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Larry Bell’s

Plush
Ride

The 1956 Bell 47H-1, 
one of the world’s first 
executive helicopters

by H.G. FrautscHy

H.G. FRAUTSCHY
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If there was ever an object to 
perfectly embody the words “fly-
ing machine,” the helicopter has 

to be it. Sure, airplanes are flying 
machines, but nothing sounds 
more like a machine than a heli-

copter, with all that exhaust-snarl-
ing, shaft-turning, gear-meshing, 
blade-whopping noise going on. 
That racket is practically screaming, 
“Every bit of work I do is keeping 
this thing in the air!”

Perhaps that’s why they’re so 
fascinating, and why some of us 
just can’t seem to stay away from 
the amazing flying machine, the 
helicopter. One fellow with a pas-
sion for rotorcraft is Paul D. Faltyn 
(EAA 379015, VAA 16888) of North 
Tonawanda, New York, a city be-
tween Buffalo and Niagara Falls. 

Bell Aircraft was based in that area, 
so it’s no surprise that Paul has a 
soft spot for the pioneering helicop-
ters built by Bell. As a youngster he 
was interested in anything that had 
something to do with aviation, and 
helicopters were of particular inter-
est. His high school years in Buffalo, 
New York, gave him a great back-
ground in aviation, where there was 
a terrific aviation mechanic’s high 
school, Burgard Vocational High 
School. By the time he graduated, he 
had earned his A&P mechanic certifi-
cate and his private pilot certificate.

After high school, he worked as a 
mechanic for a local FBO, Prior Avi-
ation, while at the same time work-
ing toward higher pilot ratings. 
Eventually, he got involved in the 

Jenny Frautschy gets her first taste of rotary-wing flight with a 
ride in the very first Bell 47H-1, built in 1956 and restored to 
better-than-new condition by Paul Faltyn and his many friends.
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instruments and avionics business, 
starting as a technician. He found 
avionics to his liking, becoming the 
part-owner of a shop specializing in 
commercial airline systems. 

Retiring from the company in 
2004 after 32 years as executive vice 
president of aero instruments and 
avionics, Paul had helped build it to 
what was at the time the largest in-
dependently owned FAA repair sta-
tion in its field, with more than 155 
people working for the company. 

Paul continues to consult in the 
commercial avionics side of the 

business with his new company, 
Commercial Aviation Consulting 
Inc. He’s also a partner in Rainbow 
Air Inc., a Part 135 helicopter op-
eration that provides the scenic 
Hughes 500 helicopter rides over 
Niagara Falls, among other services.

Paul is also one of the founding 
members of the Niagara Aerospace 
Museum, and based on his back-
ground in aviation and knowledge 
of aeronautical history, he now 
serves as the curator for the mu-
seum, overseeing day-to-day opera-
tions, collections, and restoration 

projects. He’s well-versed in resto-
ration projects, having owned two 
Piper Cubs, a Cessna 140, a Cessna 
421C, a Cessna 441, and an AC-
690B Turbo Commander. 

In addition to maintaining those 
airplanes, he’s owned and restored 
a 1942 Fairchild PT-26A, a 1944 
North American SNJ-5A, a 1944 
Piper Navy NE-1A, and now a Bell 
47H-1. A 4,000-hour fixed-wing pi-
lot with an additional 1,000 hours 
in helicopters, he’s been type-rated 
in the B-25, Learjet, Citation, and 
had the opportunity to fly various 
warbirds, light jets, and all manner 
of lightplanes.

But up to this point, he’d never 
restored a helicopter, though they’d 
long been a part of his life. When 
he could afford to add the rating to 
his pilot certificate, he did so. “My 
first helicopter flight was in 1973 in 
a Bell 47G-4A with my good friend 
Randy Wagner,” Paul says. “We met 
when he returned from Vietnam, 
where he was a highly decorated he-
licopter pilot. We worked together 
at the local FBO, and we also gradu-
ated from the same A&P school. We 
still fly together today and work on 
the helicopter together.”

During a visit to Dallas to attend 
the Helicopter Industry of Amer-
ica convention more than a decade 
ago, Paul met a man who had a Bell 
47H-1, N985B, for sale. 

“I was well aware of the rarity of 
the helicopter and made arrange-
ments to look over the helicopter 
and records,” recalls Paul. “The 
ship was complete, which was a 
plus, but in very poor condition, 
and crying to be restored. The heli-
copter sat in a pole barn in Denton, 
Texas, for over 13 years and only 
showed 11 hours on the Hobbs 
meter. The owner started the he-
licopter, and I checked the vitals. 
All of the engine and transmission 
parameters were in the green, so 
I lifted up about 3 feet and did a 
few hovering maneuvers and set it 
back down. There is an old saying, 
‘Don’t fly it any higher that you are 
afraid to fall from,’ so I stayed low.”

Over the week at the HAI conven-

Faltyn and his longtime friend and fellow helicopter pilot Randy Wagner (right).

The cockpit of the newly restored Bell 47H-1 is done in beautiful shades 
of gray with just a touch of red trim, which looks great with the white exte-
rior paint. A new radio rack complements the oval instrument cluster.
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tion, he negotiated the price and fi-
nally got the helicopter for less than 
half of the original asking price, 
based on the condition and know-
ing that a major restoration was re-
quired. Everything would need to be 
overhauled or replaced. It was pretty 
clear he was looking at close to an-

other $75,000 to do it right. 
The following week it was loaded 

on a trailer and shipped back to Niag-
ara Falls, New York. That was the start 
of a 10-year restoration project. We’ll 
let Paul fill you in on the details:

“The helicopter was completely dis-
assembled, inspected, and the com-

ponents were evaluated for repair or 
overhaul. We removed the old interior 
including the brown shag carpet, all 
the wiring, avionics, hoses, etc. The 
helicopter was down to bare bones.

“The engine had only 11 hours 
since its last overhaul, but sat for 13 
years. I sent the engine and trans-
mission and other components to 
Gulf Coast Helicopter for inspection. 
I lucked out and Bob Haines, owner 
of GCH, advised that upon disassem-
bly and inspection, the engine was 
in great condition and all I needed 
was some minor repairs and updates 
to the engine. The engine runs great.

“I was impressed with their 
honesty on the engine, so I sent 
the entire main rotor and tail ro-
tor drive system and all the acces-
sories to them for overhaul. They 
did a beautiful job, and every com-
ponent looked like new when they 
were returned.

“The main rotor blades are made 
of wood, and there is no life limit on 
them. They were in good condition 
and low time, but I sent them out to 
be refurbished and recertified. The 
tail rotor blades were also sent out 
for inspection and refurbishment.

N985B as Paul Faltyn found it in Denton, Texas, in the mid-1990s. While 
complete, it was is pretty poor condition and needed a complete air frame 
and systems overhaul.
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Randy Wagner puts the Bell 47H-1 through its hovering paces on a blisteringly hot day on the Niagara Falls, New 
York, airport, only a short distance away from the plant where it was built in 1956.
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“Another good friend from our 
A&P school, Mike McGuire, who is 
also an IA, worked on the project 
from day one; he was involved in 
every aspect of the restoration in-
cluding many of the repairs and 
reassembly. He has many years expe-
rience working on Bell 47s, and has 
worked on my warbirds and corpo-
rate aircraft as well for many years. 

“Every nut and bolt, pulleys, 
cables, hoses, bearings, rod ends, 
etc. were replaced with new com-
ponents. Jim Uber, who was an 
electronic technician at the former 
Bell Aerospace Corporation, com-
pletely rewired the helicopter us-
ing the original style wire lettering 
and lacing techniques. Everything 
worked perfectly the first time we 
added power to the ship.

“One of the more difficult items 
was having new glass made for the 
helicopter, since it is not the stan-
dard Bell 47 bubble. The original 
glass was cracked and crazed. I was 
introduced to a gentleman, Mylan 
Reeder of Detroit, who is also a Bell 
47 owner and in the helicopter in-
dustry. He could replicate the glass. I 
took the old glass to him, and he was 
able to make an exact reproduction.”

Even though the Bell 47 is a sim-
ple helicopter, it’s still a complex 
machine, and there’s plenty to do, 
as explained by Paul:

“I designed a new radio rack 
and had it fabricated by Bob Ham-
mond, a master metal worker, and 
all of the instruments were sent out 
for overhaul and the dials were re-
screened to new condition. All of 
the instrument wiring, lighting, 
and hoses were replaced with new.

“The cockpit was detailed and 
the flight controls were rechromed, 
a new interior was selected, and 
we installed soundproofing in the 
cabin. I installed new Hooker Har-
ness seat belts, and shoulder har-
nesses were added for safety. 

“The fuselage has a monocoque 

design with a baggage compartment 
unlike the tubular frame on the orig-
inal Bell 47. Robert Palmatier, who is 
also a A&P mechanic and one of the 
old world craftsman when it comes 
to aircraft restorations and paint-
ing…he worked on the fuselage, 
cowlings, fuel tanks, doors, and 
cabin—doing all the necessary sheet 
metal and fiberglass repairs. After 
the work was completed he primed 
and painted the helicopter.

“Finally we were seeing daylight, 
and the project was coming to an 
end. The helicopter was assembled, 
rigged, and ground-tested. Randy 
Wagner and I did some initial hover 
tests and maneuvers as we were com-
pleting the paperwork. I also want 
to mention Bell Helicopter Corpora-
tion, and Harry Gilliand and John 
Williams, both Bell test pilots, who 
provided resources to restore the he-
licopter to original condition. I also 
need to give a special thank-you to my 
good friend and partner at Rainbow 
Air Inc., Robert Culbreth who spent 
countless hours working evenings and 
weekends on the project with me, 
driving cross-country to pick up or de-
liver parts, arranging for special tool-
ing and equipment, and helping with 
any task or solving logistic problems.”

Finally, after a decade of restora-
tion work, the Bell 47H was ready 
for its big day.

Newly minted meteorologist Jenny 
Frautschy displays the Bell Aircraft 
sign that used to hang in the han-
gar of the factory.

CO
UR

TE
SY

 B
EL

L 
AI

RC
RA

FT
 

 
 

“Hey, Luuuuucy!” Bandleader Desi Arnaz and his famous redhead wife, 
comedienne Lucille Ball, ham it up with Larry Bell’s -47H-1.
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“One of the more 

difficult items was 

having new glass 

made for the he-

licopter, since it is 

not the standard 

Bell 47 bubble.”
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“Once we were satisfied that ev-
erything was working and rigged 
properly,” recalls Paul, “Dave James 
of Helicopter Services in Detroit, 
who is a Bell 47 guru when it comes 
to the maintenance and flying of 
Bell 47s, performed the first official 
test flight on October 2, 2006.

“Dave was always just a phone call 
away and always provided his tech-
nical expertise, special tools, and 
assisted in hard to find parts to com-
plete the project. He was instrumen-
tal in solving many unique problems 
that arose during the project.

“After the first flight, I flew with 
Dave next and all of my friends 
who assisted were all taken for a 
ride that day. The reliability and 
performance was a testament to the 
craftsmanship and dedication of all 
involved in the project. 

“Randy Wagner and I continued 
to fly together for the next 10 hours 
or so, leak-checking the systems, veri-
fying the avionics, and getting famil-
iar with flying the Bell 47 after many 
years of flying turbine helicopters.”

Paul rolled the helicopter out for 
a flight so we could snap a few pho-
tos, and it’s evident that this Bell 47 
is well loved and cared for. No grease 
was streaked on the rotor head, and 
even the inside of the engine cowl 
screens were clean. With its factory-
authentic markings and sharp inte-
rior, N985B is a fantastic example of 
what Larry Bell envisioned an execu-
tive helicopter should be. 

Special acknowledgment should be 
made of the help provided in preparing 
this article by the late Allan E. Ward, 
one of the volunteers who worked on 
this project. Allan, an electrical engi-
neer with a strong interest and love of 
aviation, took the time to conduct and 
transcribe an audio interview of Paul 
Faltyn and sent it along to us at VAA 
headquarters. Sadly, he died just a few 
weeks before we visited the Niagara 
Falls airport to shoot photos and meet 
with Paul. We greatly appreciate his 
efforts, as well as those of Randy Wag-
ner, who patiently flew the helicopter 
for our camera in sweltering summer 
heat. — H.G. Frautschy

Larry Bell’s “Executive” Helicopter
While we have been the Vintage Aircraft Association for well more than 

a decade, the reality is that nearly everything we see in the pages of this 
magazine has been fixed-wing airplanes. In fact, I dare to say, we’ve had 
more autogyros than helicopters profiled in our membership magazine. 
There just are not too many opportunities for the restoration of older ro-
torcraft because, 1) not that many were built in the first place, and 2) the 
nature of the beast means they tend to wear out and simply disappear.

Arthur Anderson’s outstanding helicopter design, created under 
contract while Anderson was working for Bell Aircraft for the years 
during World War II, has proven to be a durable concept. But those 
first models had a distinctly utilitarian look to them. They didn’t fea-
ture any covering over their steel tube frame, and the pilot and pas-
senger sat on what amounted to a bench bolted to the front of the 
fuselage frame, with a bubble of Plexiglas surrounding them. Looking 
very much like an insect built with an Erector Set, it didn’t exactly ap-
peal to the modern executive in the years following the war.

Still, the Bell 47 design proved to be a long-lasting product still in 
widespread use today, with various models built between 1946 and the 
end of production in 1974. Including those built under license over-
seas, 5,600 Bell 47 helicopters were manufactured. But of all of those 
built, only 33 of them were the -H model.

Larry Bell was intent on creating an executive version of the -47 which 
he could market to the hoped-for lucrative executive transport market. 
The helicopter was originally certified with a 200-hp Franklin engine, 
and then upgraded to 210 hp. Later on, an STC was available to install a 
235-hp Franklin engine. With an aluminum monocoque aft fuselage, the 
enclosed cockpit, and a plusher interior, the helicopter was ready in 1956, 
but the market wasn’t. By the time Bell had moved on to the next variant, 
only a few more than two-dozen had been sold, and the model’s design 
was shelved. But its development did directly lead to the Bell 47J Ranger, 
a slightly larger, more powerful version that seated four. 

A Bell 47J (H-13J) was the first helicopter to transport a sitting U.S. 
president, when Dwight Eisenhower was flown from the south lawn 
of the White House on July 13, 1957. The Bell 47J development led 
directly to one of Bell’s other very recognizable products, the Bell Jet 
Ranger, powered by the Allison T-250 turboshaft engine.

Thankfully, there are a few of the Bell 47H models left. According 
to Paul Faltyn, “Bell only built 33 examples of the 47H-1; today there 
are three in museums in the United States and one in the United King-
dom. As far as we know, there are only six airworthy examples left in 
the world; five in the United States and one in Canada.”


