HENRY FORD’S

THE 1920S WERE A TIME OF great change for
aviation in the wake of World War I. Fliers
coming back from the war bought surplus
aircraft and used them as barnstormers.
Record-setting ﬂights created aviation and
popular culture legends like Charles
Lindbergh, Amelia Earhart, and Wiley Post.
The ﬁrst airmail routes were being considered. But, no one could envision a solid
business purpose for aviation that would
cement this hobby for daredevils into a viable transportation industry. There had been
nascent attempts to use aircraft for commercial transportation, but in America
transportation was still primarily by train.
THE FORDS

Henry and Edsel Ford wanted to support
the growth of aviation. Edsel Ford had
assisted in building an airplane just six
years after the Wright brothers ﬂew, and
the Fords’ interest was in creating an aerial
transportation industry. But the industry
lacked an aircraft capable of bridging the
gap between barnstormers and scheduled
air transport. That was soon to change.
The Fords backed William Stout and
his Stout Metal Airplane Company
through investment and more importantly
by building him an airport and a factory
for his company on land they owned in
Dearborn, Michigan.
Stout’s ﬁrst product was the 1-AS, Air
Sedan. He built one Air Sedan out of wood
and fabric as a concept aircraft, and then
another with metal construction. The plane

ﬂew many times and proved the practicality
of metal construction, but a larger engine
would be necessary to deliver on the promise of a commercially viable aircraft. Stout
went to work on his next design using a leftover from World War I, the 400-hp Liberty
engine. The 2-AT’s fuselage and construction strongly resembled what was to come
with a ﬂat underside, rounded fuselage
top, thick wing, and an aluminum alloy
skin that was corrugated for strength.
Eventually 13 or 14 of the 2-ATs were manufactured, and they ﬂew in a scheduled cargo
airline for the Ford Motor Company. The
2-AT was limited by its heavy water-cooled
Liberty engine, but then the lightweight,
air-cooled Wright J-4 Whirlwind became
available. This was the powerplant that
would allow efcient multiengine ﬂight,
and Stout got to work on his next model,
the 3-AT.
A FAILED ATTEMPT

Aircraft design was still in its infancy in
the 1920s only about 20 years after the
Wright brothers ﬁrst ﬂew. Flight characteristics couldn’t be predicted on the
design table, and often aircraft were built,
ﬂown, and then further modiﬁed to
develop their full potential.
Stout’s next model, the 3-AT, had three
engines with the center engine mounted low
on the fuselage. Above the radial powerplant
a broad bulbous bow provided a commanding view for the passengers, and the pilots
were situated, almost as an afterthought, in

an open cockpit on top. The 3-AT’s rather
ungainly appearance was matched by its
unfortunate ﬂight characteristics, and the
only prototype was destroyed in a ﬁre.
Nevertheless the 3-AT’s direct descendant
became Ford’s masterpiece.
THE TRI-MOTOR

The next design to leave Ford’s Dearborn
factory was the 4-AT, and Ford was conﬁdent that this was the airplane that would
deliver fast, efcient, and comfortable transportation. So conﬁdent that he scheduled
the aircraft’s ﬁrst ﬂight and its unveiling to
prospective airline customers on the very
same day. And, so impressive was the performance that one airline, National Air
Transport, placed an order on the spot.
The 4-AT could seat 11 passengers and
had a maximum takeof weight of 10,130
pounds. It had a wingspan of 74 feet and
was a giant aircraft for its time. National
Air Transport’s 4-AT was speciﬁed with an
open cockpit; NAT’s pilots believed that an
aviator needed to be able to feel the elements to properly ﬂy an airplane.
The 4-AT designated for NAT had the
side windows and the glass canopy overhead removed, thus creating the
open-cockpit feel that was desired. NAT’s
test ﬂight of the Ford was to be on its
Kansas City-Dallas route. But by then it
was November, and the day was bitterly
cold. The pilots froze in the cockpit as did
the passengers because the Ford didn’t
have a cabin heater. When NAT’s Fords

THE TRI-MOTORS
EAA operates two Ford Tri-Motors in its Air Tour
program, a 4-AT that has been owned by EAA
for 40 years and a 5-AT that is owned by the
Liberty Aviation Museum of Port Clinton, Ohio.

The Ford badge on the 5-AT owned by the Liberty Aviation Museum.
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The Ford was a lifeline to people living on the islands of western Lake Erie.
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LIBERTY AVIATION
MUSEUM
Port Clinton, Ohio, is the longtime home of
Island Airlines that was founded in 1936 and
flew Ford Tri-Motors for almost 50 years. The
airline operated Fords between the scattered
islands of western Lake Erie and mainland Ohio. The Tri-Motors served yeoman
duty flying freight and mail, kids from the
outer islands into Put-In-Bay for school, and
vacation travelers and fisherman to their destinations, often all at the same time. Their
timetables boasted of being “The Shortest
Airline in the World,” and in fact the entire
route structure could be accomplished in 45
minutes of flying time.
Today the Liberty Aviation Museum sits on the
grounds of the Erie-Ottawa Regional Airport and
celebrates that rich history with displays focusing on the airline, the Ford Tri-Motor, and
on its extensive World War II land, sea, and
air collection.
The Ford 5-AT that is operated by EAA is owned
by the Liberty Aviation Museum and is the
finest 5-AT flying today. The museum’s partnership with EAA will allow many more people
to experience this iconic aircraft through EAA’s
year-round Air Tour program.
The Liberty Aviation Museum is also the home
of the Tri-Motor Heritage Foundation that is
restoring an original Island Airlines Ford TriMotor Model 5-AT to its former glory. Members
of the EAA “Tin Goose” Chapter 1247 in Port
Clinton have been working on the project for
the past decade and hope to fly this groundup restoration in just a few years.

were put into regular service, the cockpit
windows had been reinstalled.
The ﬁrst Ford Tri-Motors had Wright J-4
engines producing a modest 200 hp apiece.
These were later upgraded to the J-6 that
produced 300 hp, but more horsepower was
still to come.
Ford’s new design, the 5-AT, would have
the new Pratt & Whitney Wasp Junior
engines giving the Tri-Motor a total of 1,260
hp, more than double the original power.
The 5-AT was lengthened, its wingspan was
increased, the tail surfaces were enlarged,
and its gross weight grew by almost 3,400
pounds. Both models were produced simultaneously at the Dearborn factory.
TAT

The largest customer for the new 5-AT was
an airline cut from a diferent cloth. Up
until this point airlines had primarily survived on the revenue from their airmail
contracts with passenger fares being a secondary revenue source. The newly formed
Transcontinental Air Transport was to be a
passenger airline ﬁrst, and its signature
route spanned the breadth of America.
TAT placed the largest aircraft order of
its time and bought 10 5-ATs for $650,000. It
then hired none other than Charles
Lindbergh to survey the route and develop
the standards for the airline. In 1929 airport
and navigation facilities largely limited aircraft to ﬂight during daylight, so the new
route would use the Tri-Motors when the

sun was up, and the passengers would be
transported by rail at night.
In July of 1929 Transcontinental Air
Transport inaugurated the ﬁrst coast-tocoast air and rail transportation system. It
was a nationwide sensation at the time
spurred on by a major advertising campaign.
The cost of a one-way ticket was $351.94
(about $5,000 today), and yet TAT still had a
thousand people who wanted to be on the
ﬁrst ﬂight.
The westbound passengers boarded a
train at Pennsylvania station in New York
City and traveled overnight to Columbus,
Ohio. There they were transported to the
airport, and the luxurious 5-AT would ﬂy
them to Waynoka, Oklahoma, with several
stops along the way. The passengers would
again overnight by Pullman car to Clovis,
New Mexico, where they boarded another
5-AT for Glendale, California, this time
piloted by Charles Lindbergh himself.
Lindbergh had just ﬂown in from California
after inaugurating the eastbound service the
day before. When the passengers arrived in
Glendale they had crossed the country in 48
hours, less than half the time it would have
taken by train travel alone.
END OF THE LINE

In 1929 Ford produced more Tri-Motors
than in the previous three years combined.
But, Ford was not impervious to the economic woes that would befall America that
year. Production immediately dwindled

The proud mark of the Ford Motor Company.

The Ford was a Pullman car of the air.
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Just as today, each seat had a light and air vent.

The 5-AT awaiting its ﬁrst riders of the day.

THE 5-AT (N9645)
The Liberty Aviation Museum’s Ford 5-AT was initially delivered to Transcontinental Air Transport,
later TWA, where it served for six years crisscrossing the country before being sold to Grand Canyon
Airlines. The 5-AT later served time south of the
border in Mexico and passed through a series of
owners before the Liberty Aviation Museum purchased it last year.
In the 1950s the 5-AT’s washboard skin was
replaced by smooth sheet aluminum; the ship was
often referred to as the “smooth skin Ford.” It has
since been extensively restored to its original condition and is one of the finest examples of either
model of Ford Tri-Motors to have survived.
A big wheel, elevator trim, and throttles are the only controls a pilot needs.

after the stock market crash, and by 1933
only two 5-ATs left the Dearborn factory.
Ford shut down the Stout Metal Airplane
division of the Ford Motor Company after
building 199 Ford Tri-Motors. But, the big,
all-metal Fords had served their purpose;
they had pioneered comfortable and reliable
ﬂight, and they inaugurated an air transportation system that stands to this day.
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EAA FLIGHT SCHOOL

EAA operates a 4-AT that it owns and a 5-AT
that is owned by the Liberty Aviation Museum
in Port Clinton, Ohio. They are known internally as “Little Ford” and “Big Ford.”
Tom Leahy oversees Ford training for
EAA and conducts the ground school for new
pilots. Ground school follows a typical pattern with program information, ops specs,

and authorities under which EAA operates
its Fords. Aircraft systems training is heavily
centered on the operation of the fuel system
because there really aren’t that many other
systems to worry about.
Preﬂight is simple; virtually everything
is exposed. The control wires run on the
outside of the fuselage, and the oil pressure,
oil temperature, and tachometer for the
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THE 4-AT (N8407)
EAA’s Ford 4-AT—a 12-year
restoration by staﬀ and volunteers.

wing-mounted engines are outside on the
engine pylon.
TAKEOFF

As we line up for takeof I roll the aileron into
the wind. The Ford is a big sail so it is critical
to use the aileron during taxi and takeof.
Grabbing all three throttles in one hand
is a little awkward, but they march up to
around 35 inches of manifold pressure
fairly easily. The redline is 36.5 inches, but
you really don’t seem to need all that power,
and I’d rather have my eyes outside the
cockpit than inside ﬁne-tuning the power.
Rudder control is good on takeof, and it
tracks the centerline quite well. The tail
comes up right away, and this is a welcome
change because the Ford sits at an uncomfortably nose-up attitude on all three
wheels. Once it comes up on its main
wheels the Ford will levitate of the runway
when it is ready to ﬂy.
We are training in Big Ford, which has longer props than Little Ford, and the noise level
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in the cockpit is truly breathtaking. The
cacophony from the three Hamilton Standard
ground-adjustable props at takeof power can
make your ears hurt, and any communication
between the pilots is best done by hand signals.
Bringing the power back to 30 inches for climb
signiﬁcantly reduces the noise level, however,
and is accomplished right after liftof.
AIR WORK

The Tri-Motor has relatively light elevator
forces, but like many planes of its era it has a
tremendous amount of adverse yaw. I begin
turns with a boot full of rudder and then
meter in enough aileron to keep the ball in the
center. In steep turns altitude control is easy
enough, but the Ford is laterally unstable and
will try to roll into the turn requiring opposite aileron to keep the turn stable.
Slow ﬂight doesn’t lead to much change
in the ﬂight characteristics. The Ford is in
slow ﬂight all of the time. Cruise is only
about 90 mph indicated, and the airspeed
indicator has come full circle at 100.

EAA’s Ford came off the assembly line in 1929
and was the second to the last 4-AT built for
civilian purposes. Initially it was delivered to
Pitcairn Aircraft’s passenger subsidiary, Eastern Air
Transport, and displays the colors of that airline.
Within a year of purchase it was leased to Cubana
and flew air routes in Cuba. Later it operated in
the Dominican Republic as a presidential transport before returning to the States.
In 1973 the Ford Tri-Motor was attending an EAA
chapter event in Burlington, Wisconsin, when a
severe storm tore it from its tiedowns and threw
it 50 feet into the air before smashing it to the
ground. EAA acquired the wreckage and over a
12-year period EAA volunteers rebuilt the Ford,
and today it flies offering rides to anyone wanting to experience a time gone by.
At one time the EAA Ford mounted a 550-hp
engine in the nose flanked by two 450-hp
engines making it the highest horsepower 4-AT
ever flown. Today both it and the Liberty Aviation
Museum’s 5-AT are powered by three 450-hp
Pratt & Whitney Wasp Junior powerplants.

Stalls are anticlimactic; the Big Ford
just nods its nose without much of a tendency to roll of on a wing. Engine-out
work is a challenge; losing number one or
three can be a handful. With an engine
failure you probably should have your

landing spot in view, and it better not be
too far out toward the horizon either. The
airplane will ﬂy just ﬁne on two engines,
but the rudder forces necessary to keep it
going straight simply can’t be held for very
long, and there isn’t any rudder trim to
help you out. Without a copilot to spell you
on the rudder, you’d better be looking for a
place to set the bird down.
LANDING THE FORD

Coming back to the airport I set up a
bomber pattern wanting to give myself
plenty of room to make my turns. I bring
back the power a bit, let the Ford slow
down 5 mph to 85, and start down. A lot of
rudder and a little aileron bring the TriMotor around onto base. With the
ponderous nature of the Ford I don’t want
to risk overshooting ﬁnal so I lead my turn.
About 45 degrees of heading change
into the turn I am regretting my decision.
When traveling at only 85 mph the Ford
turns on a dime. I roll out for a 45-degree
entry to ﬁnal and try again.
Over the fence I work the power of,
and with a little ﬂare the Ford settles on
those big struts. It will land before you
think it should, so concentration has to be
on keeping the ﬂare going and landing on
the back side of the tires. The struts have
18 inches of travel, so with experience

Ground school taught by long-time Ford pilot Tom Leahy.
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landings can be featherlike. Tracking the
centerline is easy while gently letting the
tail wheel fall to the runway.
Nose-over accidents were common in
the day. You must make sure that all three
wheels are in contact with the ground and
the control wheel is ﬁrmly back in your lap
before applying any brakes. We taxi to the
ramp, pull the mixtures, and listen to the
props tick to a stop.
The Ford Tri-Motor has served just
about every imaginable purpose since the
ﬁrst 4-AT ﬂew 88 years ago. EAA’s Ford
alone has been an airliner, a presidential
transport, a barnstormer, a borate bomber,
and a crop duster and has dropped smoke
jumpers. There have also been military,
freighter, and corporate versions of the
Tri-Motor. The Ford Tri-Motor helped
America achieve Henry and Edsel Ford’s
dream of a nationwide air transportation
system and proved the ease and strength of
all-metal construction. This is a legacy that
will continue as Little Ford and Big Ford
continue to carry passengers and promote
aviation into the future.
Jeﬀ Skiles, EAA Lifetime 336120, is an ATP and CFII-ME
who has been ﬂying as an airline and light airplane pilot
for 38 years. He has owned a Cessna 140 and a Waco YOC

AIR TOURS
In partnership with EAA chapters the Air Tour
program brings flight to communities around
the country. EAA operates a Boeing B-17 honoring our veterans and the sacrifices made by so
many in the greatest war ever fought and two
Ford Tri-Motors celebrating the history of aviation in the formative years of airline travel.
Throughout the year EAA chapters support
these aircraft by providing a local home and
ground support.
All three aircraft converge on Oshkosh for
AirVenture before scattering once again to offer
ride flights. In the winter one or more of the
aircraft is back in Oshkosh for heavy maintenance before going aloft once again.
EAA’s Air Tour program is a volunteer-led program that any EAA member can participate in.
The pilots, aircraft maintenance officers, and
ticket personnel are all volunteers who travel
with the aircraft, and most Air Tour events are
supported by local chapters and chapter volunteers. Volunteers even come to Oshkosh to help
with the maintenance on these rare aircraft both
in the winter and in the days before AirVenture.
EAA chapters are a vital part of keeping these
aircraft in the air. If your chapter would like to
get involved, go to www.EAA.org and find out
how you can host a tour stop. The Air Tour program is just another way in which our members
can become more closely involved in EAA and
in aviation.

and currently ﬂies a Cessna 185. Jeﬀ can be reached at
JeﬀreyBSkiles@gmail.com.

The Ford’s rudder and aileron cables run on the outside of
the fuselage.
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