
A 
l o v e l y  o r a n g e -
b r e a s t e d  R o b i n 
alighted at Lakeland 
in April—not the 
feathered species, 

but an antique tube-and-fabric 
bird. It taxied slowly to the tie-
down area, cheerfully heralding 
the arrival of spring with the 
throaty clucking of its Wright 
J6-5 Whirlwind at low rpm. Sim-
plistic antiquity in motion, the 
Curtiss Robin easily prompted 
onlookers to take their own 

flights of fancy back to 1929. 
Soon after landing, owner 

and pilot Richard Epton pro-
cured a rag from the cabin and 
began gently wiping away the 
coating of oil that the engine’s 
external rocker arms had slung 
onto the cowling and wind-
screen while in flight, much the 
way a father would lovingly 
wipe his child’s runny nose. Hap-
pily interrupting the task to an-
swer questions about his Robin, 
this native Englishman shares 

his affinity for the airplane: “I 
bought it last November, and 
it’s just a beautiful aeroplane. 
Every time I go into the hangar 
and she’s there in her glory with 
the morning sun coming in on 
her, I can’t wait to push her out 
and turn her into the wind! My 
search for a Robin began be-
cause I was enthralled by its 
historical significance and its re-
cords for duration flights—and 
its simplicity and safety. While 
there are about 14 Robins flying 
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today, this is the only C-1 model 
with the 165-hp Wright J6-5. Ron 
Waldron had this one for sale 
in Florida, and I was advised to 
buy the aeroplane because Ron 
had rebuilt it from bare bones 
up, and Mike Connor, the guru 
of Wright engines, had done the 
engine and zero-timed it.” 

When N781M was manufac-
tured in 1929, it was powered 

by a 170-185-hp staggered twin-
row radial Curtiss Challenger 
engine. From propeller to rud-
der, it measured 24 feet 1 inch 
in length, stood 8 feet tall, and 
had a wingspan of 41 feet with a 
72-inch chord. Today, this three-
place Robin carries a total of 
50 gallons of fuel in two wing 
tanks, and the Wright J6-5 burns 
13 gph while cruising 80 mph 

at 1750-1800 rpm. For his own 
comfort, Epton typically limits 
his flights to three hours. After 
all, there is a bit of vibration in 
the Robin, since its rigid engine 
mount lacks modern shock ab-
sorption. “After three hours, my 
fillings are coming loose!” jokes 
Epton, quickly adding: “Seri-
ously though, the J6-5 purrs like 
a kitten and runs faultlessly.”

at Sun ’n Fun



8  SEPTEMBER 2008

Built for Durability
The Curtiss Robin debuted in 

March 1928. Designed and built by 
Curtiss Aeroplane & Motor Com-
pany of Garden City, New York, the 
monoplanes were manufactured at 
Curtiss-Robertson Airplane Manu-
facturing Company in Anglum (St. 
Louis County), Missouri. (This is 
now the location of Lambert Field.) 
In 1929, Curtiss Aeroplane and 
Wright Aeronautical merged and 
became the Curtiss-Wright Airplane 
Company. All told, more than 750 
Robins were manufactured before 
production ended in 1930, and to-
day there are about 50 Robins listed 
on the FAA Registry. 

Various models of the Robin were 
manufactured, powered by a vari-
ety of engines. The first Robin was 
powered by the water-cooled OX-5 
(military surplus) and won popu-
larity soon after its debut in 1928. 
An article titled “The ‘Robin,’ First 
Curtiss Light Commercial Plane” 

in the June 1928 issue of The Avia-
tor touted the fabric-covered Robin 
as the first closed-cabin plane in 
the “popular-price field,” selling for 
less than $4,000. Its fuselage was 
built of chrome-molybdenum steel 
tubing, the main gear had a wide, 
96-inch tread for safe landings and 
taxiing, and a steerable tailskid fa-
cilitated ground maneuvering. Its 
wing ribs were built of lightweight, 
corrosion-resistant Alclad duralu-
min mounted on spruce spars.

“Every precaution has been 
taken to make the cabin wind- and 
weather-tight and as nearly sound-
proof as possible. Thus passengers 
in the Robin may enjoy their flights 
under any weather conditions with-
out burdening themselves with spe-
cial clothing, goggles, helmets or 
other clumsy paraphernalia.…The 
performance characteristics of the 
Robin, predicted from careful wind 
tunnel tests months before the ship 
was ever flown, have been fully 

borne out in actual flight tests....
Its stability and easy flying qualities 
were also carefully worked out in 
wind tunnel tests, and pilots who 
have flown it say that it is the nic-
est flying plane, and the easiest to 
fly, in its class.”

Additionally, a company adver-
tisement in a 1929 issue of Aviation 
magazine promoted the Robin’s “ri-
gidity, ruggedness and durability,” 
proclaiming that “detail after de-
tail, the Curtiss Robin proves itself 
a plane that’s built to last.” Epton 
heartily bears testament to the Rob-
in’s performance and durability; he 
delights in owning and flying his 
79-year-young Robin. 

Flying the Robin
“She flies beautifully straight, and 

she’s got a big wing, so short field 
performance is quite exceptional, 
even with full fuel and three heavy 
men aboard,” says Epton. “She flies 
and performs like a very heavy 
Piper Cub. I fly it every weekend, 
and I give rides all the time. After 
all, these airplanes are for sharing. I 
own it today, and in 50 years’ time 
I won’t own it—somebody else will, 
so we’re all just caretakers.”

Recalling his first flight in the 
Robin, Epton chuckles and says, 
“When I went to Florida to col-
lect this from Ron Waldron and 
his ‘partner in crime’ Harry Wool-
dridge, I asked them to put the orig-
inal dual controls back in it, just so 
one of them could sit in the back,” 
recounts Epton. “Well, Harry was 
elected, and he promptly folded 
his arms and almost went to sleep! 
There was a 25-mph wind blowing 
down the runway, and I asked him 
what the stall speed was. He said, 
‘I don’t know.’ What’s the rotation 
speed? ‘Not quite sure.’ Landing 
speed? ‘You’ll know.’ So then Harry 
said, ‘Just line it up, do nothing 
with the stick, and keep it straight 
with the rudder—it will track abso-
lutely straight. By the time you ad-
vance the throttle and hit the stop, 
she’ll be showing 1800 rpm; the tail 
wheel will already be up and then 
you’ll be airborne.’
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1929 ad from Aviation magazine. This is a Robin with a Curtiss Chal-
lenger engine, excerpted from the entire ad.

The poster board leaning against the Robin is promoting the Curtiss 
World Endurance Record.



“So that was basically it. We indi-
cated 80 mph cruising around, and 
my recollection of landing speed 
is somewhat vague because I was 
kind of busy on that first flight, stir-
ring the soup with a big stick! But I 
seem to recall it was around 55 mph 
over the fence, and as soon as the 
throttle’s pulled back and the nose is 
raised slightly, the airspeed immedi-
ately goes to zero. That does enable 
you to do beautiful three-point land-
ings, and those big gear are like two 
hands just feeling for the ground. 
She really kisses herself onto the 
runway most of the time. I’ve never 
bounced her, and I’ve never done a 
wheel landing, because she just sets 
herself up so perfectly.” 

Waldron, who watched Epton’s 
first flight with interest, says, “Rich-
ard made the most wonderful land-
ing I’ve ever seen in my life, on the 
first flight he ever made with it! 

He’s a natural with the airplane.”
He advised Epton to remove the 

dual controls for his flight home to 
Georgia, since the installation of 
the rear controls required the pilot’s 
seat to be moved 6 inches forward, 
thus making it uncomfortably close 
to the instrument panel. But Epton 
didn’t heed that suggestion, and af-
ter battling a strong head wind to 
his first stop, he had covered only 
105 miles in 2-1/4 hours and wel-
comed the opportunity to land 
on the welcoming grass runway at 
Fitzgerald, Georgia.

“When I got out I couldn’t walk! 
So I changed it back to single con-
trols, per Ron’s advice,” says Epton. 
“Not only does that give me more 
room for my legs, it also allows more 
maneuvering space when switching 
the fuel valve, which is located on 
the floor between the rudder ped-
als. That’s an interesting procedure. 

I have to shuffle to the edge of the 
seat, take a very good look around 
the sky, then dive down to the floor 
and reach for the valve while bend-
ing around the control stick and 
trying not to push it around!” 

Epton’s second cross-country in 
the Robin was from his home in 
Brooks, Georgia, to Lakeland, Flor-
ida. He departed on Sunday after-
noon and landed at Valdosta for 
the night. The next morning dur-
ing his preflight inspection, he 
was dismayed to discover that the 
Wright’s front exhaust collector 
had cracked.

“Fortunately, Walt Bazemore, 
who is the new owner of Cham-
pion Air, the on-site maintenance 
facility, put the Robin in his han-
gar right away and went to work 
on it at 8 o’clock that morning,” 
says Epton, “and by 4 o’clock that 
afternoon, his buddy Joey, who is a 
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The fuselage is painted and on its gear, with the 
Wright J6-5 Whirlwind engine mounted.

Epton lifts off, with Wooldridge in the rear seat.

Removing the old fabric from one of the Robin’s 
wings in May 1996.

Waldron, Wooldridge, and Epton (left to right) on 
the occasion of Epton’s first Robin flight.
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marvelous TIG welder, showed up 
and took the collector to his shop. 
By 10 o’clock that night, he had 
finished welding it, and we took it 
back to the airport where Walt and 
his mechanic Ben worked until 1:30 
the next morning. They really did a 
great job, very willingly. It was all 
about getting me to Lakeland.”

Passenger’s view of the cabin. 
With the skylight and full-length 
windows up front, the pilot and 
passengers have a great view.

Close-up view of the dataplate on 
the instrument panel.

It took 20 hours for Rick and Lori 
Mullinax of 1000 Signs in Fayette-
ville, Georgia, to hand-paint the 
Candler Field logo and trim stripe.

The engine bolts to a 1-1/2-inch-
thick metal-reinforced plywood 
board, the plywood bolts to the en-
gine mount, and then the engine 
mount bolts to the firewall/airframe, 
without the aid of rubber bushings.

JIM KOEPNICK
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Robin Restoration
N781M’s return to flying status 

is primarily due to Waldron’s ef-
forts. In 1996, after Waldron had 
finished building a Travel Air 4000, 
he was offered the opportunity to 
buy a Curtiss Robin project—and 
he just couldn’t refuse. After all, he 
had grown up around scale mod-
els of the Curtiss Robin because it 
was his father’s favorite airplane. 
So he and his buddy Wooldridge 
flew the airlines from Florida out 
to California. Waldron purchased 
the project from Charlotte Nelson 
and says he “actually ended up 
with one and a half Robins. I had 
four wings, a fuselage of another 
Robin, lots of parts, and a Wright 
J6-5 engine. We rented a U-Haul 
and drove 50 mph all the way back 
across the country.” 

Although he had numerous 
parts, there were items he didn’t 
have—such as seats. Scanning 
through Trade-A-Plane one day, he 
saw an ad for original Robin wicker 

seats. He called to inquire, thinking 
that the seller would want a fortune 
for them if they were in good con-
dition. “He was an older guy and 
told me that when he put them 
in his barn in 1940, they were in 
good shape,” recalls Waldron. “He 
only wanted $300 for them, but 
wouldn’t ship them, so Harry and 
I drove up to Toledo, Ohio, to get 
them, and we also picked up some 
extra wing lift struts from him.” 

Waldron built two new doors for 
the airplane, using one old and rot-
ting door frame as a pattern. The 
Robin originally had a skylight as 
well as sliding windows in the doors 
and on the left-hand side of the fu-
selage—plus full-length windows 
on either side of the pilot’s seat. He 
fabricated the wooden framework 
and metal trim pieces for those 
and discovered that “there’s some 
pretty fancy woodwork up around 
the skylight, and the luggage com-
partment was originally bigger and 
deeper—you could crawl inside it! 
So I built a little one, because you 
really don’t need all that space.” 

He ordered new spruce for the 
heavy “I-beam” wing spars and 
spent a considerable amount of 
time straightening the original 
wing ribs.

“As far as I know, this is one of 

the first airplanes manufactured 
with metal ribs,” says Waldron, 
“and a few years later, the ribs were 
all bending because the cotton was 
stretching so tight across them. 
Curtiss-Wright came out with a 
manufacturer’s service letter stating 
that plywood had to be attached to 
the ribs. [That letter stated ‘…the 
stamped metal ribs have a tendency 
to collapse, especially on the top 
side and to roll down until they are 
flat on top, on a line with the tops 
of the front and rear spars.’] So I 
straightened the ribs that I had and 
riveted plywood the whole length 
of them, front to rear, to make a 
solid rib.” 

When it came to the landing 
gear, Waldron needed a bit of help 
from another source. So he con-
tacted Dick Fischer in California. 
“He was the biggest help of any-
body. I needed springs for the oleo 
gear legs, and he had some extras 
on hand that he’d had made up,” 
recalls Waldron. “He also had some 
tail wheels made up that looked like 
the ones that Robins had, after they 
switched over from the tailskids.” 

The most challenging aspect 
of  the project  was the paper-
work, since the type certificate for 
the Curtiss Robin C-1 listed the 
Curtiss Challenger R600 as the 

Below: The Robin has oleo-spring 
outrigger-style gear.

Ron Waldron (left) restored the 
Robin, and Richard Epton (right) is 
the current caretaker.
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approved engine installation, and 
not a Wright J6-5. Waldron chuck-
les in retrospect, explaining, “The 
FAA guy told me I had to get a let-
ter from the manufacturer regard-
ing the change in engine types. He 
didn’t know what a Curtiss Robin 
was! A DAR [designated airworthi-
ness representative] came out and 
gave me an airworthiness certifi-
cate, and the next day he called 
me and told me to send it back to 
him. I asked him, ‘What do you 
mean?’ He told me he had to come 
back out and give me a special air-
worthiness certificate for experi-
mental exhibition because of the 
engine change. So even though 
Curtiss did install the Wright J6-5 
on another production model of 
the Robin [J-1], I had to get all 
the paperwork I could. A guy up 
in Minnesota had put a J6-5 on a 
Robin that originally had an OX-
5, so he gave me copies of that pa-
perwork. I gathered more through 
the ‘Robin’s Nest’ Curtiss Robin 
type club, and I sent everything 
in to the FAA. About four months 
later, the DAR called me up and 

said he had a standard airworthi-
ness certificate for me, so it all 
worked out okay.” 

Waldron installed Ceconite fab-
ric on the airplane and finished 
it with Air-Tech Coatings, using a 
color scheme similar to the origi-
nal—cream for the wings and tail 
and orange for the fuselage. The 
Curtiss Robin took to the skies 
again in 2004. It was the first time 
it had flown since 1942, when it 
was dismantled and placed in 
storage during World War II. (As 
for Waldron, he and Wooldridge 
bought a 1929 Travel Air Model 
10-D project from Nelson in 2004, 
which they completed to award-
winning status in 2007.)

Robin Records
The Curtiss Robin was quite pop-

ular during its heyday, and several 
intrepid aviators chose the mono-
plane for their attempts at record 
setting. In St. Louis, Missouri, For-
rest O’Brine and Dale Jackson flew 
the St. Louis Robin C-1 for just over 
420 hours, 21 minutes, and 30 sec-
onds in July 1929. In Meridian, 

Mississippi, brothers Fred and Al-
gene Key set a world record for sus-
tained flight when they flew Ole 
Miss, a Robin J-1 Deluxe, for 653 
hours and 34 minutes during the 
summer of 1935. These Robins re-
ceived aerial refueling in order to 
stay aloft and had been modified 
with catwalks for in-flight engine 
maintenance and a larger fuel tank, 
plus an access panel atop the fuse-
lage for receiving supplies while 
airborne. Robins were also flown in 
air races and National Air Tours in 
the 1920s and early 1930s. Perhaps 
the most amazing feat was that of 
Douglas “Wrong Way” Corrigan in 
1938; instead of flying back to Cal-
ifornia from New York, he flew his 
Wright Whirlwind-powered Robin 
solo across the Atlantic and landed 
in Dublin, Ireland. His proposal of 
such a flight had been disallowed 
by authorities, so he just blamed 
his easterly heading on an inaccu-
rate compass. 

Another Robin was owned by 
the Daily Gazette in rural Nebraska, 
where it was used for airborne 
newspaper delivery. The airplane is 
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currently displayed at The Museum 
of Flight in Seattle. According to 
the museum’s website, it was nick-
named The Newsboy because it was 
flown “380 miles a day to deliver 
5,000 newspapers to 40 towns….
At each town, pilot Steve Tuttle 
would drop a bundle of newspa-
pers out a hole in the bottom of the 
fuselage.” 

Poacher’s Pony
Although Epton’s  a i rp lane 

wasn’t among those flown for re-
cord-setting flights, it is just that 
type of history that inspired him 
to own and fly a Curtiss Robin. 
And perhaps it may be said that 
N781M is on its way to making its 
own mark in modern-day aviation. 
Among the appreciative onlook-
ers at Sun ’n Fun were the aircraft 
judges, who awarded it Best Silver 
Age antique. 

True to his English roots, Epton 
has fondly given N781M the nick-

name of Poacher’s Pony, which has 
been painted on the cowling.

“When I was a budding young-
ster playing cricket in England, I 
was from a county called Lincoln-
shire,” explains Epton with a twin-
kle in his eye, “where folklore has 
a character known as ‘The Lincoln-
shire Poacher.’ I went on a cricket 
tour around Europe when I was 16 
with a bunch of professional and 
semiprofessional players, and they 
would ask me where I was from. 

When I would tell them Lincoln-
shire, they would say, ‘Ah! The 
Poacher!’ Hence my nickname has 
been ‘The Poacher’ for many years. 
My mother, Marjorie Epton, still 
lives in Lincolnshire, and not only 
does she make the world’s greatest 
shepherd’s pie, she has also been 
my biggest supporter in everything 
I do! So when she asked me if I was 
going to put The Poacher’s name 
on the Robin, ‘Of course’ was my 
reply. Hence the Poacher’s Pony was 

born. I’m an Englishman, and this 
is my ride.” 

The Poacher’s Pony will occasion-
ally be stabled at Ron Alexander’s new 
Candler Field Museum at the Peach 
State Aerodrome (identifier GA02, 
www.peachstateaero.com) in Wil-
liamson, Georgia, in the near future 
(hence the hand-painted Candler Field 
logo on the Robin’s fuselage), where 
Epton plans to appear in period cos-
tume and continue giving rides to those 
tempted by a taste of yesteryear.

“It’s just a beautiful aeroplane.
Every time I go into the hangar 

and she’s there in her glory with the 
morning sun coming in on her, I 

can’t wait to push her out and turn 
her into the wind!”

—Richard EptonBONNIE KRATZ
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