Wright Aircraft in the United States Navy
by Colin A. Owers

Wright twin tractor Model K floatplane undergoing trials on the water at Pensacola

Wright B-1 (AH-4)
The third aircraft purchased by the US Navy was a Wright
pusher landplane that was delivered in September 1911 and was
converted into a hydro aeroplane over 8 to 9 December 1911.
The date of the last logbook entry is 5 June 1913.1 This machine
had an eventful career as will be recounted.
John H. Towers2, Naval Aviator No. 3, learned to fly at the
Curtiss School at Hammondsport on Curtiss Hydroplanes.
Despite being a Curtiss pilot, he was involved in the use
of the Wright aircraft with their different system of control
and provided an account of this which is recorded in his
autobiographical records. His reports and recommendations
led to changes in the operation of the Wright machines and
other aircraft of the Navy.
John Rodgers3 was the second officer assigned to naval
aviation. He reported to the Wright Brothers at Dayton, Ohio,
for training in March 1911. Part owner of a Wright aeroplane
with his cousin Calbraith Rodgers, he acted as his cousin’s
mechanic during the nine days of the Chicago International
Aviation Meet in August 1911. Their aircraft took the prize for
the greatest number of hours flown. Rodgers had soloed at the
Wright’s school on 18 March but did not fly, as he thought the
department would not like it. B-1 was in storage and Rodgers
stated he would remain until the end of the Meet then ship the
machine to Annapolis.4

Because of his familiarity with Wright aircraft, he made
the official inspection and acceptance tests of the first aircraft
purchased by the Navy from the Wrights, the B-1 landplane.
The Wrights delivered their first aircraft to the Navy on 9 July
1911.5
When the Aviation Camp was established on Greenbury
Point at Annapolis in September 1911, Rodgers made a
remarkable cross country flight from Annapolis to the
Washington Monument grounds, College Park, Baltimore
and Havre de Grace, in a series of hops. This was the first
navy cross-country flight.6 Rodgers and Victor D. Herbster7
Upper: Lt John Rodgers (Centre) and Ensign V.D. Herbster (left) with B-1
in landplane configuration.
Lower: Wright B-1 landplane. Personnel not identified. The radiator is
visible fitted behind the interplane strut.

From postcard postmarked 1912. Undoubtably John Rodgers in Wright
B-1 early in Sept 1911, at the US Naval Academy, Annapolis. USN is
clearly stencilled on the forward skid fabric.
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