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What makes an aircraft
failure? The reasons
can be many and var-
ied and range from

initial poor design to creating a
machine that will perform to an
unworkable original specifica-
tion. Such was the case with the
Curtiss SO3C series.

During early 1937, with war
clouds gathering across the
globe, the US Navy’s Bureau
of Aeronautics issued a set of
specifications for an air-
craft intended

to replace the Curtiss SOC. During this
time period, the Navy could field a very
large group of aircraft that operated from cruisers
and battleships and these aircraft, fired from cata-
pults, served as the “eyes” of the fleet.

Alexander Solla designed the SOC and, begin-
ning in 1935, Curtiss won contracts to produce 258
aircraft in the SOC-1 through SOC-4 variants. As was com-
mon at the time, a contract was also awarded to the Naval
Aircraft Factory to build an identical aircraft as the SON-1
and the Navy procured 64 of these machines.

The rugged biplane soon gained popularity with pilots and
crews and the first SOC-1 was assigned during November
1935 to the USS Marblehead and by 1940 the SOC had
replaced a variety of earlier aircraft. Initially, the aircraft was
designated XO3C-1 but became SOC when the Navy decid-
ed to consolidate the scouting and observation roles. The
plane was eventually given the name Seagull and this name
had actually been utilized on two earlier Curtiss designs.

With relative ease, the SOC could change from float-
plane to land configuration. Although quite efficient, the
Seagull, somewhat like the Royal Navy’s Fairey Swordfish
torpedo-bomber, was an anachronism with its biplane con-
figuration and fabric covering.

The Navy wanted a new all-metal monoplane with a
higher performance factor that could takeover the SOC’s
mission. The Navy had a very specific vision of a mid-wing

Fine portrait shot of SO3C-3 BuNo 04236 up on a factory test flight. As can be seen,
the observer is not being carried and the Seamew is finished in tri-color camouflage

with the short-lived red surround to the national insignia and a chalked-on factory
code 638 on the front cowl.

Photographed at the Buffalo factory on
22 September 1939, the XSO3C-1 awaits a Navy

inspection group. Note how the wings tightly folded against the
fuselage and this called for the outboard floats to also fold.

monoplane whose fuselage would house a crew of two
seated in tandem. Outer wing panel floats and the large
centerline float would be easily removable so that fuse-
lage mounted fixed landing gear could be installed. 

Since space aboard cruisers and battleships was lim-
ited, the design would have folding wings and wing

floats with an overall airframe weight not to
exceed 6350-lbs.

The Navy had pretty much settled on the
air-cooled radial engine as the powerplant

of choice since crewmen that had to
service the aircraft with limited

tools in confining spaces
did not welcome

t h e

a d d e d
complexity of a
liquid-cooled engine.
Also, the Navy was worried about
the overwater reliability of liq-
uid-cooled powerplants.

Thus, the Bureau of
Aeronautics made
a very unusual
decision when it
was specified that
the Ranger V-770 inverted V-12
would power the new design. Unlike the majority
of other V-12 powerplants, the V-770 was air-
cooled. Documents from Ranger predicted the
engine would have a low fuel consumption of
.65-lbs/hp/hr and this would be ideal for the
lengthy scouting/observation role.

When the specifications were released to the avia-
tion industry, it was soon obvious that the main contenders
would be Curtiss and Vought since those companies 

contracts were awarded to both Vought and Curtiss for
mock-ups. Because of the stringent demands

from the Navy, both aircraft appeared very sim-
ilar. The Curtiss mockup was approved in

June and prototype funding was award-
ed for the construction of the XSO3C-

1. Typical of the time period, construction
proceeded rather rapidly at the company’s
Buffalo factory and the XSO3C-1 (BuNo
1385) made its first flight on 6 October 1939
and this flight was done with the aircraft in the

floatplane configuration. 

were supplying the majority of such aircraft to the Navy.
For Curtiss, Bruce Eaton took over the

initial design work and the company
quickly submitted its bid to the
Bureau of Aeronautics. During

May 1938,

THE CURTISS SO3C SERIES EARNED THE UNENVIABLE TITLE OF
THE US NAVY’S LEAST-SUCCESSFUL WORLD WAR TWO AIRCRAFT
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