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By Mike Burton

A fine pursuit, the Kingcobra gained only a small following
within the U.S. military, and seemed destined to die unloved
in undeserved obscurity. But Bell Aircraft’s P-63 left the
shadows of that dark cloud on a postwar race day in 1946.

The Kingcobra may never have gotten top billing, but it
didn’t go unnoticed. In the 1946 Thompson Trophy Race (the
first to be run after the war’s end), Charlie Tucker’s P-63C, at
392 mph, [ : g
was  the
third fastest
qualifier |
and afavor-
ite to win. |
Three other |
P-633s¢
would fin- |
ish in that
race, but a |
stuck set of |
landing |
gear forced
p © o «t
Charlie out
on the first
lap.

How-
ever, a | ;

modified P- Fresh from Bell’s Buffalo factory, this P-63 displays both the Cobra family lines and the distinctive laminar
39 Airacobra flow wing. This example uses a three-bladed propelier.

with a Kingcobra propeller and engine would win that day, so
the family honor was upheld. Those racer Mustangs had to eat
exhaust!

First flight for the XP-63 was December 7, 1942. Derived
from experience gained with its P-39, Bell’s design evolution
produced a superior craft. The USAAF saw this, and awarded
contracts even after both prototypes crashed soon after: their
first flights.

XP-63No. 1 lasted less than two months, and No. 2 less than
three months. Nonetheless, over 3300 were builtand flown by
the U.S., France, the Soviet Union and the RAF. The major
models were the A and C, with 13 Es being built, and one-offs
models D and F completing the family. A P-63B model in-
tended for the Merlin powerplant (Allisons powered all the
rest) never saw metal.

The P-63A was the Kingcobra model that most resembled

Bell’s racy royalty: the P-63 Kingcobra

the Airacobra,butup close one could see the larger, more lethal
lines and laminar flow wing of this big brother.

The P-63C which followed had a distinctive ventral fin that
gave the Kingcobra alook all its own. Only the single F with its
taller vertical fin could show the stretch left in the original P-
39 lines. The E model, the fastest of the breed (439 mph), was
essentially aboosted C. Externally, the P-63E was the same as
the C except for an additional 10 inches of wingspan and a

— . : larger en-
: gine.

The en-
gine and
wingspan
size  in-
creases
were car-
ried over
from one-
off D
which had
A body
linesand a
“blown
bubble”
sliding
canopy in-
stead of
the car
door cock-
pit. This
was not the only bubbletopped Kingcobra. The RAF had a P-
63A which they converted with an E-style sliding canopy, but
the lower part of the car doors remained.

The Soviets appear to have left little clue as to the fate of the
nearly 2000 P-63s the U.S. supplied to them. Writers all seem
tocomment vaguely that the USSR loved them and used them
as close air support/anti-tank aircraft, but never add a great
deal of detail beyond that. France employed a good number
in Indochina after the war.

Although the P-63 was never to see combat in American
markings, the Kingcobra’s finest hour came while wearing
USAAF colors, albeit under strange circumstances.

Outside of being remembered asa Lend Lease bird, or as the
follow on to the Airacobra, or maybeasa hot-looking racer, the
“Pinball” program RP-63s always will ensure some sort of
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