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name, the Trojan stands tall, its chest
puffed to outlandish size.

At the run-up pad, the loping radial
increases more in volume than pitch
when spun to 2,000 rpm. On the run
way, with 40 inches of manifold pres
sure and 2,500 rpm applied, the super
charged engine feels more urgent but
still amazingly relaxed, barking through
short stacks high on each side of the
cowling. The Trojan builds speed at
what seems a lackluster pace, until you
look down and see the airspeed needle
working up past 70 knots. Visual refer
ences from the T-28's cockpit height
make that speed appear lower by half.
As the airplane rotates and begins a
shallow climb, you pull the gear up by
lifting a bagel-sized knob through a
good eight inches of travel. The gear
thunks into the wells as the airspeed
passes through 120 knots, ac
companied by the whine of
hydraulics.

You look up to see this Tro
jan's owner, Dr. Daniel Black
well, smiling broadly. On the
ground at Westmoreland
County Airport in Latrobe,
Pennsylvania, people standing
on the ramp stop and stare as the
silver airplane climbs out of the
traffic pattern, leaving in its trail
a rich, metallic exhaust note.

While flying a giant like the
North American T-28 is a rare,
exhilarating experience for civilians,
when it was in active service it was just
another rung in the training ladder for
many military pilots. From its induction
to U.s. Air Force training duty in April
1950 until it was phased out in the late
1960s, the Trojan acted as a step-up and
instrument trainer; the Navy began us
ing the T-28 (in Band C model designa
tions) in 1953, and the Trojan eventually
got its feet wet providing aircraft carrier
training. Though quite a departure from
its immediate predecessors, the T-6 and
SN), the T-28 shared space with them in
military inventory for several years. Ac
cording to contemporary journals, when
the T-28 was introduced, it was the larg
est, heaviest, and most powerful trainer
yet conceived, and the first trainer to use
tricycle gear.

Although 800 hp sounds to most like
plenty of power, this wasn't the case for
the Navy. Anticipating carrier use, the
Navy decided that the T-28's climb per
formance needed bolstering. By April
1953, the Navy had its answer: the T
28B, housing a nine-cylinder Wright R-

1820 of 1,425 hp turning a large three
blade prop (the A model used a two
blade prop). With the big-bore T-28 the
Navy was happy, the airplane's rate of
climb doubled, and all-out speed went
up to 300 knots at 37,000 feet. The new
engine required a larger, more blunt
cowling; that's the easiest way to discern
A-model Trojans, which have a tighter
fitting cowl, from later iterations.

Of course, to perform carrier training,
the T-28 would need an arrester hook

and a variety of modifications, as North
American found out. The C model flew
for the first time in 1955, outfitted with a

tailhook, a shorter propeller (to provide
extra deck clearance as the nose dipped
after those brutal carrier landings), and a
number of internal beef-ups to cope
with the stress and strain of shipboard
work. The Navy apparently was pleased

with the T-28's performance because
the 1,425-hp engine remained, even
though standard maximum gross weight
rose by more than 20 percent.

Blackwell's A-model Trojan is, exter
nally at least, faithful to USAF specifica
tion for the A-model T-28. A three

blade prop has replaced the original
twin-paddle-blade prop, but the mark
ings and polished metal and silver paint
scheme are authentic. The attention to
detail and like-new condition of Black

well's airplane are the result of consider
able effort and expense. According to
Blackwell, "Two men worked 120 hours

a week for seven months," plus an addi
tional year of part-time work to com
plete the project. And this was starting
with a sound airframe with almost un

heard of low time for a military trainer
about 2,900 hours. As Blackwell pats the
side of his Trojan's fuselage, he's ada
mant that "This is the last total restora
tion I'll ever do."

For the efforts of Blackwell and his

crew, his T-28 won the Outstanding
Warbird Award at the 1989 Sun 'n Fun

and took top T-28 honors at Oshkosh
last year.

To appreciate the depth of this res
toration, it helps to understand the com
plexity of both the aircraft and the res
toration process itself. For one thing,
Blackwell's T-28 is no spring chicken,
having sprung from North American's
assembly line in late 1949. That, and the
fact that parts for a 40-year-old military
airplane are a capricious find, make tak
ing on a Trojan quite a task. "It was a
labor of love, but ... oh, the labor,"
Blackwell says.

Nor is the airplane particularly simple
to maintain, much less rebuild. In the
famous (or infamous, if you're charged
with the maintenance chores) North
American tradition, most of the T-28's
systems are manipulated by hydraulics.
The landing gear, nose wheel steering,

flaps, canopy-and speed brake
and arrester hook on Band C

models-are all hydraulic; the
brakes are, too, but they form a
system discrete from the rest. An
engine-driven pump pushes a
total of 4.5 gallons of hydraulic
fluid through the various sys
tems. Not surprisingly, Black
well replaced all the hydraulic
lines during his Trojan's restora
tion. Even so, the airplane leaves
drips and dribbles of hydraulic
fluid on the ramp; after we
landed, Blackwell hit the gear

doors with a towel to remove traces of

the green fluid. Moreover, he has in
stalled a "clean kit" from Darton Inter
national of Carlsbad, California, that
suctions oil out of the bottom cylinders
and helps keep the sides and bottom of
the airplane relatively oil-free. (In Navy
trim, the T-28 had a huge black stripe
painted on the fuselage to help hide the
oily tattoo.)

As with all military trainers, the T
28's cockpit bespeaks its no-nonsense
mission. The seats are firm, with remov
able cushions to accommodate para
chutes, and the four-point harness snugs
you down tightly. Blackwell's airplane
has new instrument panels with modem
flight instruments and avionics front
and rear, but many of the original switch
panels remain; most interesting are the
buttons for changing radio and electrical
control-either the front or rear cockpit
can be in command, but not both.

Because the T-28 was designed to
take the slot right below the fighters and
attack aircraft in an airman's education,
it was given the kind of control re-
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sponses and pressures typical of the
fighters. Pitch, in particular, is quite
light, especially so for such a large,
heavy aircraft. The ailerons are respon
sive, too, but require more muscle to
achieve steep banks. As you might ex
pect from a large reciprocating-engine
powered aircraft, the T-28 is a rudder
airplane. It responds immediately to
fairly small movements on the pedals; a
little pedal displacement goes a long
way in the Trojan.

Although Blackwell's A-model Trojan
doesn't have the Navy-spec speed
brake, it can plummet faster than the
value of junk bonds when asked to. Cut
the power back, throw the wheels and
huge flaps out, and with only minimal
airspeed build-up, the Trojan will come

down with ear-popping swiftness.
Clean configuration glide ratio is a brick
like 9:1. This characteristic, says Black
well, has been troublesome for many pi
lots with low time in Trojans.

Equally troublesome, unless you've
got a government's budget behind you,
is keeping up with the Trojan's vora
cious appetite for fuel, oil, and tender
loving care. At about 90 gph in climb
configuration (and a still impressive 45
gph at 55-percent power and 180 knots),
the T-28 will go through its 177 gallons
of fuel in a hurry; a typical oil change
will consume more than 12 gallons.

With the wallet-slaughtering costs of
owning the T-28, it's commendable that
warbird aficionados like Blackwell are

willing to spend the money to preserve a

bit of our history. More than sheer altru
ism, though, Blackwell's Trojan is also a
splendid investment. "I might never get
out the money I've put· into this air
plane-much less the labor-but it's
worth more every day. How many air
planes can you say that about?"

Indeed, how many mere trainers have
the power to draw crowds on the ramp
or make ex-military pilots' eyes glimmer
with fond recollections? That the T-28

was not the most prolific or long-lived
trainer is unimportant today. It was the
last of a breed, recalling an era of broad
shouldered, radial-engine aircraft. Prac
tical concerns and the coming of ab initio

jet training made the T-28 obsolete, but
it's unlikely that the Trojan will ever lose
its emotional appeal. 0

T-28, fROM THE fLIGHT DECK
I first came face-to-face with the mighty T-28
in late January 1960. I was a 19-year-old na
val aviation cadet winding my way through
the Pensacola, Florida, naval air training
command. I had just finished primary-phase
flight training in the Beech T-34 Mentor, and
I had never been close to a T-28 before. I was
sent to Naval Air Station Whiting Field, Flor
ida, for basic training, where, shortly after my
arrival, I walked out to the flight line to exam
ine the aircraft I would fly for the next 120
hours of my training. I still remember being
awe-struck, standing next to an aircraft that
more resembled a house in dimensions

quite a contrast to the Beech I'd been flying.
Reinforcing those first impressions was the

fact that the very first step up to the cockpit,
built into the lower portion of the flap, re
quired a healthy stretch. Crawling into the
cockpit, my awe with the behemoth grew.
Looking down to the tarmac-way down
made me wonder if I could ever find the

proper flare height for landing. The realiza
tion suddenly came that this was a big step
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up, literally, from the Mentor.
Considering that the T-28's gross weight

was nearly three times greater than the T
34's, and the C models I flew packed seven
times the horsepower of the Beech trainer, I
became convinced that this was not a transi

tion to be taken lightly. The speeds, control
pressures, and systems complexity were an
order of magnitude above the smaller air
craft's. Perhaps the most complex and appre
hensive procedure was the seemingly simple
task of starting the engine. Priming alone was
an art form. Use too little prime, and the big
supercharged Wright could backfire so se
verely as to damage the carburetor and ex
haust stacks. Too much priming could pro
vide a thrilling exhaust-stack fire.

After basic transition, we T-28 students
learned aerobatics, basic radio and instru

ments, formation and night flying, and air-to
air gunnery. If that wasn't enough, prior to
initial carrier qualifications, we were sent to
another field in Pensacola to spend hours
practicing simulated carrier landings. They

were made to a rectangle painted on the run
way; it was the same size as the tiny landing
area we would find on the carriers.

Though the land-based training was thor
ough, nothing can quite prepare you for actu
ally putting something as big as a T-28 onto
something as small as a carrier deck. About
475 feet of the USS Antietam's deck was ours

for the taking. Those first carrier landings re
main vivid in my memory; in retrospect,
though, the T-28 was one of the easiest air
planes to fly onto the pitching deck of a car
rier. Its slow approach speeds and docile
manners helped make it so.

Many years later, when I was flying the T
28 for proficiency purposes and as an escape
from a boring desk job, I finally had a chance
to enjoy the airplane. Before, I never slowed
down long enough to enjoy its finer qualities.
I look back on my several hundred hours of
T-28 time with fondness. I learned some of

the most important and enduring flying les
sons in this aircraft, ones I use today.

-John J. Sheehan


