North American Aviation A-36A dive bomber




(ONE OF THE MOST iconic air-
craft of all time was (and still
is!) the North American
Aviation (NAA) P-51D
Mustang. Other models of the
Mustang were built during
World War II (the total num-
ber built across all models
exceeded 15,000), and
together they served the Allies
with distinction. While the
airplane was designed and
built for the Royal Air Force
(RAF), it saw time with a num-
ber of other nations’ air forces
as well. The U.S. Army Air
Forces (USAAF) made by far
the greatest use of the Mustang
in combat zones.

This article will cover only
one model: the A-36A attack/
dive bomber. Many folks, some
of whom write books about
WWII aircraft and articles for
print magazines and websites,
insist on calling it the Apache. A
similar number of people will tell
you its official name is Intruder.
Who's right?

Correct answer: Neither.

The Mustang sprang from a
request the British Purchasing
Commission (BPC) made to NAA
in March 1940. The BPC
requested that NAA build P-40s
under license from Curtiss-Wright
Corp. Curtiss had told the RAF that its
plant was building as many P-40s as
quickly as it could. NAA told the BPC
representatives that it could build a
better aircraft using the same Allison
engine that powered the Curtiss P-40,
and that it could have a flying example
of this aircraft ready to go in 120 days.
(NAA had a pursuit aircraft, NA-509,
that had been drawn up, but there
were no detailed blueprints. It’s
believed that the NA-73X sprang from
that design.) ]

That much is history, but because
of a delay in getting the necessary

Exhibit A.

Allison delivered to NAA, the aircraft, NAA Model NA-73X, flew for
the first time on October 26, 1940. That was approximately 155 days,
give or take, from the contract date,

The fourth Mustang model was the NA-97. Its USAAF designation
was A-36A. The contract for 500 A-36s didn’t get filled until August
1942. That timeline is significant in light of the telex NAA President
James H. “Dutch” Kindelberger sent to Col. Arthur I. Ennis, chief of
the USAAF public relations branch, on July 13, 1942. (See the telex
scan above. The Boeing Co.s historical archivist emailed it to me in
2019.)

Prior to this, the NAA had designated two Mustang models
Apache. They were the two XP-51 aircraft (serial Nos. 41-038 and
41-039) taken from the first 10 NA-73s, which were being built for the
RAF as Mustang Mk. I aircraft, and the NA-91 aircraft “held back”
from the RAF order.
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The A-36A attack/dive
bomber. Many folks, some
of whom write books about
WWII aircraft and articles
for print magazines and
websites, insist on calling it
the Apache. A similar number
of people will tell you its
official name is Intruder.
Who's right?

The Kindelberger telex was
Exhibit A. Exhibit B, (see above left)
which was sent along with the telex
scan from Boeing, shows the cover of
the A-36A’s Preliminary Illustrated
Parts Catalog.

Note: The RAF reportedly consid-
ered designating these NAA aircraft
“Apache” but it wanted a name that
would “relate more to the American
West and the legends of the West”
According to at least one reliable
source, the British chose “Mustang™
because the name fit that bill. They
were also reportedly inspired by the
popular song “Saddle Your Blues to a
‘Wild Mustang” from February 1936.

When the NA-91 batch came along,
it inherited the Apache name because
that’s what the folks at NAA called it
from the outset. But according to some
sources, the USAAC/USAAF may have



National Museum of the U. S. Air Force in Dayton, OH

never actually used that name for
either the XP-51 or the various aircraft
within the NA-91 batch. The Apache
name had appeared in some magazine
ads during the war’s first couple years.
Perhaps the Mustang name was there-
fore not depicted on purpose, lest the
Axis find out before the aircraft
entered combat. (It may be worth not-
ing that neither of the XP-51s — the
first two Apaches — had ever gone
overseas, let alone served as combat
aircraft, so the only Apache the ad
could have been referring to was the
NA-91, which had officially been des-
ignated “P-51,” with no suffix letter):
The NA-97, the Mustang’s fourth
production model, was designated
“A-36A” by the USAAF. It was
designed 3s an attack aircraft — hence,
the “A-" prefix. It was the first
Mustang that the USAAF ordered for
itself, and the contract called for 500
aircraft. All were designated “A-36A."
There was no XA-36 prototype nor
any later models. After completing
numerous calculations and drawings,
the engineering department came up
with the A-36, but there had been a
test-bed aircraft: an NA-83 (Mustang
Mk. I in the RAF), which had the RAF
serial number AM118 and was that

test-bed aircraft. NAA modified it by strengthen-

ing the wing and making other relatively significant changes to the
wing structure and the wing’s plumbing. One of the A-36A’s defining
features is the pair of dive brakes on each wing — one above the wing
and one below. The dive brakes were rectangular —

with slots across them, front to rear — and hydraulically actuated. The
top one extended up about 90 degrees, and the bottom one swung
down the same number of degrees. The mechanism that deployed the
upper dive brake was connected to the lower dive brake, and the pilot
could deploy and retract them simultaneously. There was one such set
on each wing, (I won't go into the mostly apocryphal story that the
dive brakes were usually wired shut in the war zone because of
problems with them.)

1 took the photo above at the National Museum of the U.S. Air
Force in Dayton, Ohio. Aside from the dive brakes, the pylon with a
bomb attached, and the two .50-caliber
Browning machine guns in the wing,
another unique feature of the A-36A
can be seen: the wide lens with two
lights behind it. This is the landing/taxi
light for the aircraft, and it appears
only on the left wing. No other
Mustang had this type of landing/taxi
light setup. Obviously, the flap can also
be seen in this photo.

The armament setup was unique to
the A-36A: It was the only Mustang
with two .50-caliber Browning “nose/ e - :
cheek” machine guns to go with two : ) P
.50-caliber Brownings in each wing. To L / $
the l'ig]‘lt isa phOtD of the first A-36A A-36A at the Lone Star F|jght Museum
that I saw. It was at the Lone Star Flight in19g5.
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Museum in 1995. It shows the two nose guns. (Note that they're
staggered. The right gun is set 6 or 7 inches farther back so the linked
.50-caliber ammo can “feed” into the left gun.)

Another Mustang feature worth noting is the pitot probe. Here is a
mini-collage. On the top is a wartime photo of an RAF Mustang Mk. I
(from the NA-73 batch). I took the photo on the bottom during my
previously mentioned visit to the USAF Museum in Ohio. The
Mustang Mk. I — and all other Mustangs, regardless of their model
number — have an L-shaped pitot probe.

For what it’s worth, the strengthened wing in the A-36A — minus
the dive brakes and associated hydraulic lines, etc. — was pretty much
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the same as the wing on some of the
follow-on models: the last production
Allison-powered member of the
Mustang family, the NA-99 (P-51A);
the first production Merlin-powered
P-51B; and, a little later, the P-51C,
which was identical to the P-51B but
was built in Dallas instead of
Inglewood, California (the P-51B/C
had various NAA model numbers).
There were minor visual differences



The NA-97, the Mustang's
fourth production model,
was designated “A-36A"
by the USAAF. It was designed
as an attack aircraft —
hence, the “A-" prefix.

It was the first Mustang
that the USAAF ordered for
itself, and the contract
called for 500 aircraft.

between the A-36A and the P-51
models when it came to the pitot
assemblies and the landing/taxi lights
for the P-51B/Cs. Furthermore, the
P-51B/C’s wing was further
strengthened because the maximum
aileron “throw” angle was increased.

So where did the Apache name
come from?

The more-or-less temporary
Apache designation for the two XP-51s
and the approximately 58 P-51s —
combined with ads in both popular
and aviation-related magazines — led
to some confusion as recently as the
early 1970s.

If you're researching this “obscure,
almost-unknown, underpowered,
probably useless member of the
Mustang family” (as so many writers
like to describe the aireraft), you can
consult one of the relevant wikis, look
to books and magazines from the
1940s, or find other contemporary
information sources. Some of these
sources might lead you to believe that
the A-36 was named the Apache.
Here's one of two widely printed
North American Aviation ads that
have contributed to many writers’
confusion about the name.

Note that this is an ad from a
September 1941 magazine that
probably was written in July or August
1941. The A-36A didn’t even exist at
the time. The United States had not
even entered the war yet. The two
XP-51 aircraft from the NA-73 batch
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A

On the left: Page 175 of the September 1941 issue of Flying and Popular Avigtion magazine. On the
right: The issue's cover.

that was built for the RAF existed, and the NA-91 aircraft were just
beginning production. Again, the XP-51s and NA-91s were the only
aircraft in this family that were ever called Apache, and that was for
less than a year. The A-36A contract was opened in April 1942 (and
wasn't finalized until August 1942). This April 1942 date is important
because, obviously, the A-36 wasn’t even a dream vet. The Apache
name was dropped for Mustang family aircraft as a result of Dutch
Kindelberger’s telex to Col. Ennis.

These facts should be enough to settle the issue, but the A-36A
Apache error continues to this day.

It brings to mind the old adage, often attributed to Nazi
propagandist Joseph Goebbels, that if you repeat a lie often enough, it
becomes the truth.

So what about the Invader name, which many folks claim is the
A-36A’s true designation? The 12th Air Force, which fought in North
Africa, Sicily, and Italy, relied heavily on A-36A aircraft. They made
tactical air strikes against Axis gun emplacements, bridges, railroads,
etc. As they advanced northward, pushing the enemy basically to the
north, A-36s (as well as other aircraft) in the 86th and 27th fighter-
bomber groups began to use former Axis air bases.

As the story goes, a ground crewman or pilot quipped that they
should have named the A-36 “Invader” because that’s what they were
doing: invading Axis territory and taking over the enemies’ airstrips.
This name was then used in the same way that current Air Force
members call the F-16 Fighting Falcon by the nickname “Viper.”
Various books and periodicals note that the pilot who advocated for
the change was Lt. Robert Walsh of the 86th Fighter-Bomber Group of
the 12th Air Force. He was reportedly so adamant about calling this
aircraft “Invader” instead of “Mustang” that he started a petition
among the pilots and ground crew members in his group asking that
the A-36’s designation be changed. The request was reportedly sent to
NAA and the USAAF, but it was a nonstarter because the Douglas A-26
attack aircraft was already called the Invader.
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Many of us have seen the Invader name in NAA ads, and even on
some “official” aircraft identification /recognition documents of the
day. One thing I'm about 99.9 percent sure of is that the A-36 was
never called Apache during the World War IT.

There’s one more A-36A myth that just won't die, and it's just as
easy to disprove through use of historical records, popular magazines
of the day, and the airframe and engine manufacturers’ documents
and newsletters. That myth: the A-36 is a derivative of the P-51A. In
fact, the P-51A Mustang’s design and production began after the
A-36A’s production, and it incorporated many of the same features in
the wing that were introduced with the A-36. Bill Marshall, co-author
of P-51B Mustang: North American’s Bastard Stepchild That Saved the
Eighth Air Force, has stated more than once that production of the
P-51B overlapped with that of the A-36s and P-51As for a time, This
means that, for a short while, the A-36A, P-51A, and P-51B were being
built at the same time, in the same NAA location, in
Inglewood, California.

Finally, after seeing a photo of the A-36 signage at the National
Museum of the U.S. Air Force with the Apache name on it, I contacted
the curator. He naturally wanted documentation (and I didn’t have
nearly as much documentation then as I do now). That was in late
2017, and after the curator looked into it, he told me that they would
change the sign but that “the wheels of the government turn slowly,”
and nothing would happen until the following year. 1 found out in
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Durhg the Italian campaign, A-36A plloty’

The Apache name was
dropped for Mustang

family aircraft as a result
of Dutch Kindelberger's
telex to Col. Ennis.

September 2018 that the signage had
been changed, and my wife and I were
able to take a side trip during a driving
vacation in October of that same year
to see “my” sign and take numerous
photos of the object of my affection.

I can’t say that my work here is
done because I am working on
curators at a couple other aircraft
museums. While the USAF Museum is
the only such facility with an A-36,
other museums include the aireraft on
their websites, and the majority of
them have the name as Apache, while
some say that the official name of the
A-36 was Mustang but that it’s also
known by the nickname Invader. >

The new sign is pictured
in the top part of this
mini-collage.



