CURTISS MODEL T

BY COLIN OWERS
The history of the Model T is full of contradictions in published works on the subject.
I have tried to test all stories against the known facts and hopefully given the true story of this enigmatic flying boat.

O

n 22 June 1914, the Curtiss America flying boat was
christened at Hammondsport, NY. The machine had
been designed to the requirements of Rodman
Wanamaker, heir to a Philadelphia mercantile fortune, who
wanted an aircraft capable of flying the Atlantic. Wanamaker
had turned to Glenn Curtiss, the foremost designer of flying
boats in the USA, if not the world, and the twin engined
America was the result.
Curtiss travelled to the UK and Europe in September 1913,
where he met John Porte, late of the Royal Navy. Porte had
been invalided out of the submarine service in 1911, due to
tuberculosis, and had gained his pilot’s certificate. Curtiss
was impressed by Porte’s flying of the Curtiss flying boat and
invited him to come to the US to participate in the proposed
trans-Atlantic flight. Wanamaker wanted a British and an
American to share the task of piloting the flying boat in order
to strengthen the ties between the two countries.
The proposed flight was delayed while the hull was modified
and it was soon realised that the America flying boat would
not be able to make the flight with its present engines. War
broke out and Porte immediately returned to England where
he was accepted back into the navy and began his association
with the flying boat operations of the RNAS. He was
instrumental in persuading the Admiralty to buy the original
two Curtiss America flying boats and went on to develop
the Felixstowe series of flying boats, arguably the best patrol
flying boats of the war.
Despite the failure of the proposed America flight, Wanamaker
and Curtiss continued to pursue the object of developing a
flying boat capable of making the Atlantic crossing.
The specification for a 1915 America boat read as follows:
1. To be of the flying boat type, large central hull and wing
pontoons. The main hull to contain the petrol tanks and
control positions.
2. Span of wings to be about 100 feet top and 70 feet bottom.
3. Chord of wings: 8 feet 6 inches. Gap: 9 feet
4. Motors: five 90hp Curtiss OX type or two 170hp and one 90hp.
5. Machine to be capable of carrying full load on three motors.
6. Machine to be capable of remaining in the air for 36
consecutive hours.
7. To be fitted with a Sperry stabilizer.
8. To be fitted with wireless.
9. Machine to have a factor of safety of 3½ throughout when
fully loaded.
10. Control: dual side by side similar America 1914.

11. Machine to be ready for shipment to Newfoundland on
1 May 1915, having completed its tests.
12. If Lt Porte is unable to be at Hammondsport, drawings and
details are to be submitted for his approval.1
Wanamaker and Curtiss had signed a contract, on 31 March
1915, for another trans-Atlantic flying boat. This ‘TransAtlantic Flyer’ was contracted at a cost of $55,000 and was to
be a triplane. It was never built, apparently being supplanted
by another contract for a larger machine. The new contract
may have been due to calculations showing that the first
design required revision in order to meet the goal of flying
the Atlantic.2
Wanamaker had replaced the first contract with one, signed
on 2 September 1915 for $100,000 for another triplane flying
boat.3 The proposed craft was huge and was known as the
Model 3 or Model T (T for triplane). The machine was to be
powered by four 250hp Curtiss Model V-4 liquid-cooled
V-12 tractor engines.4 Wanamaker then formed the America
Trans Oceanic Company in March the following year. John
Porte was kept up to date by Curtiss on the progress of the
proposed flying boats and was informed that the ‘Triplane
America’ was to be different to the Wanamaker triplane.5
This statement is confusing. It is thought that the first
Wanamaker triplane referred to was the subject of the 31
March 1915 contract, the ‘Triplane America’ being the Model
T. What part Porte had in convincing the British Admiralty
to purchase the triplane flying boat, if any, is not known, but
the America Trans Oceanic Company did play a major part in
securing the contract for the sale of the Model T to the British
Government. Curtiss documents discussing the contracts
between Wannamaker and Curtiss noted that: the contract
of Sept.2, 1915, which had to do with the building of a triplane
flying boat which was later sold to the British Government
as part of an order for twenty of the same type, in securing of
which order the Wanamaker people were instrumental.6
Therefore, previous statements, such those of Peter M.
Bowers, that the machine was built to the requirements of the
British Admiralty,7 and that Wanamaker was instrumental in
developing only one America flying boat8, are proven false. The
Model T was developed as a trans-Atlantic boat with funding
initially supplied by Wanamaker. Porte appears to have had
a deal of influence on its development. He claimed to have
designed flying boats for Curtiss in his post-war bid to the
British Government for payment for his wartime inventions.9
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