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Representing another step in the “cat” line of the Grumman aircraft, 
Hellcat was a unique type right from its beginnings. As the war in the 
Pacific theatre moved on, it was more and more evident the Hellcat´s 
predecessor, Wildcat, which carried the bulk of the strain of the Pacific 
air war in 1942 on its shoulders, is somehow inferior to the Mitsubishi 
Zero. The Zero had better maneuverability and also the top speed was 
higher, as well as endurance. On the other side, the Wildcat was better 
in dives and more stable in high-speed turns. Anyway, the aircraft 
bettering the A6M overall was needed.      

With an eye on experience
In fact, Grumman were working on a successor to F4F Wildcat since 
1938 (i. e. just three years after the Wildcat had been developed), so 
they were not to start from the scratch when designing the XF6F-1. But 
the original plan to further develop the F4F with more powerful engine 
was scrapped in order to deliver what Navy and Marine Corps needed. 
To find their real needs, Leroy Grumman and his chief designers Jake 
Swirbul and Bill Schwendler worked closely with experienced F4F      
pilots and US Navy Bureau of Aeronautics (BuAer) to develop new                                                                                                                            
fighter. There were many inputs from pilots, like a higher position of 
the cockpit od sloped forward fuselage for better pilot´s view.  
Finally, the design was completely different compared to the Wildcat, 
with wing position moved from vertical center of the fuselage to its 
lower part, although not fully low-wing design. The wing folding me-
chanism allowed for both hydraulic or manual folding around diagonal 
axis pivoting system. Folded stowage position of the outer parts of 
the wing was parallel to the fuselage with the leading edges pointing 
down. Instead of the Wildcat‘s fuselage mounted narrow-track main 
undercarriage operated manually the new fighter got robust wide 
track wing-mounted hydraulically operated main gear legs, rotating 
90° while retracting backwards into the wing. 

More power needed
The Wright R-2600 Twin Cyclone 14-cylinder two-row radial 1,700 hp 
(1,300 kW) engine was originally intended for new carrier-based figh-
ter, but the BuAer directed Grumman to use more powerful 18-cylin-
der Pratt & Whitney R-2800 Double Wasp 2,000 hp (1,500 kW) engine 
for second prototype as the engine already proved itself in use with 
the F4U Corsair. 
The change necessitated strengthening the airframe, but the change 
paid off, as the performance was raised significantly. The first proto-
type with the Cyclone engine flew for the first time on June 26, 1942, 
the XF6F-3 powered by the Double Wasp made its maiden flight on 
July 30, 1942. Two months later the first production F6F-3 powered by 
R-2800-10 engine made its inaugural flight (October 3, 1942) and the 
type reached its operational readiness with VF-9 on the deck of USS 
Essex in February 1943. 
The name Hellcat was chosen to continue with the habit of “cat figh-
ters” of Grumman design. The name not only suggested the place to 
which the enemies would be sent, it was also a play on words. The 
term in the old west referred to barroom brawlers, and that was what 

the Navy wanted: A tough fighter with hard fists, that could also ab-
sorb some punishment. The Hellcat was thus some 60 percent heavier 
than Wildcat and was more heavily armed  with six .50 in (12,7 mm) M2 
Browning machine guns in the wing with 400 rounds per gun. It had a 
more powerful engine, carried more fuel and was generally of a more 
robust design. It was, after all, over twice as heavy as its main ad-
versary, the A6M Zero. But it was a fighter first and foremost in every 
sense of the word, designed around the requirements of the pilots to 
fulfill the combat missions for which it was designed. The initial ver-
sion, F6F-3, was supplanted by the F6F-5, also night fighter variants 
were developed. 

Shooting turkeys 
The first combat engagement occurred on September 1, 1943, when an 
H8K Emily was sent down in flames by two Hellcats. The advantage 
over Japanese fighters was well demonstrated by Hellcat pilots on 
February 16, 1944, when, in the vicinity of Truk, they sent down over 100 
Japanese fighters and destroyed more than 150 of them on the ground 
for the loss of only four aircraft. Five days later further 160 enemy 
aircraft were destroyed on and over Mariana Islands.
Often one-sided nature of combats was emphasized in the battle for 
the Philippine Sea that culminated on June 19, 1944, in the legenda-
ry “Great Marianas Turkey Shoot”. Hellcat pilots claimed some 350 
enemy aircraft destroyed there. A further “turkey hunt” took place 
between October 12 and 14, 1944 over Formosa, now with some 300 
enemy aircraft destroyed for the loss of 27 Hellcats. 
Other major combat was seen over the Japanese islands during the 
first half of 1945. Although the Hellcat was progressively replaced by 
its stablemate F4U Corsair, it served in the combat role until the end 
of the war. Under the designation Mk.I and Mk.II, several hundred Hell-
cats served with the Royal Navy, notably in the Atlantic and also in 
the Far East. According to statistics, there were 12,275 Hellcats of all 
versions produced and for the loss of 270 of them, the Hellcat pilots 
claimed 5,156 kills. That accounts for over half of USN and USMC victo-
ries during the war! 

This kit: F6F-3
The initial version of the Hellcat had a standard armament of six          
.50 in (12,7 mm) machine guns. Later production aircraft had single 
bomb rack installed under each side of the wing, inboard of the under-
carriage bays. Together with the fuselage hard point, late production 
F6F-3s could carry a bomb load more than 2,000 lb (910 kg). Also, six 
5-in (127mm) rockets HVAR could be carried. There was a window in 
the fuselage right behind the canopy, which was later deleted with the 
F6F-5. Also, the windshield was different, as the F-6F3 had a roun-
ded plexiglass piece with internally mounted armor glass, while the            
F6F-5 had the armor glass integrated in the windshield (which was 
thus flat). The engine cover had bulged area around the exhausts be-
low the cooling regulation flaps, while the F6F-5 with more powerful 
variant of the Double Wasp had the cowling changed in shape and 
lacked the bulge.

There are only few aircraft that can be described with such one-sided outcome in terms 
of kill-to-loss ratio as Hellcat. The performance step to its predecessor was enormous.
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