NORTHROP P-61A ‘BLACK WIDOW

The famous MNorthrop P-61 Black Widow was the first operational U.S.
military aircraft designed specifically for night interception.
In the Battle of Britain in 1940, The RAF was at a loss countering the
Luftwaffe's Night Bombardment. In darkness, the RAF fighters had less
opportunities to attack than in daylight. This deeply impressed the US
observers attached to the RAF at the time. When they returned to the US,
they energetically demanded a night fighter which could catch and destroy
raiding aircraft at night.
In Nov 1940, according to the requirements of USAAC, Northrop began
comprehensive design work on an aircraft which was to become the world's
first dedicated night fighter. On 11th January 1941, the USAAF ordered two
prototypes named XP-61 for flight testing. On 10th March, 13 YP-61s were
ordered for Operational Suitability Tests. The P-61 was about the same size
as a medium bomber and had a peculiar appearance: A long fuselage
gondola built between two engine nacelies and tail booms. It was equipped
with Pratt & Whitney R-2800-10 Double Wasp 18-cylinder radial engines,
producing 2,000 hp (1,491 kW) each. At the end of the booms there were
two vertical fins connected by a horizontal tailplane. The fuselage housed
the radar at the front, a three-man crew, and the weapons system. The
aircraft was armed with four 20mm M2 cannons and four .50cal (12.7 mm)
M2 Browning machine guns. 2900 kg bombs could be loaded as well to
accomplished missions such as interception, bombing, and scouting.
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Once the Black Widow did get into action in late WWII, it was successful
against a variety of targets in the European, Mediterranean, Pacific
Theater, and Chinese Theater of Operations. The combat successes of P-
61 NFS included 127 enemy fighter planes and bombers, and 18 V-1 buzz
bombs. Until the end of WWII, Northrop produced 706 aircraft of the P-61
saeries

There are only 2 aircrafts preserved: one is in Mational Museum US Air
Force in Dayton, Ohio, USA and one is located in the China Aviation
Museum in Beijing, China.

“Lady GEN" was a popular P-61A and was flown by at least two crews. This
example is the first crew that racked up the rather impressive scoreboard
seen here, Lt. Robert A.Smith from 422nd NFS, flew this P-61A during
Summer 1944, This machine had invasion stripes painted on both halves of
wing undersurfaces and on undersides of tailbooms. Lt.Smith achieved six
Luftwaffe and five locomotive kills on this turretless P-61. He later added
one V-1 missile to this score too. Later it was flown by Captain Leonard F.
Koehler, but it didn't add anything to its score under his command. Perhaps
that was because they removed the upper turret with the new crew, but
more likely it was because of the total lack of Luftwaffe opposition at night
during the last stages of the war. The box art shows the P-61 was attacking
the locomotive.
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Air brake closed
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Please cut of shadow when closed
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