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Boeing – The China and Richmond Connection 
by Mark Sternheimer, VAHS Board Member

The year 2016 marks a major milestone in the history of the Boeing Aircraft Company and they want to cel-
ebrate their 100th anniversary in a big way.  

In 1916 William Boeing wanted to build a trainer aircraft for the US Navy.  The war in Europe was about to 
explode into WWI and Boeing knew that a new training aircraft would help solve the problem of training new 
Navy fliers.  He went to the best engineering school in the country and hired a new Chinese graduate, Wong 
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Today’s News is Tomorrow’s 
History

Help your Society’s effort to record and preserve the history of aviation in the Commonwealth.  You can 
help by clipping and sending any newspaper articles relating to your local airport, aviators or related events 
to the VAHS office.  Also welcome are any photos of Virginia airports or anything concerning Virginia 
aviation history.  We will file and scan the information so it will be available on our website.  
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Tsu.  Wong had just graduated with high honors from MIT and was anxious to prove his worth as an aero-
nautical engineer.  He was the first engineer hired by Boeing and was put to work designing the model C 
trainer.  This design was the first commercial success for the new Boeing Company.  The US Navy issued 
a contract for 50 of the model C-4L-S which was powered by a Hall Scott 100 hp liquid cooled engine.  

The serial numbers were C-650 to C-699.  Serial number C-700 was kept by Mr. Boeing as his personal 
aircraft during the early 1920’s.  Although Wong Tsu left the Boeing Company shortly after he was finished 
designing the model C, he went on to great renown in his home country.  He was known as the father 
of Chinese aviation and was believed to have designed at least 30 aircraft.  He later became Professor of 
Aviation at Cheng Kung University in Taiwan.  

The 50 model C aircraft were delivered to the Navy during 1918 but WWI ended just about the time 
these aircraft were delivered and the Navy had no need to train a large number of pilots after the war was 
over.  The aircraft were declared surplus and were put up for sale.  My dad and his brother had founded 
a surplus business at the end of WWI and large quantities of government surplus were sold by the US 
Government at the Intermediate Terminal on the James River, just a few blocks from their warehouse at 
the end of Lester Street (now Main Street).  The 50 surplus aircraft were purchased by their company in 
1920 and were sold over the next several years as well as many parts for WWI aircraft.  They were sold 
new in crates and were assembled at their warehouse and a number were flown away from the James River.  

In 2008 we wrote an article for the VAHS Newsletter entitled ‘Richmond’s First Aircraft Dealer’ which gave 
the history of early aviation in the Richmond area.  Several weeks ago we were contacted by the Boeing 
Company who had seen the article and knew about these 50 model C aircraft which were the first aircraft 
manufactured by Boeing beginning in 1916.

Boeing advised us that China had become one of their major production areas for their new model 787 
transport.  In addition they expect China to become one of their major purchasers of new transport aircraft 
during the next 30 years since they have a booming economy and need many new transport aircraft to 
fill their needs.  As a result they are building a large manufacturing facility in China which they expect to 
finish in 2016 which marks the 100th anniversary of the Boeing Company.  In addition they plan to build a 
replica of the model C in honor of Wong Tsu.  This aircraft will be flown throughout China in celebration 
of their anniversary as well as their indebtedness to Wong Tsu as their first engineer.

Boeing has asked us to find any information regarding these model C airplanes that were sold here in 
Richmond during the 1920’s and early 1930’s.  They are particularly interested in any original parts that 
may belong to this aircraft as well as history of how they may have been used after they were purchased.  

If any of our members have any knowledge of these aircraft or know of any parts that may have been used 
please let Jen in the home office know about it and we will advise Boeing.  Although Boeing does have a 
copy of the original drawings for this aircraft nevertheless many of the parts are unusual and applied only 
to this aircraft.  If we are able to help them in any way, Boeing will be very appreciative.  

Attached is an article about Wong Tsu and his importance to Chinese aviation.
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