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TO: All Aviation Enthusiasts

FROM: Mort & Sharon Brown

RE: “Working With Fire”
(Mort’s Aviation Experiences)

Dear Aviation Enthusiast:

Mort is the (first) retired Chief Pilot of Production Flight Test, Cessna Aircraft Company,
from 1937 - 1972. “Working With Fire” contains selected aviation experiences from
Mort’s biography. The text in Mort’s first presentation and CD, “Pistons, Props, and Tail
Draggers” was an excerpt from this chapter. We have created “Working With Fire” for
your enjoyment, as our “Return to the Community”. (It contains historical photos,
including Cessna Aircraft Company photos, that have been re-printed with permission.)

“Working With Fire”, and all contents thereof, may be reproduced for the
enjoyment of others. However, all copyrights are reserved. No part of the
presentation, or the entirety of, may be sold, bartered, or have any financial
negotiations associated with the distribution of its contents.

We hope you enjoy “Working With Fire” as much as we enjoyed putting it together for
you! Please visit us at our new website, www.mortbrown.info .

Sincerely,

Mort & Sharon Brown
Wichita, Kansas
Ifliplanz2006@aol.com

DISCLAIMER: Cessna Aircraft Company has not sponsored nor endorsed any
part of this presentation.
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Dedication

We dedicate “Working With Fire” to all of the men and women who have served our
country, protecting our freedom, rights, and property.

We also dedicate “Working With Fire” to the pilots who have accepted the challenge
to defy the tethers of Earth, in search of themselves and God.

Next, we dedicate “Working With Fire” to all of Mort’s pilot friends,
for their friendship of a lifetime.

Finally, we dedicate “Working With Fire” to Ron,
for making our website a reality, for everyone to enjoy.

May God bless you, now and always.

Mort & Sharon Brown
Christmas, 2007
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Foreword

One day, after recording an interview session with Mort, I commented to him that he
“played with fire”, because he has had so many close encounters with accidents and/or
death. Mort replied, “No, I work with fire.” From then on, I knew “Working With Fire”
would be the name of the chapter about Mort’s aviation experiences.

“Working With Fire” is the result of transcribing and compilation of approximately 50
cassette tapes over 12 years. We hope you enjoy reading Mort’s aviation experiences.
Most importantly, we hope the pilots who read “Working With Fire” will learn and build
from Mort’s experiences, without the ‘first person’ encounter.

Finally, we wish you the best in your journey to define who you are, and your
relationship with God.

Your aviation friends,
Mort & Sharon Brown

Christmas, 2007



Mort was born at St. Paul, Minnesota in 1908. In 1912, his parents became involved in
sheep ranching and the grocery business in Montana. About 1916, Mort’s parents moved
to Estes Park, Colorado.

When Mort was in grade school, a Curtiss Oriole was flown from Denver to Estes Park,
which was the first airplane he had ever seen. From then on, it was always Mort’s desire
to learn to fly.

About four years later, the family moved to Denver, Colorado. In junior high, Mort ran
across the AVIATION Magazine at a bookstand in the drugstore. It was a weekly
magazine, so Mort became quite savvy on airplanes. Mort carried it to school, much to
the dismay of the teachers. In Study Hall, he read about the world of aviation. In their
spare time, Mort and his brother walked or rode bicycles to the airport, which was about a
mile from their house. Some of the airplanes parked at the airport were: Hisso Standards,
Curtiss Orioles, DH4, J1 Standards, Curtiss Jennys, and an Italian military airplane by
Ansaldo.

AVIATION Magazine

In 1927, Mort joined the United States Marine Corps with the sole purpose of becoming a
pilot. However, the U.S. Marine Corps had other plans for him. Mort was assigned sea
duty on the U.S.S. California, which included being stationed in Nicaragua, to prevent a
political coup in the banana republic.



Mort Brown 1929 U.S.S. California Ship Photo Gallery
Aboard U.S.S. California (1st commissioned 1921)

Just before receiving his honorable discharge in 1931, Mort went across the street from
the United States Marine Base, San Diego, to Ryan Aircraft Company. Claude Ryan
looked Mort up and down in his uniform, and told Mort he could not afford to learn how
to fly.

Mort’s family knew he was interested in flying in the worst way. Mort’s father
interviewed several friends he knew at Western Air Express, along with others in the air
transport business. One good friend of his knew of Eddie Martin in Santa Ana,
California, who had established his own flying service. Eddie and his brother Johnny had
had various opportunities to fly for American Airlines. The third brother, Floyd Martin,
ran the airport in Santa Ana. (During World War II, there was some military activity at
Santa Ana by the United States Marine Corps. After the war it was named the Orange
County Facility. Later on, the name was changed to John Wayne Airport, acting as a
traffic reliever for Los Angeles International Airport.)

Mort attended Eddie Martin’s School of Aviation. Mort received instruction on: aircraft
engines and construction, meteorology, aerodynamics, and air navigation. Mort soloed in
a Travel Air 4000, NC 8893, which had a 110 HP, 7 cylinder Warner radial engine on
November 18, 1931. After Mort soloed, he acquired his private pilot’s license, #23862,
on January 5, 1932, with 19.35 hours. Next, he moved up to a Curtiss Robin, which was
a high-wing monoplane with an OX-5, 90 HP engine. Mort also flew a Curtiss Junior,
which was a 2 place light airplane, with a pusher propeller powered by a 40 HP, 3
cylinder engine on the upper wing, aft of the cockpit. The next airplane Mort learned to
fly, and acquired a lot of time in, was the Ryan B1 or a Ryan Brougham. The Ryan B1,
NC 3648, was a 5 place airplane, powered by a 220 HP, Wright J5 engine. (The Ryan B1
was modeled after Lindbergh’s Spirit of St. Louis.)



Mort Brown Solo Flight November 18, 1931 Mort Brown 1933-34

Eddie Martin’s School of Aviation Diploma
Solo Flight, November 18, 1931

The next step to qualify for a transport license was acquiring additional flying experience.
Mort made various cross country flights in southern California and up the coast, as far as
Bakersfield, in the Travel Air, Curtiss Robin, and Ryan Brougham. The longest cross
country flight at that time, was from Santa Ana to Denver, April 15 - 21, 1932, by way of
Albuquerque and Colorado Springs in the Ryan B1. Mort was forced to land at Colorado
Springs, due to the engine with a broken rocker arm. He went to an aircraft company that
manufactured the Alexander Eagle Rocks for J5 engines, but they did not have any spare
parts. The man in the shop was an expert mechanic, so he welded the broken parts back
together. Mort flew the airplane to Denver to visit his parents, then back to Santa Ana,
before the rocker arm was replaced.

A really exciting day was the opportunity to fly a Douglas M2 mail airplane, formerly
owned and operated by Western Air Express. Western Air Express was upgrading to
Boeing 40Bs; retiring the Douglas M2s. A friend of Eddie Martin’s bought a retired
Douglas M2 mail airplane. Mort asked him what he intended to do with it, to which he
replied, he was going to haul fish in Mexico. Mort was still a pretty fresh student, just
about to get his transport license. He knew Mort fairly well, so he asked if Mort would
like to fly it. Mort just about blew his cork! Of course he would like to fly it! It had a



Liberty, 12 cylinder, 400 HP engine, which had to be started by pulling on the propeller.
The landing area at Santa Ana was about 2100’ - 2500’. Mort flew the Douglas M2 for
about 30 minutes, shot a couple of landings, and brought it back in. Mort was as happy as
a lark! However, he forgot to put it in his log book, which was the worst thing he had
ever done! Mort was so excited! “Me! Flying a retired air mail airplane! No way!”

An early Santa Ana aviation story Mort recalls, was the instructor pilot teaching a young
woman aerobatic maneuvers. The instructor put it into a roll, flying inverted. The
instructor loosened his seat belt to turn around, to explain how to turn the airplane right
side up. The instructor reached for his control stick, which was not fastened, so the
instructor fell out, along with the chute and stick. The student did not understand what
happened, so she unfastened her seat belt, and fell out of the airplane also. The airplane
glided in for about 2 miles, resulting in crashing inverted. No one was hurt, except for
bruised pride and a severely bent airplane. (They escaped by parachute, as parachutes
were required when practicing aerobatics.)

Inverted airplane accident, circa 1933 Santa Ana, California

After obtaining his transport license in 1933, Mort went to work for a man named Spear
in San Diego, giving student instruction in a Kinner monoplane. (At that time, a transport
pilot’s license was sufficient to train students.) Times were hard for an inexperienced
pilot during The Depression, so Mort returned to Denver.

Pilot jobs were scarce even in Denver. Mort tried to sell neon signs, without any success.
Mort bought some flying time in a Curtiss J6C Robin, just to keep up his license. Mort
was checked out in a Stinson model A; along with a 1931, 1200 lb. Velie Monoprep, by
Carlos Reavis. (The Velie Monoprep, NC-138K, was a 2 place airplane, 5 cylinder,
50 HP Lambert Aircraft Engine.) Mort began passenger hopping from the Denver
Municipal Airport for Reavis Air Service in 1935.

On March 14, 1935, Reavis had to go out of town, so he asked Mort to fly with the
students. Mort and a student went to fly the Velie Monoprep, which was used for student
instruction. It was one of those flights that ended up in disaster. In trying to take off into



the wind, they had just enough thrust to get off the ground, but not out of the ground
cushion. The smart thing to have done was to put it down straight in front of them. The
engine speed was the right RPM, so all Mort knew was to keep the airplane level, to keep
it in the air. Right after taking off to the south, the airplane started drifting to the left.
All Mort wanted was to get back to the airport. Mort thought he needed to keep it going
into the wind, so he did a 180 degree turn to the right. (Standard traffic patterns required
left turns, but he dared not turn left, downwind, because Mort knew he would lose lift.)
Mort turned upwind, which allowed him to fly back north. Well, it was mid-March,
when the wind can be treacherous around Denver. Mort could not get the airplane high
enough, so on the south side of the road leading into the airport, Mort had to go over the
phone line, and under the power line. Directly in front of him were 3 or 4 farm houses,
located just west of the airport. Mort passed the houses, and started to turn south for the
airport landing. Mort did not make it. The airplane lost lift, and we crashed. The
student bounced out of the airplane. People came running from the airport. One man put
his finger on the fuel line that was leaking gasoline, while others pulled Mort out of the
airplane. They took Mort to the hospital, where he spent 6 weeks trying to heal a
compound fractured femur in his right leg. (Later on, Mort determined what happened
was a sudden down draft occurred, which no one had forewarned him about. Also, the
airplane propeller had just been flattened to increase static RPM, which did not allow
enough thrust to get out of the ground cushion. Lastly, the engine needed to be
overhauled.)

Mort’s accident March 14, 1935
Velie Monoprep

Mort still wanted to fly after getting out of the plaster cast. Mort became acquainted
with Ray Wilson, who operated a flying service at the Park Hill Airport in Denver. Mort
worked in the shop doing odd jobs, including rebuilding a Curtiss Fledgling, which was
powered by a 185 HP, Curtiss Challenger engine. It was a big, heavy biplane. Mort
resumed flying, and re-qualified for his pilot’s rating in the Curtiss Fledgling. Mort also
qualified for an instructor’s rating at the same time, as the Flying School wanted all
instructor’s to be approved and rated.



Taylor Cubs started coming out at that time. Ray had one with a 40 HP, Continental
engine, 4 cylinders opposed. (A later version, known as an E2Cub, modified the cabin
and refined the tail surfaces.) One day Mort had a student in the modified Taylor Cub,
doing some touch and go landings. They were doing air work north of the airport, when
the airplane started to sink rather rapidly. Well, after just having recovered from a bad
accident, Mort kept the airplane at level attitude, with full power. The airplane just kept
on sinking, as if the stick was back all the way. Mort tried to maintain left, because the
airport was located on a bluff, above a stream known as Sand Creek. Mort let the airplane
settle into the ground cushion, and, thank God, they flew the airplane back to the airport.
Mort’s student, being somewhat new at flying, said “What was that? One of them down
drafts?” Yes, what they had encountered was a down draft of moderate proportions. It
took the little airplane down below the airport level. If they would have tried to maintain
altitude, they would have crashed. (About this time period, United Airlines was moving
their DC-3s into Denver as an operating base. There were times when Mort had been in
the air with one of the students in the Curtiss Fledgling trainer, and they could literally
see patches of dust around, resulting from isolated down drafts. United Airlines kept
their airplanes in the air, up to 30 minutes, to prevent an encounter with a down draft,
when they were too close to the ground.) So, Mort kept his student aloft for about 30
minutes, until he felt it was safe to get back on the ground.

Ray Wilson acquired a Cessna dealership, and became a distributor for Cessna Aircraft
Company. Dwane Wallace, President of Cessna Aircraft Company, approved of Ray
Wilson. At that time, Cessna was producing the C-34, powered by a 145 HP Warner
engine. The C-34 was known as the world’s most efficient airplane.

Cessna C-34

The C-34 won the Detroit News Trophy three times in the Miami and Cleveland air races.
The C-34 won its weight category, could carry 4 people over the most miles, with the
least amount of fuel, at the greatest speed. (The C-34 offered hand crank wing flaps,
which had to be cranked down with the left hand over the pilot’s left shoulder to get the
flaps down. Once a person learned to fly the C-34, one of the fine flight characteristics



was the ability to land the airplane almost as short with the flaps up, at a safe gliding
speed to control the airplane to get on the ground.)

Detroit News Trophies Amelia Earhart Trophy
National Air Races, 1935

Ray sold the first C-34 to J.B. Van Wagnon, a Denver broker. (Van Wagnon hired a
fellow by the name of B.L. (Baxter) Ireland to fly his airplane.) Ray sold 2 more C-34s:
one to Manning, Martin Drilling Company, and one to a Denver industrialist, J.K.
Weckbaugh, who inherited a flour milling business. (Wekbaugh also owned a
Deusenberg Roadster, which was always an attraction at the airport, and quite the upscale
automobile in its day.) Mort flew the C-34 for Wekbaugh for a while, including a couple
of trips to Omaha, Nebraska.

In September, 1937, Wekbaugh wanted to fly down to Santa Fe, New Mexico for a
celebration. They had passed Pueblo, Colorado, when about halfway to Trinidad, Mort
noticed the engine was acting peculiar. It wasn’t very long until Mort realized there was
something definitely wrong, because the engine was losing power. They flew the airplane
back to Pueblo, where Mort discovered one of the 7 cylinders was cold. Mort took the
rocker box cover off. The exhaust valve refused to open, because the adjusting screw in
the rocker arm had dropped out. It was not exhausting fully, so they were running
without power on that cylinder. Mort fixed the problem, and they took off again for Santa
Fe over rugged territory. Just about the time they were ready to land at the Santa Fe
airport, the engine quit cold! Well, lo and behold, ol’ Brown forgot to refuel the
airplane at Pueblo! Mort landed just off the airport.. Weckbaugh went to town for a can
of gasoline. While Wekbaugh was gone, Mort decided to look around. Mort had just
stopped short of a big irrigation ditch, about 4’ deep and about 15’ wide! Mort had not
seen the ditch, because the territory was so flat, and he was trying to land the airplane,
into the wind. As it so happened, the wind was parallel to the ditch.



It was spring of 1937. Bob McGrew, an orchestra leader, was going to open the
Broadmoor Hotel (Colorado Springs, Colorado) spring and summer season. The music
was on it’s way from Chicago on a freight train. The freight train was held up, due to a
washed out bridge at or near Norton, Kansas. Well, he had to have his music, so he
called Ray Wilson. Ray sent Mort over to Norton in Weckbaugh’s C-34 to pick up the
music, along with a little Celeste piano. Mort arrived in Norton just after a rain storm, so
the airport was muddy. After stacking all the sheet music onto the rear floor and seats, up
to the top of the front seat backs, there was not enough room for the piano. That little
airplane was very heavily loaded. Mort crawled into the airplane, over the sheet music,
then across the back of the right front seat, which he pushed forward to accommodate the
music. Mort started to taxi, and said, “Gee, I sure hope I make this,” so then he thought,
“Well, I can handle this.” When Mort applied the brakes to make the right turns to taxi to
the north south runway, the airplane would not turn. Mort knew by the way the airplane
was taxiing that he was going to need all the runway he could get. Mort taxied to the
north end of the runway, and still could not turn it around. Looking out of both sides of
the airplane, Mort saw giant anthills on the left side of the airport runway. Mort finally
steered it onto one of the anthills, and had enough braking action to turn the airplane
around. Mort kept full power on, headed into the wind. It started to bounce along pretty
good down the runway. (Intersections in those days were identified by what they called
the airport circle, or a landing circle. There was a slight rise of about 2’, in a running
distance of about 1000’.) Mort went up the incline, lifted off, settled back down and
bounced off the runway. Mort finally had enough lift to clear the row of trees at the south
end of the airport, by about 20’. From then on, he stayed airborne. After experiencing
running out of fuel a time or two, Mort flew to Goodland, Kansas. The airplane was
refueled, and Mort took off on a paved runway. It was starting to get dark. Mort did not
have any problems, except recognizing that he had a full load. It was a little hard to
navigate at night, but the Rock Island Railway ran straight from Goodland, Kansas to
Limon, Colorado, where it splits, right going to Denver, left to Colorado Springs. Mort
had a lighted airway all the way into Colorado Springs. Upon landing, Mort leveled off
just a little bit high, and the airplane stalled onto the runway. Mort was able to deliver
the music to the orchestra leader, and he opened the season at the Broadmoor. Mort
stayed there overnight, and enjoyed the program.

At this time, Dwane Wallace was flying out on the west coast, demonstrating a new
Cessna C-37. The C-37 had a modified spun engine cowl, electric flaps, and a wider
cabin at the shoulders. The C-37 also had an optional fuel tank (which was also offered
on the C-34) to extend the fuel range from 34 to 52.5 gallons. (Fuel consumption was
9 GPH.)



Cessna C-37 The Original Cessna C-37 on floats New York City

Dwane came to Denver for an air show at the Municipal Airport. As repayment for
referring some customers to Dwane, Mort was allowed to demonstrate his ability by
flying the C-37, NC 18554, in the air race on September 12, 1937. A Beechcraft with a
450 HP engine took first place. Mort took second place, because he did not use full
power all the way around. Dwane said Mort could have used full throttle, but Mort was
afraid of over-stressing the engine. Dwane just laughed, and said that Mort could not
damage the engine.

It was fall, 1937. Mort kept looking for more Cessna customers. Ray Wilson had a
Curtiss Robin that was used as a passenger carrying airplane. Ray also acquired a Cessna
DC-6A, one of the earlier Cessna airplanes, which was excellent for high altitude work.
Ray became involved in aerial survey work, so Mort was checked out in the DC-6.

Eventually, Ray needed a full-time pilot for the aerial survey work. Ray hired a fellow by
the name of Mark Schellenberg, who successfully soloed after Mort checked him out.

Cessna DC-6. 1930s Denver, Co
(Mort Brown, photographer)

Later in 1937, Mort received a call from Dwane Wallace, asking if he would like to work
for Cessna Aircraft Company. Dwane wanted someone to do the flying, so of course
Mort jumped at the opportunity. Mort went to work for Cessna on December 26, 1937 as
Sales Manager and Test Pilot. The company was preparing to introduce the C-38, known



as the Airmaster. The Airmaster incorporated a wider landing gear and a wider cabin
than previous models; with a metal propeller as optional equipment. The C-38 was an
excellent product coming out of The Depression years. Cessna only produced 13 C-38s
the first year, which was rather lean, but it was a smooth production run.

Cessna C-38, Airmaster Cessna C-38 with wide landing
gear & belly flap

Cessna C-37, 38 Paint Shop

The following year Cessna came out with the C-145 Airmaster, with a Warner 145 HP
engine. The C-145 had wider landing gear and hydraulic brakes. The C-145 had a
hydraulic belly flap that was extended between the landing gear struts, and had to be
pumped hydraulically by hand. Later, the C-145 was modified with electric mid-chord
wing flaps, which gave it better performance landing in short fields. Warner also came
up with a modified engine that was rated at 165 HP, which gave better take off, climb,
and cruising performance. Cessna produced the C-145 and C-165 Airmasters until the
outbreak of war. The Civil Aeronautics Administration (CAA), also known as the
Department of Commerce (now the FAA), wanted two Airmasters built, which were
tested and released.


