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It is a hot, dry day, probably 
somewhere in Kansas, in the mid-
1930s, and the circus has come 
to town –  but this is a perform-
ing troupe like no other. It is the 
famous Inman Bros. Flying Cir-
cus, a traveling airshow that fea-

tures, as its centerpiece, a “Giant 
14-Passenger Ford Tri-Motor”, as 
the posters that were plastered 
around the little Midwest towns 
attest. Folks who flocked out to 
the farm which was being used 
as an impromptu airfield were 
treated to aircraft performing 
stunts, daredevils jumping out of 

them and floating to the ground 
under a canopy of silk, and for a 
precious dollar (remember, it was 
the Great Depression, and a dollar 
was not always easy to come by, 
or to spare), one could ride into 
the sky for a thrill of a lifetime.

The Ford 4-AT-B (c/n 4-AT-23) 
Trimotor NC5577 had been origi-
nally delivered to Maddux Air-
lines in 1928, and then was sold 
several times to operators in Cali-
fornia and Pennsylvania, before 
being purchased by Author Inman 
on June 26, 1934, for use in the 
barnstorming venture, the Inman 
Brothers Flying Circus, that he and 
his brother Rodger were operat-
ing from Coffeyville, Kansas. 

About the same time that the 
Inman Brothers picked up the Tri-
motor, a young aircraft mechanic 
and commercial pilot whom the 
brothers had known came look-
ing for work. This young man had 
taken his first airplane ride from a 
barnstormer at the age of 11, and 
was bitten by the aviation bug. 
He started taking flying lessons 
at 15, and by age 20, in 1934, he 
had earned his mechanic’s license 
and his commercial pilot’s license. 
Needing a way to build flying time 
and earn a few scarce dollars, he 
sold tickets and helped to main-
tain the Circus planes’ engines. 

That young man was none 
other than Alvin "Tex" Johnston, 
and he went on to fly for the 
Army after the bombing of Pearl 
Harbor, serving as a ferry pilot. In 
1942 he was hired as a test pilot 
by Bell Aircraft, and in 1946 won 
the prestigious Thompson Trophy 
in a modified P-63. After working 

In the 1920s and 30s, airshows 
were, in some ways, quite differ-
ent than they are today: aviation 
then didn’t have a long, rich histo-
ry to look back upon, to become 
nostalgic over. Rather, aviation 
represented a look forward. A 
fascination with the shiny new fu-
ture of sky travel gripped much of 
popular America, and just about 
any time one of these fancy and 
remarkable new machines alight-
ed in a field outside of a small 

town, people rushed out to see it, 
and a defacto airshow happened. 
Coincidently, it was a new era in 
photography, as well. Thanks to 
Kodak, cameras were no longer 
the realm of the professional 
studio or itinerant photographer, 
they were becoming a popular 
way that ordinary people could 
record what they found exciting 
around them, and the snapshot 
was born. And of course, the new 
“aeroplanes” often fit that bill. As 

a result, now 70 to 80 years later, 
we have a hidden treasure in vin-
tage non-professional snapshots, 
a window back through which we 
can clearly see the excitement 
that flying machines brought. 
Vintage Wings will be taking just 
such a look back – and discover 
some surprising threads of histo-
ry – mostly utilizing never-before-
published photos, at yesteryear’s 
airshows and the new-fangled 
machines that graced the sky.

The Inmnan Bros. Flying Circus Ford Trimotor begins to taxi out with another load of thrill-seekers on board, most of 
whom are probably taking their very first airplane ride. The wing of a Stinson Model T trimotor can just be seen behind 
the Tin Goose, and a smaller, single engine aircraft, probably also operated by the Inman Bros., lands in the distance. 
(Photo from the MojaveWest Vintage Photography Archive)

A vintage poster advertising the arrival of the Inman Bros. Flying Circus at 
the Bobb Farm, two miles north of the town of Lyon. A lucky thrill seeker has 
affixed his airplane ride ticket from the day. (Image courtesy of EarlyAero-
nautica.com)

The Three-moTored Flying CirCus

What is Vintage Wings?

Article by Alan Radecki
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On the same day that NC5577 
was flying and entertaining the 
crowds, the amateur photog-
rapher who shot the Ford also 
shot this Stinson Model T trimo-
tor, also known as an SM-6000B. 
Originally bought by American 

Airlines for $22,500, the Model 
Ts were sold to Delta Air Lines in 
1934 for a mere $5,400 each, and 
they didn’t last long with that car-
rier. While this aircraft still carries 
American’s colors and distinctive 
lightning bolt stripe, the logo and 

titles are gone. Although there 
is no record, that I could find at 
least, of the Inman Brothers us-
ing a Stinson Model T in the Cir-
cus, this old photo suggests that it 
might have been a possibility.

in a number of their programs, 
Tex became the test pilot for the 
XP-59, America's first jet. He also 
helped design and test fly the Bell 
X-1 in which Chuck Yeager first 
broke the sound barrier. 

After Bell, Johnston became 
chief test pilot at Boeing, and it 
was there that his barnstorming 
skills came to the attention of 
the whole world when, on a sum-
mer day in 1955, he performed 
his now-famous, but then wholly 

unexpected barrel roll in the Boe-
ing 707 prototype (technically the 
Model 367-80) above the crowds 
attending Seattle's Gold Cup Hy-
droplane Races. But long before 
that history-making stunt, he had 
served as a humble mechanic and 
ferry pilot on an old Tin Goose in a 
flying circus, in dusty Kansas.

The plane stayed with the In-
mans from 1934 to 1939, when it 
was sold to Oscar “Nick” Nichols, 
one of the partners of Phenick 

Flying Service in Columbus, Ohio. 
In 1942, Nichols sold the Ford to 
the Government, and the Army 
Corps of Engineers used it and 
another Trimotor in Costa Rica to 
support the construction of the 
Pan American Highway. With the 
completion of the project, the 
Corps sold the aircraft off locally, 
and at that point NC5577 disap-
pears from the thread of history, 
but not before leaving its very dis-
tinctive mark.

An ex-American Airlines Stinson SM-6000-B trimotor taxis, presumably as a part of the Inman Bros. act. Smaller than 
the Ford Trimotor, the Stinson Model T, as it was also known, carried only 10 passengers. Only 53 of these aircraft were 
built, and only two have survived into the 21st Century. (Photo from the MojaveWest Vintage Photography Archive)

https://id18513.securedata.net/airshowstuff.com/merchantmanager/index.php
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