managers, 

the hallmark of “Skunk Works” opera-

tions, worked on the XFM-2. In any case, 

in the Air Corps evaluation of the prelim-

inary engineering studies, the Lockheed 

aircraft came in 0.4 percentage points 

lower than Bell’s design. By the rules of 

the competition, Lockheed was eliminat-

ed, and the XFM-2 was never built. 

the former Consolidated plant. The new 

firm’s first business was a contract from 

Consolidated to produce outer wing pan-

els for PBY Catalina flying boats. By the 

end of January 1936, Bell Aircraft em-

ployed 167 workers and had expanded to 

80,000 square feet of rented office space.  

Making parts for other aircraft man-

ufacturers was not Bell’s long-term goal. 

His company needed to build its own air-

craft if it wanted to compete with the 

likes of Boeing, Curtiss, Douglas, Grum-

man and Martin. The opportunity to do 

that soon arose, when the U.S. Army Air 

Corps decided it needed a long-range, 

multi-seat “bomber destroyer.” The idea 

went back to 1933 and Brigadier General 

Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, Assistant Chief 

of Staff of the Air Corps. Arnold was dis-

satisfied with the effectiveness of the sin-

gle-seaters such as the Curtiss P-1 Hawk, 

Boeing P-12 and Boeing P-26 Peashoot-

er that made up most of the Air Corps’ 

Pursuit aircraft inventory. He thought the 

service needed a big, long-range, heavily 

armed aircraft that could destroy an en-

emy bomber in a single pass. Although 

American involvement in World War II 

was still eight years away, some strat-

egists agreed with Arnold in fearing sur-

prise attacks on the Philippines, Alaska, 

Hawaii, U.S. coastal cities and the Pana-

ma Canal, and on the need for an aircraft 

to defend against them. 

The formal requirement for what be-

came the first aircraft designed and built 

entirely by the Bell Aircraft Company in-

itially called for a top speed of 300 miles 

per hour, 10-hour endurance, armament 
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Now on to Bell’s design. Few people 

would dispute that the Airacuda, the first 

aircraft conceived by the brand-new firm, 

was a bold, ambitious, state-of-the-art de-

sign. Known internally as the “Bell Mod-

el 1,” it set exceptionally high standards 

for cutting-edge performance, technolog-

ical ingenuity and superior craftsman-

ship—traits that became hallmarks of all 

future Bell products. 

The prototype XFM-1 had tailwheel 

landing gear, a deep, narrow fuselage and 

twin manned nacelles on its low-mounted 

wing. Each nacelle carried a 37mm Colt  

T-9 cannon, two .50-calibre Browning 

M2 machine guns and an 1,150-horse-

power, turbo-supercharged, 12-cylinder 

Allison V-1710-13 engine that drove a 

three-bladed pusher propeller through a 

64-inch extension shaft. Emphasizing the  

importance of the XFM-1, the Air Corps 

assigned five of the first eight prototype 

service-test V-1710s to the program. 

The Airacuda’s five-man crew con-

sisted of pilot, co-pilot/navigator, a gun-

ner in the fuselage and a gunner in each 

nacelle. The nacelle gunners could fire 

their weapons manually, but their main 

job was to feed ammunition to the can-

nons from 110-round boxes. A Sperry 

Featured Aircraft (Continued on page 4) 

Bell XFM-1 Airacuda 
General Characteristics  

Powerplants 

Two 1,150-hp liquid-
cooled Allison V-1710 
V-12 piston engines 

Maximum speed  277 miles per hour 

Service Ceiling 30,500 feet 

Length 44 feet 10 inches 

Wingspan 69 feet 10 inches 

Range 2,600 miles 

Weight (empty) 13,630 pounds 

Weight (max.) 19,000 pounds 

 This photo of the XFM-1 Airacuda at rollout shows some of the 

Bell employees who had important roles in the program. Larry Bell 

is third from the right, with Vice President Ray Whitman (the tall 

man) on Bell’s left and Chief Engineer Bob Woods on the far right. 
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XFM-1 flew 10 more times around Buf-

falo before it was ferried to Wright Field 

on October 21, 1937, for additional test-

ing. On November 24, 1939, a cooling 

system plug blew out, dumping all the 

Prestone® coolant and forcing Captain 

Ernie Warburton to make an emergency 

landing. By its last flight, the XFM-1 had 

logged 103 flight hours in 42 months of 

testing—far more time than any of the 

other 13 Airacudas. But that was still not 

long enough for Bell to fully develop the 

aircraft’s many innovative features. 

With the XFM-1 still in flight test, 

the Air Corps ordered 13 service-test 

YFM-1s in May 19382. The first 10 were 

specified to have tailwheel landing gear 

and improved V-1710-23 engines. The 

last three, designated YFM-1As, were to 

have tricycle gear rather than tailwheel. 

In October 1939, since the turbo-super-

chargers on the -13 engines still had op-

erational, maintenance and control prob-

lems, the Air Corps told Bell to modify 

two YFM-1s on the production line to 

take the V-1710-41 “Altitude-Rated” en-

gines, which were lighter than the -13s 

and did not have turbo-superchargers. 

These aircraft were called YFM-1Bs. 

central fire-control system, operated by 

the fuselage gunner using an optical sight 

and a joystick, aimed and fired the guns 

by remote control. Defensive armament 

was two .50-calibre Browning machine 

guns in teardrop-shaped blisters in the aft 

fuselage (like those on Boeing’s YB-17A 

Flying Fortress), a retractable top turret 

with a .30-calibre Browning, and anoth-

er .30-calibre under the fuselage. 

The whirling rear-mounted pusher 

propellers would have made bailing out a 

hazardous, if not inevitably fatal, propo-

sition for hapless nacelle gunners. Bell 

solved this problem by incorporating nar-

row tunnels in the leading edges of the 

wing through which the nacelle gunners 

could crawl into the fuselage and bail out 

through the lower entry door, as did the 

other crewmembers. 

Another Airacuda “innovation,” and 

one that did not endear it to its pilots and 

crews, was its dependence on a working 

electrical system. Most aircraft then (and 

today) had reliable engine-driven genera-

tors to power their electrical systems. 

The Airacuda was the first aircraft to rely 

utterly on an independent Auxiliary Pow-

er Unit (APU) for its electrical needs, in-

cluding running the engine fuel pumps! 

The complex and temperamental APU, 

consisting of a two-cylinder, 13.5-horse-

power gasoline engine driving a 110-volt 

Featured Aircraft (Continued from page 3) 

generator, sat in the 

bottom of the fuselage 

and powered nine el-

ectric motors that ran 

many of the aircraft’s 

systems. It was also 

very prone to failure. 

When the APU quit, 

the aircraft itself pretty 

much shut down with 

it, losing fuel pressure, 

vacuum, hydraulics, 

propeller pitch control, 

landing gear, flaps and 

even the engines. 

        On September 1, 

1937, the XFM-1 flew 

for the first time from 

the Buffalo Municipal 

Airport, in the skilled 

hands of Air Corps test pilot Lieutenant 

Benjamin S. Kelsey. He was the Project 

Officer for Fighters at Wright Field in 

Dayton, Ohio, from 1934 to 1943, and 

probably flew more new aircraft types 

during that period than any other service 

pilot. The first Airacuda flight of about 

25 minutes was relatively uneventful ex-

cept for a backfire in the left engine on 

takeoff that damaged the intercooler 

ducting and the engine accessories hous-

ing. The second flight, on September 24, 

did not go as well. The right turbo-su-

percharger failed just before landing, 

slinging turbine blades all over the place. 

Then the right main gear did not lock 

down properly and collapsed on touch-

down. The aircraft skidded along the run-

way on two wheels and a wingtip. Re-

paired and fitted with upgraded engines 

and improved turbo-superchargers, the 

 The Airacuda looked a little ungainly on the ground, especially 

the tailwheel versions. This photo of the prototype XFM-1 shows 

several interesting design features. Note the cannons and machine 

guns, the air intake scoops atop each nacelle, the crew entry doors 

under the fuselage and in each nacelle, and the circular turbo-su-

percharger exhaust just behind the crewman leaning from the right 

nacelle with his arm on the canopy sill. 

 The Airacuda may have been ungainly 

on the ground, but there’s no denying that it 

was attractive and graceful in the air.  

 Bell modified the last three pre-produc-

tion Airacudas into YFM-1As, with tricycle 

landing gear, revised canopies and nacelles 

and non-turbo-supercharged engines. Bell’s 

experience with the YFM-1A aided the com-

pany in designing the renowned P-39 Aira-

cobra, the world’s first production aircraft 

with retractable tricycle landing gear. 

2 Air Corps practice was first to order “Experiment-

al” or “X” models (e.g., XFM-1), which would verify 

the aircraft complied with the contract requirements. 

Then the service would order a batch of pre-produc-

tion “Y” models (e.g., YFM-1), which would test the 

aircraft under realistic operational conditions.  
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Since the propeller slipstreams did 

not blow air through the engine oil and 

coolant radiators, which were in the lead-

ing edge of the wing, Airacudas could 

not taxi. Normal procedure called for the 

aircraft to be towed to the end of the run-

way before the pilot started the engines, 

after which he would wait only for fluid 

temperatures to reach their minimums 

before taking off. On landing, the pilot 

would shut down the engines as soon as 

the aircraft cleared the runway and wait 

for a tow back to the hangar. 

Strangely, the Airacuda’s flaps were 

electrically tied in with the landing gear, 

and always deployed fully when the gear 

lowered. Pilots did not like this at all—

they quickly learned to pull circuit break-

ers to cut out one system or the other. 

The 13 YFM-1s that Bell made did 

not fare very well. Six of them cracked 

up in one way or another, including one 

that crashed during a spin test before Bell 

even delivered it to the Air Corps. In just 

over two years of flight testing, the ser-

vice-test aircraft accumulated only 539 

hours of flight time combined, an aver-

age of a mere 41 hours each. The high-

time YFM-1 had 68.3 hours on the clock, 

while the low-time one (not including the 

one that crashed before delivery) racked 

up just seven hours. All three tricycle-

gear YFM-1As crashed, one of them with 

the only fatality of the program. On a 

ferry flight from Chanute Field, Illinois, 

to Keesler Field, Mississippi, where it 

was slated to become a ground-school 

trainer, the aircraft experienced severe vi-

brations that broke an engine oil line and 
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started an in-flight fire, forcing the two-

man crew to bail out. Tragically, the pi-

lot, Lieutenant James G. Reed, was killed 

when his parachute did not open. 

Flight testing of the YFM-1 was des-

ultory at best. Interviewed after the War, 

then-General Kelsey remarked, “There 

was no rush to fly the Airacuda, primari-

ly because of the psychological as well as 

physical hazard of the pusher props dur-

ing a bailout. Consequently, no service 

test group of aircraft were [sic] probably 

ever flown as little as the 13 YFM-1s. 

This general lack of enthusiasm resulted 

in no suitable tactics being devised; nor 

did anyone become an advocate of this 

type.” Despite these issues, the Air Corps 

had one operational Airacuda squadron 

in the southern U.S. from 1938 to 1940. 

Then the Service dispersed the aircraft to 

bases in Alabama, California, Florida, 

Ohio and Virginia for pilot familiariza-

tion flights. There were reportedly few 

takers. An Airacuda was even displayed 

at the 1939 New York World’s Fair. But 

ultimately the nine remaining YFM-1s 

ended up with the 10th Air Base Squad-

ron at Chanute Field, where they served 

as ground-bound instructional airframes 

for mechanic training. By late 1942, all 

had been relegated to the scrap heap. 
Assuming Bell could have solved its 

“teething troubles,” the Airacuda still had 

a huge problem—its performance lagged 

far behind that of newer aircraft. For ex-

ample, Lockheed’s P-38 Lightning, which 

first flew on January 27, 1939, was over 

100 miles per hour faster. And, while Bell 

was delivering the YFM-1s, the Battle of 

Britain was raging. Combat experience 

showed that “bomber destroyers,” such as 

the British Boulton-Paul Defiant and the 

German Messerschmitt Bf.110 Zerstörer 

(“Destroyer”), were ineffective compared 

with smaller, single-seat aircraft such as 

the Supermarine Spitfire and the Messer-

schmitt Bf.109E Emil. The Battle of Brit-

ain proved conclusively that speed and 

Featured Aircraft (Continued on page 8) 

 This undated photo shows a YFM-1. Differences from the XFM-1 include flat panels in the 

cockpit canopy for less optical distortion, flush-mounted aft fuselage gun positions rather than 

teardrop blisters, no air intakes on the nacelle tops and no engine-driven turbo-superchar-

gers—the dark “Z”- shaped stacks on the nacelles exhausted to plain turbos underneath the 

wing. The cannons and machine guns were not installed when this photo was taken. 

 The Airacuda had a fairly conventional 

cockpit and instrument panel layout, as seen 

here in an April 1939 photo of the XFM-1. 
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       After the Soviet 

Union disintegrated in 

1995, historians at last 

gained access to top-

secret KGB archives 

in Moscow. There 

they found a box con­

taining some teeth and 

fragments of skull and 

jaw—the mortal re­

mains of Adolf Hitler! 

Soviet authorities had positively identi­

fied the remains through dental records 

and by interviewing survivors from the 

Führerbunker who had been there with 

Hitler. They never admitted that they had 

this incontrovertible physical evidence of 

Hitler’s death. Why did the world not 

learn about it for 50 years? In short—it 

was because of  the Cold War. 

The mistrust between the West and 

the Soviet Union, even during the War 

when they were allies, hampered rela­

tions then and for decades later. The So­

viets held everything they found in the 

Führerbunker as state secrets, to be espe­

cially kept from their Cold War adver­

sary. My cynical side makes me wonder 

what secrets will come out 50 years from 

now about bin Laden’s death. If I’m 

lucky, I may still be around to find out. 

Some people may wonder why the 

other Allies allowed the Soviets to cap­

ture Berlin, denying them any chance of 

recovering Hitler’s body or capturing 

him alive to be put on trial. Allowing the 

Soviets to take Berlin eliminated those 

possibilities—the vengeance-driven So­

viet dictator Josef Stalin would have ex-

ecuted Hitler if his troops had found him 

alive. But Allied leaders did not then 

think that Hitler was in Berlin. They be-

lieved he and his cronies had fled Berlin 

for the Bavarian Alps, where they were 

setting up the so-called “National Re­

doubt,” from which they intended to con­

tinue the War to the bitter end. So Allied 

Supreme Commander General Dwight D. 

Eisenhower moved his forces south to­

ward Bavaria rather than toward Berlin. 

The Allied High Command did not learn 

that the “National Redoubt” did not even 

exist until April 23, 1945, by which time 

the Soviet armies had already breached 

Berlin’s outer defenses. 

That didn’t really matter, because at 

the Yalta Conference in February 1945,  

U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt and 

British Prime Minister Winston Churchill 

offered the German capital to Stalin to 

ensure his support of their plan to divide 

occupied Germany, including Berlin, 

among the Allied powers. Eisenhower 

was loathe to incur further casualties by 

fighting his way to Berlin over what 

would soon be Soviet territory. He also 

wanted to avoid “friendly fire” incidents 

with Soviet armies. So, as soon as his 

forces met Soviet troops just east of the 

Elbe River, Eisenhower halted his units. 

Soviet forces overwhelmed the dis­

organized and poorly equipped German 

divisions that tried to defend the Capital 

of the Reich. The only skirmish in the 

Battle of Berlin in which Americans par-

ticipated took place over the city. With 

Berlin’s airfields in Soviet hands, Luft-

waffe aircraft could operate only from a 

few roads in the heart of the city, and the 

only aircraft that could do this was the 

short-takeoff-and-landing Fieseler Fi.156 

Storch. On April 25, 1945, in what was 

probably the War’s last aerial dogfight, 

the crew of a U.S. Army Air Forces Piper 

L-4 Grasshopper shot down a Storch 

with their .45-calibre Colt M1911 side-

I 
n the dark of night on May 2, 2011, 

a U.S. Navy SEAL team rappelled 

from helicopters into a heavily forti­

fied compound in Abottabad, Pakistan. 

Minutes later, Osama bin Laden, the 21st 

Century’s most-wanted mass murderer 

(so far), lay dead in his hideout. This oc-

curred almost exactly 66 years after the 

death of the most-wanted mass murderer 

of the 20th century, Adolf Hitler. 

The demise of the world’s most no­

torious terrorist inspired me to examine 

Hitler’s death. Although more than half a 

century separates the two events, they 

share some striking similarities, primarily 

the lack of a body for proof of death. 

The U.S. reportedly disposed of bin 

Laden’s body at sea, expressly choosing 

not to exhibit it lest it offend Muslims or 

inspire his followers to retaliate. This had 

the inevitable consequence of “proving” 

to a certain subset of people that he is not 

really dead. Similarly, the Soviet Union 

did not offer a public viewing of Hitler 

after Marshal Georgi Zhukov’s troops 

unearthed the charred bodies of the Führ-

er and his wife of one day, Eva Braun, in 

the garden of the Reichschancellery in 

Berlin. The consequences of this decision 

were equally predictable, even before the 

days of ridiculous viral Internet blogs—

Hitler is not really dead! 

But we know for sure that Hitler in-

deed committed suicide in his bunker on 

or about April 30, 1945. At the time, wild 

rumors that he had not died abounded, 

and, due to the lack of a body, theories 

flourished for years afterwards that Hitler  

was still alive and in hiding somewhere 

in South America, fiendishly plotting the 

ascent of the Fourth Reich. But we are 

really sure that Hitler died in 1945 be-

cause—as is not the case with bin Lad­

en—there were some remains. 

Historical 
Perspectives 
by Robert Haynes 

 Soviet troops raise the hammer-and-sickle 

flag over the Reichstag in Berlin on May 2, 

1945. Photo by Yevgeny Khaldei. 
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of the extreme UFO fringe, she conflates 

Area 51 and the July 1947 “flying saucer 

crash” near Roswell in eastern New Mex-

ico. That’s nothing new to wacko con-

spiracy theorists. But Ms. Jacobsen adds 

a new, bizarre twist. Uncritically accept-

ing the tall tale of an octogenarian former 

Area 51 worker, she asserts the Roswell 

object was—wait for it—a Soviet flying-

wing aircraft based on a World War II 

German  design and piloted by children 

surgically and genetically altered by Nazi 

doctor Josef Mengele into macrocephal-

ic, huge-eyed “aliens!” (Genetic engin-

eering in the 1940s, before DNA was dis-

covered—right!). Ms. Jacobsen alleges 

Stalin wanted to throw Americans into a 

panic, similar to the way many people   

had reacted to Orson Welles’ 1938 “War 

of the Worlds” radio broadcast. 

Do the words “crazy” and “insane” 

come to mind to describe this scenario? 

As related in the First Quarter 2010 

Plane Talk, the truth is that the Roswell 

Editorial (Continued from page 2) object was actually a “balloon train” of 

Project Mogul, a secret program to test if 

acoustic sensors suspended high in the at-

mosphere could detect the distant sounds 

of Soviet atomic bomb detonations. 

Leaping far beyond these facts into 

rarified realms of feverish imagination,  

Area 51 has no value for rational readers 

in search of the truth. Sadly, many of the 

Area 51 workers that Ms. Jacobsen inter-

viewed feel she betrayed them. Some re-

port that they attend her book signings 

not to bask in well-deserved praise for 

their work but rather to refute her false-

hoods and try to set the record straight. 

So the definitive history of Area 51 

remains to be written. We hope their ex-

periences with Ms. Jacobsen don’t deter 

the people who worked at the base from 

talking to the next author who tackles the 

subject. The opportunities to record these 

workers’ oral histories and knowledge of 

the facility are fading fast. Unfortunately, 

the distorted stories in the embarrassingly 

inept Area 51 may be the last word we 

hear from some of them. 

arms! War Eagles Air Museum displays a 

nice Storch and a Piper Super Cub paint­

ed to resemble an L-4, so the next time 

you visit you can amaze your friends and 

relatives with your intimate knowledge 

of their unique historical legacies. 

On May 2, the first Soviet troops en-

tered the Führerbunker. Not until May 4 

did they discover Adolf and Eva Hitler’s 

bodies. The autopsy that positively iden­

tified Hitler, and resulted in the remains 

later found in Moscow, took place on VE 

Day, May 8, 1945. In November, the So-

viets first reported that Hitler had com­

mitted suicide. But as there was no body,  

supposed sightings of the Führer contin­

ued for many years. Today we have a 

much better picture of Hitler’s last days, 

thanks to many books and documentary 

films based on information and artifacts 

made public since the fall of the Soviet 

Union. This is why I always say that the 

work of a historian is never finished, be-

cause every time it seems as though the 

final chapter to a story has been written, 

new evidence always turns up!  
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agility—the very features that the Airacu-

da lacked—were the most important fact-

ors in modern aerial combat. 

Bell was also fully committed to pro-

ducing the new P-39 Airacobra, a single-

Featured Aircraft (Continued from page 5) per hour during its first flight on April 6, 

1938. Through 1944, Bell built more than 

9,500 P-39s that flew in the air forces of 

eight nations. Lend-lease Airacobras, rep-

resenting almost half of the total produc-

tion run, were especially important to the 

Soviet air force as it fought to repel Hit-

ler’s attack on the Eastern Front. 

Although the Airacuda failed as an 

operational aircraft, it played a key role in 

sustaining the Bell Aircraft Company in 

its early days. Without the Airacuda, the 

history of aviation might have been very 

different. Had the Airacuda not supported 

Bell in its infancy, other companies may 

well have made America’s first jet and 

the world’s first supersonic aircraft. The 

Airacuda assured that Bell’s passion for 

designing bold, innovative, state-of-the-

art aircraft did not vanish from the avia-

tion scene—a worthy legacy indeed. 

But, while Bell still prospers today, 

not a single trace remains anywhere of the  

bold, ahead-of-its-time Airacuda, a design 

that, in some ways, instead proved to be 

behind the times.  

seat, cannon-armed, high-performance in-

terceptor of exactly the type that would be 

most useful in the air war. The company 

had no resources to develop and improve 

the Airacuda, an already-obsolescent air-

craft that no one in the Air Corps cared 

much about. The P-39 topped 390 miles 

 In this never-before-published circa-1940 photo, taken by Clarence E. Schurwan and pro-

vided to War Eagles Air Museum volunteer Cliff Bossie by Dr. Paul Webber, a YFM-1A sits on 

the Biggs Field ramp in El Paso, Texas, backed by the distinctive Franklin Mountains. Behind 

the North American AT-6 Texans is a Boeing Y1B-17 Flying Fortress, one of only 13 built. 


