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THE REMARKABLE
HISTORY OF FORD
TRI-MOTOR
N414H AND
ONE FAMILY’S
CONNECTION
TO THIS AERIAL
MASTERPIECE

During its brief production life,
Ford completed only 199 air-
craft that would become
known forever as Tri-Motors.

Incredibly rugged, the Tri-Motor
would bring a new level to the emerg-
ing world of aerial travel. Capable of
meeting schedules and, perhaps more
importantly, turning a modest profit,
the Tri-Motor was at the forefront of
the aerial transport revolution.

Numerous people were instrumental
in designing, building, and improving
the basic Tri-Motor design, but it was
Henry Ford that had the vision (and
monetary wealth) to get the entire pro-
ject moving. He also knew what the
public would want in the future and he
constructed America’s first modern air-
port at Dearborn, Michigan.

As an
interesting his-

torical aside, Henry
Ford did not under-

take his first aircraft
flight until 10 August

1927 — but he did it in
style. On that day, Henry and Edsel Ford
were taken aloft for a 15-minute flight
by Col. Charles Lindbergh in the Ryan
Spirit of St. Louis monoplane.
Immediately after that memorable event,
Henry Ford, Edsel Ford, Col. Lindbergh,
William B. Mayo, Charles E. Sorenson,
Mrs. Ray Dahlinger, P.E. Martin, Col.
Thomas G. Lanphier, and James Piersol
then boarded a Tri-Motor for a 45-min
flight, piloted by Harry Brooks.

Henry would later comment,
“Increased safety through more

mechani-
cal control is a

very important considera-
tion. I’ve heard Mr. [Thomas]

Edison say that flying is 5% mechani-
cal and 95% man. We must reduce
that balance and try to reverse it.”

This is not an overall history of a
magnificent aircraft that is now a rare
survivor of a nearly forgotten era of
aviation, but rather a compacted look
at one particular flying machine. The
Fords were given an unusual identifica-
tion system and our aircraft was built
as 5-AT-74 (also recorded as 5-AT-
C). Basically, what this means is that it
was the 74th example of the fifth varia-
tion of the Ford Aerial Transport —
otherwise known a the Tri-Motor.

Now, from the first we must note
that these aircraft were modified numer-
ous times over their lifespan. The first
5-ATs were fitted with three Pratt &
Whitney Wasps of 420-hp each. These
aircraft appeared as the earlier 

4-ATs
with sharply rearward

sloping pilots’ windscreen and
round-top cabin windows. The 
5-AT-B had revisions and upgrades to
the basic 5-AT configuration and when
it came to the 5-AT-C, it was not easy
to discern the type from the earlier 5-
AT-B. With all the different modifica-
tions, the most reliable way of identifica-
tion is through the registration number
and, rather remarkably,  5-AT-74 has
been N414H throughout its entire
American flying life.

Many of the 5-AT-B and 5-AT-C
(each capable of carrying 17 passengers
plus crew) airframes were modified at
the factory into “high-speed” configu-
ration between 1930 and 1931 and
this included lowering the wing-mount-
ed engines some 6-inches, along with
the addition of “speed rings” around
the powerplants — thin aluminum
cowls. Also, many of the aircraft had
“wheel streamlines” — hand-formed
aluminum wheel pants. Other changes

includ-
ed replacing
the rearward
sloping windscreen
with a vertical unit.

The early airlines
also worked constantly
at improving their Tri-
Motors. For example, American Air-
lines added six-inches to the chord of
the stabilizer on their 5-AT-Bs. Wing
mail and cargo bins were installed and
removed at various times by operators.
Roof cargo hatches and other modifica-
tions were undertaken at the will of the
individual operator.

Our subject aircraft rolled out of
Ford’s modern factory and went aloft
with factory test pilots on 4 September
1929 — some 87-years ago. Ford kept

some Tri-Motors for
company work before

releasing them for sale and 5-AT-
74 was no exception. Registered

NC414H, the aircraft was used
as a Ford demonstrator and dur-
ing this time it had an unusual
triangular vertical tail fitted for
a period. This caused a change
in registration to X414H,

denoting the experimental
nature of the work. The tests

probably involved attempting to
improve directional control and stability
but we have not been able to find the rel-
evant documents.

With the standard vertical tail refitted,
the Ford was mounted on massive floats
and made numerous flights in this config-
uration. There was an attempt to sell a
float-fitted Tri-Motor to the US Navy for
use as a torpedo-bomber but the service
was apparently not interested. During
this period, Ford, always aware of the
importance of advertising, had large com-
pany logos painted on the plane.

On 20 April 1932, a company rep-
resentative released a document stating
that nine demonstrators were for sale,
including NC414H, with a note that,
“These planes have always been in the
possession of the Ford Motor Company
and were used for demonstrations,
tests, engineering work, and trans-
portation, and are in excellent mechan-
ical condition.” NC414H was listed as
both a seaplane and landplane in the
documents and the following data per-
tained to the seaplane: This seaplane is
equipped with two all-metal floats giving
a capacity of 13 passengers plus crew; it

Some pilots have referred to the Ford
Tri-Motor as a “flying bridge girder.” That
is perhaps a bit unkind but it does serve to
underline the type’s extremely robust
structure. In this Philip Makanna photo,
the head-on angle does give some
credence to the “bridge
girder” comparison!


