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How the Late Flying Legend Chuck Yeager Broke
the Sound Barrier
On October 14, 1947, a test pilot with the right stuff changed the future

of aviation forever. Here's how America's ace did it, in his own words.

// BY CHUCK YEAGER  DEC 8, 2020
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Gen. Charles Edwood "Chuck" Yeager, the legendary American test pilot, passed away

on December 7, 2020 at age 97, his wife Victoria announced late Monday night. On
October 14, 1947, Yeager—a U.S. Air Force Captain at the time—ew the Bell X-1
experimental plane 45,000 feet over the Mojave Desert, becoming the rst person on
Earth to travel faster than the speed of sound.

Though Yeager would go on to shatter several other speed and altitude records—
cementing his reputation as, arguably, America's greatest pilot—it was that historic
Mach 1 mark, announced in June 1948, that stands as Yeager's crowning achievement.
When Yeager broke the sound barrier, he rewrote the history of aviation and aerospace;
his "pioneering and innovative spirit advanced America's abilities in the sky and set our
nation's dreams soaring into the jet age and the space age," NASA Administrator Jim
Bridenstine said in a statement.

In November 1987, to mark the 40th anniversary of Yeager's signature accomplishment,
he retold the gripping story of how he broke the sound barrier in the pages of Popular
Mechanics, as only he could. To honor his life, Pop Mech is reprinting that story in its
entirety. May he rest in peace.

The joke was on me.

It was just after sunup on the morning of October 14, 1947, and as I walked into the
hangar at Muroc Army Air Base in the California high desert, the XS-1 team
presented me with a big raw carrot, a pair of glasses and a length of rope. The gifts
were a whimsical allusion to a disagreement I'd had the previous evening with a
horse. The horse won. I broke two ribs. And now, as iridescent ngers of sunlight
gripped the eastern mountain rims, we made ready to take a stab at cracking the
sound barrier–up until that point aviation's biggest hurdle.

✈ You love badass planes. So do we. Let's nerd out over them together.

The Bell XS-1 No. 1 streaked past the speed of sound that morning without too much
fanfare–broken ribs notwithstanding. And when the Mach indicator stuttered off the2 Articles
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scale barely 5 minutes after the drop from our mother B-29, America entered the
second great age of aviation development.

READ THIS

How the B-29 Modernized the U.S. Air Force

We'd y higher and faster in the XS-1 No. 1 in later months and years. Its sister ships
would acquit themselves ably as the newly formed U.S. Air Force continued to
"investigate the effects of higher Mach numbers.' And Edwards Air Force Base,
formerly known as Muroc Army Air Base, would witness remarkable strides in
supersonic and even transatmospheric ight.
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But with the XS-1, later shortened to X-1, we were ying through uncharted territory,
the "ugh-known' as we liked to call it. And as ominous as it seemed to us then, that
was the whole point.

America was at war with Germany and Japan in December 1943 when a conference
was called at the edgling National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA,
NASA's forerunner) in Washington. The subject was how to provide aerospace
companies with better information on high-speed ight in order to improve aircraft
design. A full-scale, high-speed aircraft was proposed that would help investigate
compressability and control problems, powerplant issues and the effects of higher
Mach and Reynolds numbers. It was thought that a full-scale airplane with a trained
pilot at the controls would yield more accurate data than could be obtained in a wind
tunnel. And, following the English experience with early air-breathing jet propulsion,
the notion of using a conventional jet powerplant was advanced.

Discussions continued through 1944, but winning the war was rst on everyone's
agenda. It wasn't until March of 1945, with the war drawing to a close, that the
project picked up momentum. Researchers concluded, however, that jet engines of
the period weren't powerful enough to achieve the required speeds.
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Rocket propulsion was explored–specically, a turbo-pump-equipped rocket made by
Reaction Motors Inc. Delivering 6,000 pounds of thrust, the acid-aniline-fueled
engine was believed to be capable of boosting an airplane to the fringes of the known
performance envelope. Ultimately, the Reaction Motors turbo pump became stalled in
development, so another 4-chamber Reaction Motors engine, this one fueled by liquid
oxygen and diluted ethyl alcohol, was slated for installation. A pressure system using
nitrogen gas provided a basis for fuel delivery. This fallback meant the X-1 could carry
only half the fuel originally anticipated, but at least the project could move ahead.

With an engine in place, Larry Bell of Bell Aircraft Corp. and chief design engineer
Robert J. Woods could proceed on the design of the X-1. It was to be unlike any other
airplane designed up to that day.

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Will Rocket Planes Reach the Stars?

The Germans had experimented with rocket planes in the waning days of the war.
The ME-163, with its HWK 509C engine, was credited with a top speed of around
600 mph. (The ME-262, with two jet engines, was clocked at 527 mph.) But the Bell
X-1 would be far superior–with a clean, aerodynamic prole that whispered "power"
even while dormant on the tarmac.

The nose was shaped like a .50-cal. bullet, and its high-strength-aluminum fuselage
stood a mere 10.85 ft. high and 30.9 ft. long. Wingspan was 28 ft. and wing area was
130 sq. ft. Launch weight was 12,250 pounds. Landing conguration was close to
7000 pounds. Packed inside the X-1's diminutive frame were two steel propellant
tanks, 12 nitrogen spheres for fuel and cabin pressurization, three pressure
regulators, retractable landing gear, the wing carry-through structure, the Reaction
Motors engine, more than 500 pounds of special ight test instrumentation, and a
pressurized pilot's cockpit.2 Articles
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Performance penalties, fuel limits and safety concerns dictated an air launch by a
specially modied B-29. (However, I did make a successful ground takeoff on Jan. 5,
1949.) The Army Air Technical Service awarded the contract for the XS-1 No. 1
(serial No. 46-062) to Bell on March 16, 1945, the rst of six in the X-1 series. XS-1
No. 2 (serial No. 46-063) was later ight-tested by NACA and was modied to
become the X-1E Mach 2+ research plane. The X-1 No. 3 (serial No. 46-064) had a
turbo-pump-driven, low-pressure fuel-feed system. It was destroyed in an explosion
on the ground in 1951. The X-1A, X-1B and X-1D were also test-own. The A and D
were also lost to propulsion system explosions.

You get the idea that designing, maintaining–and particularly ying–these research
tools was not without hazard. But despite the risks, the rst X-1 ew like a dream. Its
smooth, precise ight characteristics dened the plane's personality. I remember
pulling three slow rolls on the rst unpowered ight in midsummer 1947. And as we
embarked on the quest to explore aviation's potential, fear—albeit subsurface—
supplied a businesslike edge to the work.
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It lurked in the shadows of the psyche as the great B-29, piloted by Maj. Bob
Cardenas, lumbered into the crystalline California air with the X-1 clutched to its
underbelly. The bomber's gear would come up and the prospect loomed of having to
get into the driver's seat of the X-1 "in the usual fashion," as the unemotional post-
ight reports described it. It was the worst part of the whole ride–suited more for a
contortionist than a pilot.

At altitude, engineer Jack Ridley and I would stroll back to the bomb bay, trying not
to look through the gap between the mother ship and her tiny orange offspring,2 Articles
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named Glamorous Glennis after my wife, who had happily suffered the standard
deprivations as an Army Air Corps wife. It was cold and windy as I made my way to
the small steel ladder mounted on slides that would descend to the X-1's cabin door.
I'd bounce on it a little and it would drop into position.

PM ILLUSTRATION BY FRED WOLFF

Then the fun would start. I'd place my right hand up inside the door and hold on
tight to the top of the frame–inches away from all that sky. Then I'd slide in feetrst
with my left hand still holding the ladder behind my back. I'll never forget that bad
moment when I'd have to release my right hand and shift my weight from the ladder
to the plane. This was the moment—half in and half out—when I always gured the
X-1 would get inadvertently released (crack!) from the cable attachment point
overhead.  

Once inside the plane, I'd have to bend around double to turn and slide into the
pilot's seat. But it wasn't over. I'd still have to contend with the parachute (as much
good as it would do in an emergency) and retrieve my helmet and oxygen mask from
behind the seat–I'd stuffed my helmet and oxygen mask behind the seat of the X-1
before takeoff, two less items to worry about.

When I'd settled, Ridley would lower the cabin door on a small cable and position it
over the doorframe. He'd push from the outside and I'd latch from the inside and
somehow, in the icy wind, with thinning oxygen and mounting anticipation, we'd get
the X-1 ready for ight.

🛫 Our Favorite Hobby RC Planes

RC UMX Turbo Timber

E-FLITE
amazon.com
$139.99
$109.99 (21% off)

BUY NOW
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RC Plane

VOLANTEXRC
amazon.com
$129.99

BUY NOW

RC P51 Mustang
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RC Plane

FUNTECH
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$89.99 (19% off)

BUY NOW

The drop itself was the next big obstacle, and like entering the bird, it's something
that I never really got used to. During preight checks, I'd practice neutralizing the
controls and brace myself for the release. Cardenas would go through the
countdown, nishing with an emphatic "Drop!" The X-1 would oat from the B-29
and I'd get launched right up to the cockpit overhead, caressing the canopy with my
helmet in the sudden swell of microgravity. My heart was in my mouth, stomach right
behind it.

The pilot's reports I wrote afterward were devoid of these sensations–as a
professional test pilot, you were expected to maintain a dispassionate tone. Consider
these excerpts from the report following the eighth powered ight:
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"After pilot entry in the usual fashion at 7000 ft., the XS-1 was dropped from the
B-29 at 20,000 ft. and at 260 mph indicated airspeed. . . . Immediately after the
drop, all cylinders were started in rapid sequence, and with all four in operation
it was noted that No. 1 and No. 3 had 210-psi chamber pressure, No. 2 and No.
4 having 220 psi, with approximately 290-psi LOX and fuel line pressure. . . .
The climb was made at .85 to .88 Mach until 40,000 ft. was reached. . . . "

That ight, on October 10, signaled enormous progress in the X-1 program. We
thought it was only a matter of time before we'd push through the sound barrier.

What would it be like? A pebble in the road of aviation we had merely to step over?
Or an insurmountable Chinese Wall that would destroy the X-1–and me with it?
Naturally, thoughts at these moments turned to Glennis and my boys, who sacriced
plenty out in the desert in those brightly lit days of the late 1940s. I wanted to y,
wanted to take my shot at the speed of sound. And they were my own personal
cheering section.
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As I stood looking at my carrot, my glasses and my rope on the morning of October
14–broken ribs secretly kning at my side–I thought that this just might be the day.
The eighth powered ight had gone exceedingly well. We had own as fast or faster
than anyone ever had before. And it looked as though we only had to step over the
line to enter aviation's new age.

MORE BADASS PLANES

The B-52 Stratofortress

The F/A-18 Super Hornet

The C-130 Spitfire

The day of the ninth powered ight began in the usual way. I fried the eggs while
Glennis got ready to drive me over to the aireld. I'd had a bad night's sleep–from the
pain in my side, but also from the indecision about whether or not to y the mission
incapacitated. Tossing and turning, I decided to make up my mind in the air. If it
became physically impossible to climb into the X-1, then I'd scrub the mission. If I
could get into the pilot's seat, I knew I could y.
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As the team swarmed over the X-1, with cords from trouble lights dangling in the
early morning gloom, and tools, racks, ladders and other gear surrounding the little
ship, Ridley began the preight coaching. "We got that Drene shampoo for the
windshield," he said, "so you shouldn't have any trouble with the windscreen frosting
over. Now remember, you play around with the stabilizer setting before you make
your high-speed run. We know you'll lose some elevator control, so nd out where
you get the most longitudinal control with the stabilizer. Try it at different settings
and different speeds above .85 or .86 Mach."

Discussions continued over coffee. There was a heightened intensity, a new
determination, on the part of everyone involved. This was it. This was the day. Would
it end with another record shattered? Or with failure's grim nality?
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After the X-1 was fueled, I returned to the ready room with Ridley to don my ight
suit. Briengs continued, peppered by admonitions and warnings: "Under no
circumstances are you to . . .," "In the event of . . .," "You'd better be sure to . . . ."
Their whole point was to make sure I didn't take the X-1 over .96 Mach if I didn't
think the plane could handle it.

Fear crouched in the deep recesses of the mind–present, accounted for, but well
controlled. With the fueling and mating procedures completed, I walked back out to
the B-29 and stooped low to make a last-minute check of the X-1's instrumentation.
My helmet and oxygen mask were well secured behind the seat, I jogged to the
boarding ladder and started climbing. Then there was the long wait as the B-29's
engines red, the big bird began its takeoff roll and lumbered up to the drop altitude.
I sat on a metal box inside the plane, ignoring my safety belt against the regulations.
At 5000 ft., I nudged Ridley and said, "Let's go."

We walked back to the bomb bay hatch and strode through. There was the little X-1,
dangling in all that wind and cold and thinning air. Every move was torturous at this
altitude. Getting into the X-1 on a good day was tiring enough. But I struggled
through, wangled the hatch closed with the help of a 10-in. piece of broomhandle I'd
fashioned for the purpose (because of the limits imposed by my broken ribs) and
continued checking the X-1's pressurization, fuel delivery and controls.
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Richard Frost, Bell project engineer, was ying low chase that morning, and Lt. Bob
Hoover was ying high chase well ahead of the B-29, both in Lockheed P-80s. In the
standard routine, Frost would pull into a slight climb as I lighted the rst chamber,
aiming for Hoover's P-80 about 10 miles ahead. I would try to pass Hoover at
relatively close range as the fuel supply depleted, and he'd follow me down for an
unpowered landing on the lakebed.

Everything was set inside X-1 as Cardenas started the countdown. Frost assumed his
position and the mighty crack from the cable release hurled the X-1 into the abyss. I
red chamber No. 4, then No. 2, then shut off No. 4 and red No. 3, then shut off No.
2 and red No. 1. The X-1 began racing toward the heavens, leaving the B-29 and the
P-80 far behind.

I then ignited chambers No. 2 and No. 4, and under a full 6,000 pounds of thrust, the
little rocket plane accelerated instantly, leaving a contrail of re and exhaust. From
.83 Mach to .92 Mach, I was busily engaged testing stabilizer effectiveness. The
rudder and elevator lost their grip on the thinning air, but the stabilizer still proved
effective, even as speed increased to .95 Mach. At 35,000 ft., I shut down two of the
chambers and continued to climb on the remaining two.

We were really hauling! I was excited and pleased, but the ight report I later led
maintained that outward cool:

"With the stabilizer setting at 2 degrees, the speed was allowed to increase to
approximately .95 to .96 Mach number. The airplane was allowed to continue to
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accelerate until an indication of .965 on the cockpit Machmeter was obtained.
At this indication, the meter momentarily stopped and then jumped up to 1.06,
and the hesitation was assumed to be caused by the effect of shock waves on the
static source."

I had own at supersonic speeds for 18 seconds. There was no buffet, no jolt, no
shock. Above all, no brick wall to smash into. I was alive.

And although it was never entered in the pilot report, the casualness of invading a
piece of space no man had ever visited was best reected in the radio chatter. I had to
tell somebody, anybody, that we'd busted straight through the sound barrier. But
transmissions were restricted. "Hey Ridley!" I called. "Make another note. There's
something wrong with this Machmeter. It's gone completely screwy!"

"If it is, we'll x it," Ridley replied, catching my drift. "But personally, I think you're
seeing things."

Now Watch This:

Need to know the biggest scientific breakthroughs in our galaxy?
Get our newsletter for most fascinating space insights.

Enter your email address. I'M IN.
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