
“Bathtub” Airplane

I 
could not help but chuckle 
after I read the August 2005 
“Pass It to Buck” column 
about the Aeronca C-3 in 
Vintage Airplane, written by 

my friend Buck Hilbert.
It brought back some fond mem-

ories for me, back to when I flew 
one at the Old Rhinebeck Aero-
drome, in Rhinebeck, New York. 
The memories are special to me, 
too, for similar reasons. But I am 
getting ahead of my story, so let me 
digress for a few years.

Having met Cole Palen, creator 
of Old Rhinebeck, way before he 
owned the property there, we de-
veloped a friendship that lasted 
over many years. As a result of that, 
I became somewhat involved with 
that wonderful place in the devel-
opment years as Cole worked on 

his vision of re-creating an exciting 
part of our early aviation history.

I had left my 1936 Ryan ST there 
for Cole to fi x up and re-cover the 
wings, and get it ready for its annual 
license by the following spring. So I 
was driving (ugh) over there on the 
weekends to help with the work, 
in addition to other chores around 
the fi eld, most of which were quite 
varied and interesting, but having 
to do with airplanes, engines, and 
an old grass fi eld.

In those days, whenever people 
learned about this unique place, 
they would come from all over the 
country, often with their children, 
just to see the old ships and maybe 
listen to one of the rotary engines 
run and, if lucky, see one of the 
World War I airplanes “go up.”

One day Cole and his neighbor, 

Bob Love, and I were doing some 
minor work on Cole’s 1936 Aeronca 
C-3. Now this particular one, 
NC17447, had the Aeronca E-113A 
36-hp engine, a sort of blue fuselage, 
and red wings. Some people walked 
onto the field with their children 
and asked if they could hear an en-
gine run and maybe see one of the 
old airplanes fly. Cole was always 
good about such requests, often let-
ting the kids sit in a cockpit and ex-
plaining the workings. He loved to 
show just about anyone how air-
planes fl y. So without hesitation, he 
said to me, “Hey, Ev, why don’t you 
take up the C-3 and do something 
funny with it?”

Now get this; I had never fl own 
that thing before, although I had 
flown many other antique air-
planes, which Cole knew about. So, 
I said to Cole, “Like what? What can 
I do that’s funny?” He said, “I don’t 
know. You have a real good sense 
of humor, so do whatever comes to 
mind.” That was all I needed to go up 
and have some good old-fashioned
fun. In the “on the ground” check-
out, Cole did warn me not to spin 
it more than three or four turns, as 
it would tighten up and I could be 
in deep trouble. I was just to play 
around with it. I trusted his judg-
ment and decided to stick with his 
advice. I climbed over all the fly-
ing wires into the cockpit, and Bob 
Love spun the prop with one hand. 
Off I went and climbed up to 1,800 
feet or so just to introduce myself 
to this funny airplane.

Well, I have to tell you, it was 
the most hilarious airplane to fly, 
with its looped control stick and 
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low-to-the-ground fuselage, where 
one could actually reach out with 
a gloved hand and grab the wheels 
and try to stop the airplane upon 
landing, as there were no brakes or 
a tail wheel, just a steel tail skid. 
And this one was the later version 
of the earlier razorback model and 
had many stringers under the fabric 
to give the aft part of the fuselage 
those nice curves.

So, to make turns on the ground, 
it was full forward stick, full power, 
and grab the left wheel if you 
wished to turn in that direction. 
Kind of like rubbing your stomach 
at the same time that you patted 
your head. I’m sure you know what 
I mean. So you can see that every-
thing about this flying machine 
could produce serious laughter, or 
at least a few giggles.

Getting back to the story, I did a 
couple of stalls, power on as well as 
off, and yes, it would drop a wing in 
a heartbeat. I did some steep turns, 
threw in an inside loop or two, and 
then decided there was enough se-
riousness about this flight; it was 
time to get down to funny busi-
ness, as Cole did ask me to do some-
thing funny, right? So I retarded 
the throttle and became a glider of 
sorts. But picture this; Rhinebeck is 
a north-south runway, so I glided 

to the west, down low behind the 
trees, completely out of sight of the 
’drome, and disappeared. I then 
fl ew in little circles over a fi eld sev-
eral times, and after fi guring I had 
done enough at this point, I flew 
full bore (if there is such a think 
in a C-3) directly east, over the 
trees, down to the strip crosswise, 
and up and over the trees on the 
east side of the fi eld. I did the same 
thing again, but over a corn field 
(I think), and played around for a 
few minutes before heading west 
over Cole’s fi eld again, of course to 
the shock of everyone, including 
Cole, I learned later. (He told me he 
thought the engine had quit and I 
was down someplace, and he was 
ready to come get me.)

Of course, all of you old-time pi-
lots and air show lovers know what 
came next, eh? I fi gured it was now 
time to get this funny thing on the 
ground, but certainly not too terri-
bly seriously.

So I threw in a few sloppy (ro-
tating the control stick all around, 
causing the ailerons and elevators 
to constantly move, and the rudder 
too) attempts at landing, while do-
ing a low pass. I fi nally fi gured out 
how to land it on one wheel, for 
now at least. I did not have enough 
time in the airplane to even think 

about landing on two wheels, right? 
I could do that the next time I got 
to fl y the airplane.

I finally taxied back to where 
the “crowd” was and shut down 
and “fell” out of the old C-3. So, 
with that, I became the first com-
edy act at the Old Rhinebeck Aero-
drome. Cole gave me the opportu-
nity to start a new career so that 
eventually I would become Solo, 
the flying clown, doing air shows 
all over the northeast United States 
and throughout New England. But 
these later shows were done in the 
standard Piper J-3 with the 65-hp 
Continental engine, and the two 
side doors tied in the open position 
with safety wire.

Yes, I had real clown face makeup 
and all the rest of the stuff a clown 
would wear. Toward the end of my 
career I worked in an 1880 high-
wheel bicycle to work the crowd 
before I stole the J-3. You know the 
routine. So, I became a clown, fl y-
ing at high altitude doing shenani-
gans completely out of control in a 
fl ying bathtub, but having the time 
of my life.

The kids, young and old, that 
day at Rhinebeck thoroughly en-
joyed the antics, they said, and that 
it made their day, for which Cole 
and Bob were pleased, too.
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