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T r a v e l  A i r :
Performance and 

Dependability
by Sparky Barnes Sargent

 The excitement of 
sharing it with people!

SPARKY BARNES SARGENT



A 
gleaming new Travel Air Model 3000 (C-5427, 
s/n 516) climbed aloft in the summer skies 
above Wichita, Kansas, for its first flight in 
1928. Powered by a water-cooled, 8e-cylinder 
Hispano-Suiza “Hisso” Model E 180-hp engine, 
its wings embraced the sky as its “elephant-ear” 

ailerons created a distinctive silhouette on the tips of its 34-
foot, 8-inch wingspan (lower span 28 feet 8 inches). The new 
three-place biplane measured 24 feet, 3 inches from its wood 
prop to tailskid. It carried 42 gallons of fuel and could cruise at 
100 mph with a range of more than 400 miles. 

A perusal of this Travel Air’s records is a glance back into 
familiar aviation history. The first document in its airworthi-
ness file is the manufacturer’s affidavit, which states that the 
airplane was manufactured on June 7, 1928, in conformity to 
ATC No. 31 and was signed by Walter H. Beech and notarized 
by Olive Mellor of Travel Air Manufacturing Co. Inc. 

The Travel Air Manufacturing Company of Wichita, Kansas, 
touted its new biplane as “typical of the proverbial brilliant 
performance with dependability that characterizes all Travel Air 
Biplanes” (Aero Digest, April 1928). Two years later, the Travel Air 
Company Division of Curtiss-Wright advertised the Travel Air as: 

“A Plane for Every Purpose—Sportsmen Penetrate the Wilds 
in Their Travel Airs. In commercial flying, Travel Airs daily 
ply their way over mail, transport, and business corporation 
routes. They constitute a major proportion of all commercial 
planes in service in the United States. And in distance and 
speed contests, these planes capture firsts with a regularity 
that is almost monotonous” (Country Life, April 1930).

Speaking of contests, it was pioneering aviatrix Louise 
Thaden who cheerfully focused the media spotlight on Travel 
Airs. She was an employee of Douglas C. Warren, the West 
Coast Travel Air dealer, and her employer encouraged her 
record-setting efforts. 

Louise set a women’s altitude record of 20,260 feet on De-
cember 7, 1928, in a Hisso-powered Travel Air (C-5425) at the 
Oakland Airport. In March 1929, she flew Travel Air C-5426 
(sister ship to Joe’s C-5427) and set a solo endurance record of 
22 hours, 3 minutes, 28 seconds—again at the Oakland Airport. 
The biplane was modified for the task, and featured “DC War-
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Wing to fuselage fit, rear view.

Aft cockpit seat.

Empennage.

Instrument panel.

The 1928 Travel Air was flown for re-creation scenes for the film.
COURTESY JOE SANTANA
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ren – Northern California Distribu-
tor for Travel-Air” on the fuselage. 

Current Caretaker
Joe Santana grew up in Sac-

ramento, California, where his 
neighbor first introduced him to 
aviation. “He had a homebuilt Stits 
Playboy at the airport, and he used 
to let me sit in it,” shares Joe. “After 
I soloed at 17 and earned my pri-
vate that summer, he also took me 
to my first EAA meeting.” 

Joe also spent a lot of time hang-
ing around a duster strip just south of 
Sacramento. That’s where he started 
learning about the joys of old bi-
planes and the pilots who flew them. 
“Back in the early 1970s, my first air-
plane was a Luscombe, and I flew off 
a strip at Clarksburg. There was a per-
son who restored dusters there, and 
they were using N3N Stearmans and 
Travel Airs for dusting. I used to sit 
around with those guys at the shop, 
and the old duster pilots used to tell 
me that a 220-hp Travel Air could 
outfly a 450-hp Stearman,” recollects 
Joe, adding, “I really wanted to get an 
old biplane, and I decided I wanted a 
Travel Air, because it cruises fast, flies 
real well, and hauls a good load.” 

Finding that Travel Air would 
take a few decades, though. In the 
meantime, he tried college after 
high school, but just didn’t take to 
scholastic bookwork very well. So 
he obtained his A&P and CFI and 
taught flying for a while. He worked 
for a Piper dealer in Sacramento and 
then started flying DC-3 freight-
ers—and even flew as a fish and 
game warden pilot, using a Beech 
18 to plant fish in the high Sierras. 
In 1985, he was hired by Pacific 
Southwest Airlines (PSA). Today, Joe 
resides in the scenic Shenandoah 
Valley in Waynesboro, Virginia. He’s 
captain of an Airbus 320 and enjoys 
his ongoing long-term career with 
PSA (now merged with US Airways).

In 2004, his long-held dream of 
owning a Travel Air became tangible.

Bit O’ History
Twenty-seven years before Joe 

was born, a brand new Travel Air 

(C-5427) was sold to D.C. Warren 
Company at Oakland Airport in 
San Francisco. In April 1929, the 
biplane was sold to W.J. Browne 
of Stockton, California, and it re-
mained in the Golden State for 
years. In January 1943, the biplane 
landed in the hands of Harry New-
ell of Phoenix, Arizona. It stayed in 
The Grand Canyon state for nearly 
three decades. 

In 1945, the biplane was con-
verted for use in crop dusting and 
seeding. A hopper, agitator, and 
gearbox were installed. The elevator 
controls were modified, and a cen-
ter section fuel tank was installed. 
The Hisso was removed, and a 
9-cylinder, 220-hp Wright Whirl-
wind J-5A was installed (changing 
the biplane to a Model 4000). 

In 1947, owners Wayne J. Kem-
painen and James A. Strand of 
Farm Aero Service in Phoenix had 
the Wright J-5A and motor mount 
removed, and a Lycoming motor 
mount and Lycoming R680-9 in-
stalled, along with a Stearman oil 
tank and modified exhaust stack 
that extended over the top wing. 

In February 1970, NC5427 landed 
in the hands of PSA Captain Spen-
cer Nelson of San Diego. “Spence 
was very well-known in the Travel 
Air world as a restorer,” explains 
Joe, “and he and PSA mechanics 
Jim Ward and Harry Somers worked 
with him to rebuild the biplane.”

After Spence died in a PSA midair 
collision in September 1978, Jim and 
Harry continued with their Travel 
Air West restoration company. They 
sold NC5427 to Leland Jones of An-
chorage [in 1983], with the agree-
ment that Travel Air West would 
continue the restoration work, 
which they finished in 1991. Jim 
and Harry put the overhauled Con-
tinental W-670 on it and converted 
it back to standard configuration. 

The biplane required extensive 
work; the men essentially rebuilt 
the entire aft fuselage, and replaced 
the old firewall with stainless steel, 
and installed new 3/8-inch birch 
plywood floorboards. They fabri-
cated and installed a new front in-

strument panel of laminated birch 
plywood and a new aft cockpit 
panel of laminated birch and rose-
wood, as well as installing new seat 
belts and a shoulder harness in the 
aft cockpit. 

They replaced all of the wood-
work on the fuselage, and fabri-
cated new stainless steel control 
cables. The biplane was finished 
with Stits Aerothane in an elegant 
combination of dark green on the 
fuselage and cream-colored wings. 

Joe took note of this handsome 
Travel Air during his PSA overnights 
in San Diego, and discovered that it 
had already been flown 105 hours 
since its restoration. He bought the 
biplane from then-registered owner 
Carolyn Jones of Alaska in Au-
gust 2004. “Then I flew it home to 
Waynesboro,” says Joe, smiling, “and 
have had the airplane ever since. I’ve 
probably put 220 hours on it, flying 
it mostly during the summers.”

Flight Transition 
Despite his fairly extensive fly-

ing time in 2004—including 3,500 
hours of tailwheel time—the insur-
ance company wanted Joe to log five 
hours of time with a flight instructor 
in the Travel Air in order to insure it. 

“It really worked out great,” 
shares Joe enthusiastically, elabo-
rating, “Captain Dick Doll, who 
was No. 1 on the PSA seniority list, 
did some of the flying on the air-
plane when it was first restored. 
Dick started out flying in dusters 
and raced P-51s at Reno, and I was 
never senior enough to fly with 
him on PSA—so I asked him if he’d 
check me out. He said, ‘Yeah, sure!’ 
What a pleasure that was! The first 
time we went out, he flew it from 
the back seat and put me up front, 
where there’s just a stick and throt-
tle. He said, ‘Let’s go out and makes 
sure it stalls and falls through okay,’ 
because it hadn’t flown for a while. 
So we flew around for 15-20 min-
utes, and he shot a landing with it, 
and then we taxied back in. Then 
he puts me in the back seat and he 
gets in the front—we flew the five 
hours in two days and shot a bunch 



of landings. That was a real treat, 
because he’s such a great guy.”

Exceptionally pleased with his 
Travel Air, Joe says, “It flies great! It 
lifts off around 55 mph, climbs right 
out, and cruises about 95-97 mph 
indicated, at low altitude. I fly final 
around 55-60 mph, and it’s pretty 
straightforward in a crosswind. It 
originally had a skid, but now it has 
a tail wheel. The 12-inch mechani-
cal brakes are original for that air-
plane and work great. They’re ‘good 
enough,’ and that’s what you want 
on that airplane. It burns 12 gph at 
cruise and holds 68 gallons of fuel, 
with 26 in the center section and 42 
in the main tank. The longest leg I’ve 
flown is 4 hours and 45 minutes, and 
it burned about 52 gallons before I 
landed—and it had 16 gallons left.”

Joe hasn’t had any maintenance 
challenges with the Travel Air—but 
it has had a few repairs. Incidents can 
happen to any pilot, and Joe unabash-
edly admits that he “ground looped 
it at Oshkosh two years ago, so Ted 
Davis in Wisconsin repaired the lower 
left wing. That was a good opportu-
nity to do some other work, so we had 
the engine overhauled by Al Holloway 
in California. We also discovered that 
one wheel was cracked—which was 
unrelated to the ground loop—so we 
replaced that as well. Other than that, 
the airplane hasn’t had any significant 
work done since the 1991 restoration 
by Travel Air West.”

Making Modern-day
History 

Truthfully, Joe is really a modern-
day barnstormer at heart. The rea-
son is pretty simple: He derives the 
most joy from flying his “biplane 

built for three” across the 
country and sharing the 
experience with others. 
(And he’s currently trea-
surer of the Travel Air 
Restorers Association.) Of 
course, sharing starts at 
home; he’s enjoyed tak-
ing his two sons up for 
early-evening flights in 
the Shenandoah Valley. 
(His youngest son, Peter, 

has just earned an instrument rating, 
and his older son, Paul, is a Black-
hawk pilot with the National Guard 
in Iraq.) “The Travel Air is a great air-
plane, and we have a lot of fun with 
it,” shares Joe. 

His biplane was featured during 
the Vintage Aircraft Association’s 
centennial celebration of the first 
air mail flight in the United States, 
which was held during EAA AirVen-
ture 2011. Though NC5427 was not 
owned by Pacific Air Transport, it was 
selected as an example of the type 
that flew the mail. “Andrew King of 
Virginia called me to see if I was in-
terested in bringing the Travel Air for 
the air mail display at Oshkosh,” ex-
plains Joe, “and he was familiar with 
Pacific Air Transport—their planes 
were green and cream, and they did 
have a Travel Air. So my airplane was 
a good representation of that. We 
got some original pictures of a Travel 
Air 4000 that were taken at Pearson 
Field, which was one of their termi-
nals in Vancouver. That’s how we 
replicated the Pacific Air Transport 
Air Mail graphics for the fuselage, 
which we put on just for Oshkosh.” 

NC5427 also enjoyed a bit of 
“movie star status” during AirVenture, 
when independent film producer 
and director Heather Taylor’s Breaking 
Through the Clouds: The First Women’s 
National Air Derby was screened. (www.
BreakingThroughTheClouds.com, see ac-
companying movie overview.) 

Back in 2009, Joe spent Memorial 
Day weekend at the Golden Age Air 
Museum’s airfield in Grimes, Penn-
sylvania. Once again, it was Andrew 
King who had extended a special in-
vitation to Joe—to fly his Travel Air 
during the filming of a documentary 

about the First Women’s Transcon-
tinental Air Derby of 1929. Andrew 
was aerial coordinator for the film, 
and Joe was happy to participate, 
along with several other antique air-
plane owners. 

The photo planes were a Breezy 
and a J-3 Cub. Describing the experi-
ence and the film itself, Joe explains, 
“Heather worked on this film, on her 
own, for 13 years. She gathered un-
believable amounts of archival foot-
age about the women and the Air 
Derby, and includes that in the film. 
She filmed our airplanes because they 
were similar to ones that flew in the 
Air Derby, and that way she could in-
clude current color footage to bring 
the airplanes to life for the audience. 
We filmed for a couple of days, and 
we each flew about three hours.”

Built for Sharing
Joe has been depositing numerous 

experiences in his memory bank of 
favorite Travel Air flights since 2004. 
Though he’s enjoyed them all, there 
is one particular “annual deposit” 
that registers at the top of his account. 

“Probably the greatest thing we do 
with this airplane is taking it to the 
Dirksen’s family farm in Winchester, 
Indiana. The year before last, I took 
three people up—and they were in 
their 30s, but they had never been 
in an airplane before in their life. We 
go to the Dirksen’s, and their kids are 
so excited to have us come, and they 
treat us so well!

 “We get to land in their hayfield, 
and the whole town comes out, and 
we give rides. I mean, that’s what it’s 
all about,” shares Joe exuberantly, 
“and to fly with Ted Davis, Andrew 
King, Jim Hammond, Steve Roth, 
and Bob Coolbaugh is just such a 
treat. Some of those guys are the best 
pilots I’ve ever seen, and I’ve been 
flying for many years. The excite-
ment of having the Travel Air is be-
ing able to go out every summer and 
fly with those guys. That’s what it’s 
for—we share it with people!” [Note: 
The Dirksen’s farm is featured in the 
documentary Barnstorming—Friends 
Really Can Drop Out of the Sky. Filmed 
in 2009, it candidly describes the 
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unusual friendship formed be-
tween a farming family and 
aviators who first landed in 
their hay field in 1999. www.
BarnstormingMovie.com] 

He also flies the Travel Air to 
Hagerstown, Indiana, for an-
other fun gathering—the “Hag-
erstown Or Bust” Ford Model T 
and vintage airplane fly-in. “Lit-
erally hundreds of Model T’s 
from across the country show 
up there on the fairgrounds, 
and they have a nice grass field 
for the airplanes,” adds Joe, 
smiling, “We do a balloon bust 
there, a flour bomb drop, and 
Ted gives rides in the New Stan-
dard. We’ll also fly to Brodhead, 
Wisconsin, and Blakesburg, 
Iowa, for those fly-ins.”

One thing is certain—when 
the Travel Air landed in Joe’s 
hands in 2004, it found a very 
good home, indeed. It flies reg-

ularly, and continues bringing 
joy not only to its caretaker, but 
to many others across the coun-
try. And it’s still pleasing to the 
discerning eyes of aircraft judges 
at fly-ins. That’s quite under-
standable, since NC5427 still 
looks like it’s fresh out of resto-
ration—even though it’s been 
20 years. This handsome bi-
plane received two awards to its 
credit this past year: the Silver 
Age (1928-1936) Champion—
Bronze Lindy at EAA AirVenture 
Oshkosh, and the Travel Air 
Type Club Award at the Antique 
Airplane Association’s annual 
invitational fly-in. Joe readily 
credits these awards to the resto-
ration efforts of Travel Air West 
and recently affixed a tasteful 
brass plaque to the aft portion 
of the fuselage, as a way of pay-
ing homage to Jim Ward and 
Harry Somers.

Engine assembly.

Fabrication of turtledeck.

 Tailfeathers in silver.
Heather Taylor with Joe Santana, during the filming of Breaking 
Through the Clouds.

Applying Poly-Brush.
The sun rises and lights up Joe Santana’s Travel Air on the flight line at AAA’s 
fly-in at Blakesburg, Iowa.
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