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Yet another Ron Alexander project
by budd davisson

photos Chris Miller

Stearman
C3B
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R
o n  A l e x a n d e r 
doesn’t believe in 
leaving a  lot  of 
white space in life: 
If  there is  spare 

time available, put it to use. He 
appears to be a man who looks 
back at each day and says, 
“Did I invest it wisely and get 
something accomplished?” 
He could easily be selected as 
the poster boy for the “Get ’er 
done” generation. 

His C3B Stearman that was 
on display at EAA AirVenture 
(to longtime fly-in warriors: 
read that as “Oshkosh”) 2011 
was yet another immaculate 
example of how he likes to see 
his time and money invested: 
Take a basic concept, in this 
case, a really worn out air-
frame, and turn it into some-
thing that is  beautiful yet 
meant to be flown. In fact, the 
airplane is representative of a 
lot of the business and personal 
philosophies that have always 
guided Ron’s way of thinking. 

For several decades Ron has 
had a pretty high profile in 

sport aviation. So high that 
it’s easy for the casual observer 
to pigeonhole him as “one of 
the high rollers” and look no 
deeper. He didn’t develop that 
kind of profile by accident, and 
if someone feels driven to pi-
geonhole him (which is hard 
to do), it should be as “one of 
aviation’s serious achievers and 
entrepreneurs.” He plays hard 
(which is most visible), but he 
works even harder and has a 
natural flair for entrepreneurial-
ism: He sees a need and builds a 
business around it. A lot of busi-
nesses, actually (see the sidebar).

And then there is the C3B 
Stearman. When Ron and his 
partners combined Stits/Poly-
Fiber, Randolph, and Ceco-
nite, they were incorporated 
into the Poly-Fiber operation 
on Flabob Airport in Riverside, 
California. A part of that op-
erated as Flabob Restoration, 
and that’s where he took the 
bedraggled C3B Stearman that 
followed him home one day.
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The forward cockpit has just enough instrumen-
tation to give a passenger/pilot enough informa-
tion to keep the Stearman pointed in the right 
direction.

The aft pilot’s cockpit of the C3B.

The fuel tank for the C3B is in the center sec-
tion of the upper wing, so the float-activated fuel 
gauge is mounted on the bottom of the tank, so 
the pilot can see it at a glance.

A brass venturi supplies vacuum to run a pair of turn & bank 
indicators.

Well, not quite “Wright.” In an effort to preserve the look of 
the Stearman, the Wright lettering is applied to the rocker 
boxes of the more-reasonable-to-maintain Lycoming R-680.
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“There was no specific reason I 
got the C3B. I just happened to 
like the type, and the 1928 mod-
els are fairly rare. Plus the deal that 
popped up made sense. A tornado 
had dropped a hangar on my beauti-
ful PT-17, and his C3B was located 
just a few miles away. The owner 
of the C3B, a good friend, wanted 
to restore the wrecked PT-17, so we 
traded airplanes.

“This particular C3B had seen 
some of life’s rougher roads and, 
judging from some of the tubing 
modifications in the front seat, may 
have been a duster/sprayer at one 
time. It was typical of a lot of the 
big old biplanes that go through 
a series of hard times, with each 
owner making additional, and usu-
ally worse, modifications and Band-
Aid fixes. It was way past due for a 

total rebuild. 
“The original Wright J-5 had 

been replaced with a Continental 
220, and the front seat had been 
raised 10 inches. Don’t ask why. We 
don’t know. Plus it had 30 pounds 
of lead in front: It had a very aft 
CG. But, it was flying. Sorta! In fact, 
I flew it that way for several years 
before I couldn’t stand it anymore 
and took it out to Flabob where I 
turned Brian Newman, and his 
helpers Hualdo and Nando Men-
doza, loose on it. 

“All things considered,” he says, 
“the wings weren’t too bad. We 
didn’t have to do any major wood-
work, spars, etc., other than repair-
ing a bunch of ribs and replacing 
the hardware and leading edges. 
The fuselage was another story. 

“About all we used from the fu-

selage was the tubing structure it-
self, and much of that had to be 
replaced. The front tubing had 
been cut and welded in a number 
of places and had to be rearranged 
to match factory drawings, a sure 
sign that it had been a duster. And a 
lot of it was corroded. That’s true of 
all old airplanes, but dusters espe-
cially. The tail, being made of steel, 
was also badly corroded, so we did 
a lot of cutting and welding.”

The landing gear not only wasn’t 
original, but also was rusted be-
yond saving. They would have 
been welding patches to patches, so 
they opted to build an entirely new 
one. The major struts and leg tub-
ing are all round but are faired ei-
ther with aluminum or balsa wood 
glued to the back of the tube and 
wrapped in two layers of fabric and 

“. . . the lines visually flow from the spinner,
back up across the firewall to the fuselage. 
It’s very streamlined, in a clunky sort of way.”



dope. Just the way they would have 
done it back in the day. 

Ron says, “The sheet metal was 
essentially worthless. Barely good 
enough for patterns and not even 
good patterns. Brian did all of that, 
and he really had his work cut out 
for him. While it looks simple, it’s 
really not. Especially with all the 
beading, curves, and access pan-
els. And it had to be right. There’s 
something about the airplane that 
draws your eyes to the engine and 
everything around it, and if some-
thing isn’t right, it would really 
stick out. The spinner was spun in 
Chino, California, and even though 
that big old engine is between the 
spinner and the sheet metal, it’s as 
though it isn’t there because the 
lines visually flow from the spinner 
back up across the firewall to the 
fuselage. It’s very streamlined, in a 
clunky sort of way.”

It’s not too surprising to find 
that the covering and finish on the 
airplane is Poly-Fiber all the way 
through: Poly-Fiber fabric painted 
with Poly-Tone and Aerothane (six 
coats of it) on the metal. What is 
surprising, however, is to find that 
there are no decals or vinyl mark-
ings on the airplane. All of the 
Western Air Express air mail mark-
ings are paint with the wonderful 
Western Air logo hand painted by 
Louie Check of Little Louie’s. 

One aspect of Ron’s plans for the 
airplane that probably has hard-core 
antiquers grinding their teeth was 
that he actually wanted to fly the 
airplane as if it were a regular air-
plane. He didn’t want to constantly 
worry about things breaking down. 
Especially when he knew there were 
acceptable ways to improve on some 
of the systems. Ron is all for origi-
nality but not when it compromises 
the reliability, safety, and maintain-
ability of the airplane. At the same 
time, he didn’t want to deviate too 
far from the antique mold, and that 
began with the engine. 

“The original Wright J-5 is a 
unique-looking engine,” Ron says. 
“Being nine cylinders rather than 
seven, it just looks busier than later 

seven-cylinder Wrights like the J-6, 
especially with all those long push-
rod tubes. But, it’s a tough engine 
to support these days, so we wanted 
to go with something that had the 
same look but was more modern 
because we planned on flying the 
airplane a lot. The 220 Continen-
tal just doesn’t look right, even 
though it is much newer and eas-
ier to maintain. The only engine 
that looked right was the much 
later 300-hp Lycoming R-680. But, 
we couldn’t be seen flying around 
with a Lycoming engine on a C3B 
Stearman, so we decided to camou-
flage it: We hand lettered ‘Wright’ 
on the rocker arm covers. Most 
folks have to look twice, or three 
times, to see it’s not a Wright.

“The Lyc is also a little heavier and 
combined with the 2D20 Ham-Stan-
dard prop helps the CG problem.” 

The fuel system was also rebuilt 
in the interest of reliability. Instead 
of having to use a wobble pump to 
get fuel from the 28-gallon fuselage 
tank up into the 46-gallon center 
section tank so it would gravity 
feed, both tanks are now plumbed 
to gravity feed. 

Antiques like the C3B were de-
signed to work off grass fields, so 
when they are put on pavement, 
their manners are sometimes some-
what less than hospitable, which is 
greatly aggravated by the marginal 
tail wheels and brakes of the day. 
Brian and the Mendozas solved 
that for Ron by changing out the 
old cable-operated brakes for Red 
Line disc brakes and putting a steer-
able PT-17 tail wheel out back. It is 
a Stearman part, so that’s not really 
too awful, is it? 

The finished airplane is a classic 
piece of aviation art. And, as so of-
ten happens, someone wanted that 
airplane so badly that he was able 
to talk Ron out of it. Where some 
aviators are busy building replica 
aircraft, Ron Alexander is too busy 
building his Atlanta airport replica, 
Candler Field, to fly it as much as 
he would like. So, the C3B has gone 
to a new, highly appreciative home. 
And we’re all jealous. 

Ron Alexander:
Aviation Entrepreneur

Born in Bloomington, Indiana, 
Ron says, “I’ve just always been an 
aviation guy. No one in my family 
had the bug, but somehow I caught 
it and joined the CAP when I was 
14. In fact, my first airplane ride was 
in the back of a C-119 on a CAP trip. 

“I started flying a Champ,” he re-
members, “when I was 16 and just 
kept going. By the time I got into 
Air Force ROTC in college, I already 
had my commercial ticket and CFI. 
Then, in ’64 I went into the Air 
Force and completed flight training 
at Reese AFB.”

Ron flew C-130s for a few years 
before finding himself in Vietnam 
flying the de Havilland C-7 Cari-
bou. “We did a lot of mission sup-
port for the special ops guys, most 
of which was pretty ‘interesting.’” 

He doesn’t mention it, but he re-
ceived a Distinguished Flying Cross 
for some of the flying, which attests 
to the “interest” level attached to it. 

“I came out of the Air Force and 
went right to work for the airlines, re-
tiring 33 years later, in 2002. I started 
out in DC-9s and ended up in 767s.” 

Ron worked for the airlines, but 
he flew for himself. Almost imme-
diately upon joining the airlines, he 
started looking around for a vintage 
or antique airplane. “I really wanted 
a Stearman, and there were lots of 
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projects around, but at the time I 
just couldn’t quite swing something 
that big. So, I bought the next best 
thing: a J-3 Cub. At the time it cost 
$3,500. I was based at O’Hare and 
kept it at Olson Field, west of there. 
Four years later I was moved to At-
lanta, and the Cub came with me. 
Unfortunately, it was tied down out-
side, and a thunderstorm severely 
injured it. It was resurrected and 
continues to fly today.” 

“The airplane that really got me 
started on the business side of avi-
ation was a PT-17 Stearman proj-
ect I finally found. It was an uncut 
duster from the Shreveport, Louisi-
ana, area, and I was determined to 
finish it quickly. So, if I wasn’t in 
an airliner cockpit, I was out in my 
workshop. I averaged 12-14 hours 
a day, every day that I wasn’t fly-
ing, on the project. I really loved 
the work, and it was chosen as the 
‘Best PT-17’ at Galesburg that year. 
So, I felt good about that.” 

A Stearman of any kind is a huge 
project and entails every aspect of 
building aircraft: wood, steel, fabric, 
paint, aluminum. The airplane gave 
Ron a crash course in aircraft build-
ing, from sourcing and ordering the 
materials to developing the hands-
on skills to put those materials to 
work. In so doing, he clearly saw 
what the amateur aviation crafts-
man was up against in every area. 

“First, I was having trouble find-
ing supplies of all kinds, but espe-
cially covering materials. Although 
there were sources out there, they 
just weren’t convenient, and one 
thing led to another and I wound up 
buying a Stits distributorship. And, 
since I was suddenly in the business 
of selling aircraft-covering materi-
als—when I wasn’t flying for the air-
lines, that is—I found I was going to 
need to both form a company and 
come up with a catalog. The busi-
ness was Alexander Aeroplane Com-
pany, and we put the first catalog 
together on my kitchen table. 

“As we started marketing the 
Stits products, I decided to expand 
the product lines we were selling 
and, amongst other things, became 

a Randolph dope distributor. Then 
it was other types of aircraft parts 
and hardware. Before I knew it the 
company had grown into a sizable 
project of its own, and marketing 
was central to it. 

“In ’91 I thought it would be a 
good marketing move to have a dis-
tinctive aircraft of our own to take 
to fly-ins, so we bought a $50,000 
DC-3 that was sitting at Tamiami, 
Florida. We put about six months’ 
worth of elbow grease into it in-
cluding painting ‘Alexander Aero-
plane Co’ on the side and have 
been using it to go to fly-ins since.”

Although Ron knew airplanes 
really well, that original Stearman 
reminded him of all the things he 
didn’t know, and his entrepreneur-
ial mind reasoned that he wasn’t the 
only airplane guy in that position. 

“To me, it seemed as if there was 
a real need for hands-on education 
in aviation. When we got the Aero-
plane Company going, that be-
came even more obvious because I 
had to run classes for my salespeo-
ple. Most of them had come to us 
from outside of aviation, so we had 
to train every one of them on how 
to use the stuff they were selling. I 
felt that they had to be more than 
order takers. For a company to be 
successful in this field, they had to 
be able to answer the tough ques-
tions. A good percentage of our 
customers had never worked on an 
airplane before and were naturally 
looking to us for advice. So, as part 
of building our customer service, 
I had to formalize training for the 
salespeople. From there it was a 
simple and logical move to make 
that same kind of training avail-
able to our customers, and an en-
tirely new product line was born: 
the SportAir Workshops. 

“Since so many of the skills we 
were teaching were very portable, 
we began setting up traveling road-
shows, and that program took on 
a life of its own and continued to 
grow. Eventually, the EAA took over 
the workshops, which I think was a 
good move for all concerned. The 
EAA’s charter is based on education, 

and ours was selling aircraft prod-
ucts, so the SportAir Workshops 
concept works better in an educa-
tional environment.”

Actually, staying up with all of 
Ron’s various aviation business 
dealings can get a little daunting. 
For instance, he sold Alexander 
Aeroplane Company to Jim Irwin, 
owner of Aircraft Spruce, who re-
opened it as the eastern branch 
of his own California-based com-
pany. Ron had also purchased Poly- 
Fiber from Ray Stits and left it based 
at Flabob Airport in So-Cal. He 
merged Poly-Fiber with Ceconite 
and bought Randolph Paint Co., a 
leading manufacturer of dope and 
aircraft finishes, and brought that 
out to Flabob as well. 

Are you losing track? This is un-
derstandable. Us too. 

Ron had always wanted his own 
museum that would be a true flying 
museum where every aspect of it not 
only displayed aviation’s roots, but 
also would put most of those aircraft 
back in the air. He has sold out of all 
of his various companies and now 
concentrates on the Candler Field 
Museum located in Williamson, 
Georgia, just south of Atlanta. 

The Candler Field Museum is 
not exactly a museum. At least not 
the way you think of museums. It 
is to be an accurate re-creation of 
the original Atlanta airport as it 
existed in the 1920s when it was 
still known as Candler Field. It 
was named after Asa Candler, the 
founder of Coca-Cola, who had 
originally developed the land to be 
a racetrack and sold it to Atlanta 
to be its airport. Little by little Ron 
is re-creating all of the buildings 
that were on the airport at the time 
(the American Airlines hangar and 
Barnstormer’s Grill are finished, 
and others are under construction). 
Some house museum airplanes and 
cars, while others will have unique 
uses including apartments for avia-
tion retirees. The replica of the art 
deco Candler Field terminal will 
house a hotel and banquet facility.

It can never be said that Ron Al-
exander doesn’t think big. 



14  APRIL 2012

The very first C series Stearman 
was delivered to its owner the same 
month Lindbergh flew the Atlantic 
and the last Model T drove off the 
line. One year later, construction 
on the C3B, seen here, began. 

If you want to know how the 
Stearman may fly, study it with its 
history in mind. As a biplane you 
know it will have great lift. Mounted 
with an improved and slightly larger 
powerplant than original, you 
would also expect it to perform to 
or exceed the standards of its peers. 
Sitting tall on sturdy outrigger gear 
and large diameter wheels with 
high-pressure tires gives the aircraft 
an impressive stance. Yet its pres-
ence is only a byproduct of engi-
neering. Designed to handily carry 
weight, driven forward by large di-
ameter props, over wildly varying 
landing surfaces, the gear accounted 
for many design concerns of the 
day. In terms of flying, though, you 
should also see that P-factor and pre-
cession, along with a high center of 
gravity, are things to be considered 
during takeoff and landing. The fact 
it was originally constructed with 
a tail skid offers you the final crit-
ical piece; the plane was designed 
and built to be flown to and from a 
three-point attitude. Honor the de-
sign and it will honor you.

Equipped with minimum instru-
mentation and nothing extra in 
terms of flight controls, from the pi-
lot’s seat this aircraft feels surpris-
ingly refined. Once comfortably 
inside, the small cockpit opening 
feels made to fit. This is partially 
due to the rakish windscreen that 
envelopes a large part of it. Inside, 
though, the cockpit feels huge. Be-
low the panel, mounted well for-
ward, rudder pedals hang just in 
front of a seemingly identical set 
of pedals that come up out of the 
floor that are actually the brakes. 

These pedals are the most com-
monly asked about item in the cock-
pit, but they are surprisingly easy to 
use, which is odd for aircraft of the 
period. In the middle, a tall control 
stick implies that leverage is critical 
to the movement of the control sur-
faces. As for fuel, the selector offers 
the options of off, main, and fuse to 
control a supply of 72 gallons of gas. 
Finally, left of the pilot’s seat, with 
the control lever sticking forward, is 
the stabilizer trim control that was 
obviously sourced from or inspired 
by Farmall, Oliver, or John Deere.

Taxiing the C3B requires the 
same S-turn method used for most 
vintage aircraft. Safely taxiing the 
C3B requires it be exaggerated. 
Despite having enough visibility 
for takeoff and landing, the for-
ward view, compromised by the 
small cockpit opening, is restricted 
enough to require extra attention.

Takeoffs in the “B” are fun and 
easy. Push the throttle forward and 
hold the stick neutral. Thanks to 
the steerable tail wheel and outrig-
ger gear, little effort is required to 
keep her straight. Yet, even if she 
wanted to wander, your ground-
speed increases, the controls come 
alive, and she lifts off so quickly 
there is little time for you to screw 
it up. Once in the air keep pull-
ing back until your airspeed is sta-
bilized at 55-60 mph and you are 
on your way to vintage nirvana. A 
look at your wingtips excites you. 
In the B a 30-degree deck angle and 
a 1,000-plus foot per minute climb 
is not uncommon. Not every old 
bird climbs like this, and still the 
Stearman has more surprises.

Level flight is something the 
C3B seems to have been made for. 
Although some owners of other 

C3s report just the opposite, Serial 
number 241 is a dream traveler. As 
if on a mission to go somewhere, 
straight and level is how she wants 
to fly. But that can also be an issue 
for prospective owners. The plane’s 
controls are a mix of effective rud-
der and elevator with ailerons that 
seem at times to not exist. There-
fore, if you dream of your own C3B 
for short pleasure flights, it is not 
the plane for you. The meandering 
path of a local flier would quickly 
exhaust anyone flying this machine. 
On the other hand, if you dream of 
filling the tanks and taking off for a 
weekend destination, and for some 
reason you think it should be done 
in a vintage aircraft at 100 mph, you 
could not find a better machine.

Landing the C3B is an exercise in 
vintage flying that starts a mere few 
hundred feet laterally from the end 
of the runway. Pulling the power 
to idle, the remainder of the ap-
proach involves lowering the nose 
to maintain 70 mph and starting a 
turn. Done correctly, you will roll 
wings level roughly 200 feet from 
the runway with an option to slip 
off the remaining altitude. Touch-
down happens in a three-point at-
titude with a speed south of 45, 
and the rollout, like the takeoff, is 
almost too short for you to screw 
it up. There’s only one catch: the 
Stearman airfoil. Flare 3 mph fast 
and you’ll float 1,000 feet; do it 3 
mph slow and you will touch down 
with the grace of a rock.

It’s a terrific airplane, and I’m 
privileged that Ron allowed me to 
be his pilot at AirVenture 2011 be-
cause I truly love the B. 

Rich Davidson and Ginger, his 
aviator wife, are the proprietors of 
Lee Bottom Flying Field in southern 
Indiana, hard on the north bank of 
the Ohio River. Visit their website at 
www.LeeBottom.com.
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