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WHAT IF? Illustrator Jack 
Fellows imagines a scenario in 
which a Horten Ho-229 attacks 
B-17G bombers in 1946.



THE HORTEN BROTHERS’  
JET FLYING WING
THE NEVER-BUILT HORTEN HO-229 HAS BEEN THE  
SUBJECT OF MORE SPECULATION AND MYTHS THAN  
ANY OTHER WORLD WAR II AIRPLANE  BY STEPHAN WILKINSON
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Their relatively short aircraft-building careers extended from 
1933 until the end of  World War II, though they did some minor 
work in Argentina after the war as expatriate Nazis. Had they 
lived 40 years later, chances are they would have been busy mem-
bers of  an EAA chapter in Germany, making a living selling kits 

The Hortens weren’t Burt Rutans. Talented, yes, but not the 
aeronautical geniuses they’ve been called by some. They built a 
series of  increasingly sophisticated iterations of  the same basic 
design—graceful sweptwing, tailless gliders, though several of  
their wings were powered. The Hortens produced a grand total 
of  44 airframes of  their dozen basic designs. History has por-
trayed them as aeronautical visionaries, for in 1940 Messer-
schmitt Me-109 pilot Walter Horten, who scored seven Battle of  
Britain victories as Adolf  Galland’s wingman, proposed putting 

glider. The result was the Ho IX. (Brother Reimar was the aero-
dynami cist and designer; Walter was the facilitator, eventually 

be two BMW 003s, but when 
they underperformed the 
Hortens switched to Junkers 
Jumo 004Bs. The Ho IX V2 
(Versuch 2, or Test 2—the V1 
was an unpowered research 

times, crashing fatally at the 

one of  its two Jumos failed.
No Horten IX ever flew 

again, but the brothers had 
undeniably built and tested 

in March 1945, more than 3½ 
years before Northrop’s eight-

the Hortens were well ahead 
of  Jack Northrop and his engi-
neers, though Northrop never 
admitted that. After the war, 
it was suggested to Northrop 
that he hire the brothers. 

designers,” he said conde-
scendingly. The success of  the 
Ho IX was pointed out to him, 
but Northrop dismissed it as a 
Gotha design, not a Horten.

Northrop was wrong, but 
the source of  his confusion 

knowing the tiny Horten 
garage operation could never 
mass produce twin-engine 

large railroad car manufac-
turing company with aircraft- 
building experience. As a 

come down to us with a con-
fusing suite of  names. The 

The German air ministry 
(Reichs luft fahrtministerium, or 

-
ignation—Ho-229. Because 
production was assigned to 
Gotha, some sources still refer 
to the airplane as a Go-229. 
Many Luftwaffe aircraft 
were built by a variety of  
manufacturers, but a Junkers 
remained a Ju, a Heinkel an 

REIMAR HORTEN AND HIS OLDER 
BROTHER WALTER WERE GERMAN 
AIRCRAFT HOMEBUILDERS. 

WINGING IT Above: The  
first of two H IILs built in 
Lippstadt in 1937 was flown 
by Reimar Horten at a glider 
contest. Opposite: First 
Lieutenant Walter Horten 
piloted an Me-109E with 
Jagdgeschwader 26 during 
the Battle of Britain. 
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He, a Dornier a Do no matter who actually manufactured it, so  
“Go-229” is a misnomer. The Smithsonian’s National Air and 
Space Museum, citing the RLM designation, calls a major arti-
fact in its collection that is about to undergo serious conserva- 
tion a Horten 229. This despite the fact that no production 
Horten 229 ever existed; what the Smithsonian has is the never- 
completed Ho IX V3 built by Gotha.

It bears mentioning that neither Northrop nor the Hortens 

have been around since the 1910s. In fact, by the late 1920s 

and the Hortens were late to the party.

The Hortens have also been credited with designing and 

“Hitler’s wonder weapons” community, and it got a 
Hitler’s 

Stealth Fighter, a National Geographic documentary. The doc 
tried to show that a modern replica of  the National Air and 
Space Museum’s Ho IX V3 bombarded by microwaves revealed 

prototyping shop built the replica for $250,000. That’s a bargain 
for an hour-long video broadcast on the History Channel that 

reveal this to be not far from the truth.)
Northrop Grumman built the Horten replica entirely of  

impregnated glue. Only the externally radar-visible instrument 

the Horten brothers’ original airplane also had an 11-foot-wide 
center section made of  welded steel tubing, and it carried two 
turbojet engines. Neither of  these were part of  the Northrop 
Grumman replica. It could be argued that all this metal might 

made the replica totally opaque to radar.
The replicators also left out the original Ho IX V3’s eight large 

the underwing bombs that would have been necessary for any 

suggesting that an all-wood 
Horten might have been able 

then obsolete Chain Home 
low-frequency radar array, 
but it wouldn’t have been able 
to bomb anything.

Narration over the film 
says that it reveals “just how 
close Nazi engineers were to 
unleashing a jet that some say 
could have changed the course 

if  only because by that time, 
the Germans were literally out 
of  gas.

The heart of  the Horten 
stealth assertion is a claim 
by the brothers, made long 
after the war ended, that they 
indeed had intended to fasten 
the layers of  the Ho-229’s 
plywood sheathing with glue 
mixed with radar-absorbing 
charcoal. Perhaps they did 

mention of  this plan came in a 

at a time when the basics of  
U.S. stealth technology were 

There is no mention of  any 
attempt to achieve stealthy 
properties for the Ho-229 by 
anybody involved in the actual 
fabrication of  the prototypes.

NASM’s restoration facility 
ran extensive digital-micros-
copy, X-ray diffraction and 
Fourier-transfer spectroscopy 
tests on the wooden struc-
ture of  their Horten aircraft’s 
wing and found no evidence 
of  any carbon or charcoal 
impregnation of  the glue. The 

Grumman had assumed were 
evidence of  the Hortens’ 
attempt to create a radar blan-

oxidized wood.
Reimar Horten originally 

planned to sheathe the Ho IX 
in aluminum, which hardly 
suggests that he had stealth 
as an objective. It was only 
when he discovered to his sur-
prise that the Messerschmitt 

-
ered in plywood that he real-
ized high speed didn’t rule out 
using wood. He then switched 
to more easily obtainable ply-

THE HORTENS 
PRODUCED A  
GRAND TOTAL OF  
44 AIRFRAMES  
OF THEIR DOZEN  
BASIC DESIGNS.

SOARING BATWING 
The pilot testing this H IV 
glider had to fly while lying 
prone in its cockpit.  
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TECH NOTES HORTEN HO IX V3

DRAG RUDDER

ELEVON

OUTER FLAP

INNER FLAP

HYDRAULIC FLUID 
RESERVOIR

BRAKE CHUTE 
COMPARTMENT

ENGINE 
EXHAUST 
NOZZLE

HYDRAULIC  
SYSTEM  

DISTRIBUTION  
BOARD

EJECTION 
SEAT

JUNKERS JUMO 
004B-2 TURBOJET

CASTORING NOSE 
WHEEL ON WELDED 
STEEL TUBE FORK

SKIN FIXING 
FITTING

AIR INTAKE

FUEL  
PIPELINE

ENGINES  
Two Junkers Jumo 004B-2 
turbojets generating 
1,986 lbs. thrust each

WINGSPAN 
55 feet 5 inches

WING AREA  
558 square feet

LENGTH  
24 feet 7 inches

HEIGHT   
9 feet 3 inches

WEIGHT 
11,198 lbs. (empty) 
19,887 lbs.  (gross) 

MAXIMUM SPEED 
607 mph 

CLIMB 
4,330 feet per second

CEILING 
52,000 feet

ARMAMENT 
Two forward-firing, 
wing-mounted Mk 103 
30mm cannons                       
R4M rockets 
Two 1,100-lb. bombs

Note: performance specs 
are estimates

SPECIFICATIONS 
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ELEVON LINKAGE

REAR SPAR

MAIN SPAR
ELECTRIC  

FUEL PUMP

FUEL TANKS

HOW STEALTHY?

Although the Ho-229’s wooden 
skin would have been virtually 
invisible to radar, reflections from 
the aircraft’s engines and welded 
tubular frame could have been 
detected. Another metal 
component, never installed, would 
have been the Rheinmetall-Borsig 
MK 103 30mm cannons intended 
for the fighter (below left). More 
heavy metal included the sturdy 
tricycle undercarriage. The main 
wheels (below right) were 
deployed by means of a spring 
and retracted by a single hydraulic 
jack through cable-drive pulleys.

MAIN GEAR

RHEINMETALL-BORSIG 
MK 103 30MM CANNON
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wood veneer, but for reasons that had nothing to do with its 
radar attenuation and everything to do with its availability. 

It’s also worth noting that the Ho-229 was intended to be 

-

H
-

-
-

-

-

he tried to flare for landing 

The Hortens also needed to 

led to its ungainly nosewheel. 

Greif, a benighted 

 

-
-

Horten designs had needed.

-
ined by the Allies, initially 

-

-

authorities headed by soaring 

and I are related, it is to the 

-
ing to shield the reality of  the 

UNFULFILLED MISSION 
Test pilot Erwin Ziller starts 
the Ho IX V2’s engines at 
Oranienburg in February 
1945. Ziller was killed when 
the V2 lost an engine and 
crashed during its third test 
flight. Opposite top: The 
uncompleted Ho IX V3 at 
war’s end. Opposite bottom: 
After the war, the V3 was 
assembled for display at 
Chicago’s Douglas factory.  

THE HO IX,  
PRECURSOR OF  
THE HO-229, WAS 
THE WORK OF A 
GARAGE SHOP.
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Horten achievement so that greater powers could seize the ideas 
and keep them unseen for decades…[it] dismissed their ideas 

from what felt like a British attitude of  the Hortens being men 
‘without the proper background.’”

had no access to such a tunnel. It calls the Hortens’ careers “a 
remarkable record of  progress in spite of  [such] obstacles.”

had been refused an exit visa since he was thought to have had 

Wwith the conven
tional designs 

that have served so well since 

there have been some useful 

Vin cent Burnelli’s perennial 

contribute lift despite inevi
table induced and parasitic 

nacelle(s) and an empennage 
that contribute nothing but 
drag. Zero lift. Indeed a con
ventional horizontal stabilizer 
often adds negative lift—
down force—to an airplane. 

One of  the major functions 
of  a fuselage is to support the 
empennage that provides 

drag of  an aft fuselage and 

ventional airplane’s weight is 
concentrated near its center

liners looking as though 

forces concentrated at the 
wing/fuselage juncture of  a 
conventional airplane are 

can spread the entire load 

allowing for a lighter and 

weight is spread out where the 

ratio span without requiring a 

wooden construction and lack 

man’s Ho IX replica its com

provide counterbalance in 

overcame much of  this with 

their airplanes still exhibited 

a dreadful gun platform as 
a fighter and a handful as a 

acteristic that doomed the 

in its competition with what 

impossible to achieve when 

path. Nor did it help that one 

ten brothers had lost interest 
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1. Canopy fixing stub
2.  Canopy emergency  

jettison handle spring (left)
3.  Undercarriage position 

indicators
4.  Ignition breakers left/right 

engine
5. Vertical speed indicator
6. Turn and bank indicator
7. Airspeed indicator
8. Low fuel warning
9.  Canopy emergency  

jettison handle (right)
10. Canopy rail
11.  Emergency circuit  

breaker

12.  Flaps position indicators: 
(from top) landing, take -
off, up

13. Altimeter (removed)
14. Repeater compass
15.  AFN2 direction finder 

indicator
16. Fuel gauges
17. Throttles
18.  Hydraulic system pressure 

gauge (removed)
19. Oil pressure left engine
20.  Exhaust temperature  

left engine
21. RPM left/right engines
22. Exhaust temperature  

 right engine
23.  Oil pressure right engine
24.  Ambient temperature 

gauge
25.  Brake chute doors  

opening lever
26. Spoiler release lever
27. Rudder pedal/hydraulic
 toe brake (left)
28. Oxygen pressure
29. Oxygen indicator
30.   Control column variable- 

length fixing handle
31. Rudder pedal/hydraulic
 toe brake (right)
32. Ejection seat lever

HORTEN HO IX V3 COCKPIT

3 4 5 6 7 8

10 11 12 13 14 15

CONSPIRACISTS 
CLAIM THAT 
NORTHROP STOLE 
THE HORTENS’  
SECRETS FOR ITS 
OWN FLYING WINGS.
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-
ing wing “Amerika Bomber.” The Ho XVIII never was built, 

Amerika Bomber (several German airframers were racing to 

 
teri al that would have polluted a wide area with radiation.

for research after WWII, leading conspiracists to claim that 

 

Tto the better-known Operation Paperclip campaign to 
-

exposure to the weather. It was moved once more to “a secret 
government warehouse,” according to published reports. That  

part of  that time stored in an open wooden shed.
-

ing delaminated and rotting, its metal frame and landing gear 

That work will not be restoration but conservation: stopping 
the rot and corrosion, cleaning up the airframe and assembling 
the center section and outer wings into a single unit. Those wings 

section, and another was later 
found some distance from the 
Gotha shop. 

took place without their par-

was a notorious occurrence at 

Forces of  the bodies of  three 

-
haps still stored in freezers in 

hangar. The government tried 
 

altitude weather balloon; it 
-

lance balloon intended to keep 

testing. But some observers 
with more specialized knowl-

decided that the ultimate 

a parabola—a wing with a 
near-circular leading edge 
planform, which would pro-
vide the minimum induced 
drag and maximum lift. 
The Hortens built just one 
parabola- wing glider but 

torched after warping and 
becoming unglued during 
winter storage. But wait, 

the AAF found out about 
the Horten parabola wing 
and decided to build a pow-

 

the aliens, however. �

For further reading, contributing 
editor Stephan Wilkinson recom-
mends: The Horten Brothers 
and Their All-Wing Aircraft, 
by David Myhra; and Horten 

 
The Horten All-Wing Jet 
Fighter, by Andrei Shepelev and 
Huib Ottens.

PHOENIX WING
The V3’s center section  
awaits preservation at the 
Udvar-Hazy Center. Below:  
Karl Heinzel works on the  
flying wing in Suitland, Md. 


