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American Secret Projects: Fighters and Interceptors of 1945

The year 1945 marked a pivotal moment in aviation history. With the end of World War Il on the horizon, the United
States began to look beyond the propeller-driven aircraft that had defined the conflict. A surge of clandestine
research and development programs emerged, focused on jet propulsion, advanced aerodynamics, and the
creation of the next generation of fighters and interceptors. These secret projects, many of which carried code
names and numeric designations, laid the groundwork for the Cold War era's aerial dominance.

Historical Context: From Propeller to Jet

By the mid-1940s, the United States had already mastered piston-engine fighters such as the P-51 Mustang and
the P-47 Thunderbolt. Yet the rapid advancement of German jet technology—most notably the Heinkel He 162 and
the Messerschmitt Me 262—had highlighted a looming gap. The American military recognized that future air
superiority would hinge on jet-powered aircraft capable of higher speeds, greater climb rates, and improved
interception capabilities.

In response, the Army Air Forces and the Navy established secret research teams at key facilities: Wright-Patterson
Air Force Base, Langley Research Center, and the newly formed National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics
(NACA). These teams were tasked with evaluating jet engines, wing designs, and weapon systems under tight
secrecy to prevent enemy intelligence from gaining insight into American capabilities.

The Birth of the Jet Fighter: Project 80 and Its Kin

Project 80 — The P-80 Shooting Star

Perhaps the most celebrated of the 1945 secret projects was Project 80, which culminated in the P-80 Shooting
Star. Designed by North American Aviation, the P-80 was the United States' first operational jet fighter. Though its
development began in 1943, the prototype first flew in 1944, and the program was officially classified as a secret
until its 1947 introduction to the U.S. Air Force.

Key features of the P-80 included:

» Two General Electric J47 turbojet engines producing 5,400 pounds of thrust.

¢ A straight-wing design that, while simple, limited high-speed performance.

e Armament of four 0.50 inch (12.7 /mm) machine guns and provisions for rockets.
» Top speed of 600 /mph and a service ceiling of 40,000 /ft.

The P-80 served as a testbed for jet flight characteristics and pilot training, proving that American pilots could adapt
to the new speed and handling dynamics of jet aircraft.

Project 78 —The P-78

While the P-80 was a single-engine design, Project 78 explored a twin-engine configuration in the P-78. Developed
by North American Aviation as well, the P-78 was intended to provide increased range and payload for long-range
interception missions. However, the P-78 never entered mass production due to shifting priorities and
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