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For a major production airplane, the Curtiss F8C/O2C
Helldiver is one of the least known aircraft in US
Naval Aviation history. It saw barely two-years of
first-line squadron service with the Navy, plus two

more with the Marines before being relegated to the Reserve
and Training squadrons. Two other Curtiss designs, also car-
rying the name Helldiver, went into production later, to fur-
ther eclipse the original user of the name, and the F8C/O2C
became the Fleet’s forgotten dive-bomber.

The classic biplane de- s ign doesn’t
deserve such obscurity. Actua l ly ,
for its day it became quite
famous and even starred in a
1932 film appropriately
titled Helldivers. It was
supported in this by veteran actor
Wallace Beery and newcomer Clark Gable. (It was
Gable’s first major picture.) Technically, the Curtiss
Model 49 with dual and inaccurate Naval designations
should be memorialized as the first airplane designed
specifically for the dive-bombing role. (It was officially
called a Diving Bomber at the time.) In addition to the
Navy designations and the Curtiss sequential Model
Number 49, the Helldiver also had the Curtiss
Engineering Number L-17.

The original Navy designation for the Helldiver was XF8C-
2, identifying it as an Experimental (X) Fighter (F), the eighth
of the type (8) ordered from Curtiss (C), second version (2).
Although primarily a bomber, the Navy did not have a B-for-
Bomber designation in those days. It soon would, but not in
time to benefit the Helldiver, nor did it have an A-for-Attack,
the Army’s designation for its equivalent airplane. Since the
plane first went into service with a fighter squadron, the desig-
nation BF for Bomber-Fighter would have been appropriate,
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Excellent formation of US Marine Corps O2C-1s. Sixty-
three F8C-5s were originally ordered but they were

destined primarily for land-based observation duties so
the arrester gear was eliminated. The planes were thus

redesignated O2C-1. The aircraft were initially delivered
with Curtiss anti-drag ring cowls.

Factory data plate for O2C-1 A-8758,
delivered on 20 May 1931. Curtiss

retained the use of “Aeroplane” on
their data plates well into WWII.

but that wasn’t adopted until 1934. Thus, the fighter designa-
tion stayed with the first production models, the F8C-4s,
throughout their service lives. The second, third, and fourth
batches, delivered as F8C-5s, were redesignated O2C-1 (O-
for-Observation) in 1931, and the final batch of Helldivers
powered with the Pratt & Whitney Wasp engine was delivered
as O2C-1. The last four airplanes, powered with
Wright Cyclone engines, were covered
by six designations: XF8C-7 and F8C-7,
XF8C-8, O2C-2, XF10C-1, and

XS3C-1. All
very confus-
ing and only

going to
prove that

designations
and common
sense did not
always go hand
in hand in the

Navy of the early 1930s.

THE NAME
The name Helldiver,

however, took well with the
public and was pushed vigorously by Curtiss,
although it was not official with the US Navy at first. In
those days, a few American aircraft manufacturers also
marketed their products under “popular” names as well as
standard commercial and military model numbers. In
fact, the Curtiss Aeroplane and Motor Company, of
Buffalo and Garden City, New York, had been apply-

ing suitable bird
names to its var-
ious models since
1919. The well-
known names Hawk and Falcon con-
veniently covered a substantial variety of official military
type, model, and series designations for Curtiss Models 34
and 37, plus a few later variants and, in most cases, such
aircraft were referred to by name rather than number and
letter designations.

Nevertheless, the services stuck to their alphanumeric
designations and completely ignored the Curtiss-bestowed
names. In October 1941, however, the US Government
officially encouraged the use of popular names for most
military models as a security measure to screen the devel-
opment stage of a particular model. Flying Fortress was
good enough for general reference to the Boeing B-17
without revealing that it had reached the B-17E stage. Of
course, detail distinction was essential to the users of the
planes, so the names, when used by the services at all,
were generally found in the outputs of the Public
Relations office.

Helldiver became official at this time, but it was for the
third design that Curtiss had applied it to, the SB2C

monoplane (Curtiss
Model 84) that

first flew in pro-
totype form in

1940. The

second Helldiver, the SBC line that
appeared in 1935 as Curtiss Model 77, was
one of the last Navy biplanes.

ORIGINS
Considering that the Helldiver was an entirely new

design, it is surprising that no single detail of it was new to
the state-of-the-art. If anything, conservatism was its out-
standing feature. All structure and equipment followed the
tried-and-true concepts of earlier models, whether devel-
oped by Curtiss or from the designs of others. The only
thing really new was the way the airplane was to be
used — in a full-power vertical dive toward the tar-
get with a sharp pull-up following bomb release. To
ensure structural integrity under these conditions,
the conventional wooden wing structure was
strengthened up to a high incidence load factor
of twelve, which was really hell-for-stout by
the standards of 1928.

Two preceding designs contributed
significantly to the overall layout of the
Helldiver. The first was Curtiss’ own
Model 37 Falcon, a two-seater devel-
oped for a US Army fly-off obser-
vation plane competition
in 1924 and sub-
sequently


