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EDITOR’S NOTE: As a type, the Martin Mars has been in service for nearly 75-years — a remarkable achievement. The aircraft
has performed admirably in a number of roles — from heavy transport to aerial fire-fighter. At this year’s Oshkosh AirVenture, the
Mars was star of the show and its appearance introduced tens of thousands of spectators to their first view of the “Baltimore Behemoth.”
We have decided to present a comprehensive history of this great American flying boat and Part One deals with the hard-working proto-
type. We have also included some color portraits of the aircraft at work as a fire-bomber as well as Kermit Weeks’ impressions on taking
the helm of this mighty machine. If readers have any particular memories of the Mars and would like to share, please get in touch with
me at moleary@challengeweb.com

MANY HISTORIANS REGARD THE MARTIN MARS AS AMERICA’S
MOST-SUCCESSFUL FLYING BOAT. OVER SEVEN-DECADES AFTER

THEIR FIRST FLIGHTS, HAWAII MARS AND PHILIPPINE MARS ARE
ALIVE AND WELL. WE EXAMINE THE TYPE AND 

ITS PLACE IN THE HISTORY BOOKS

PART ONE
BY MICHAEL 

O’LEARY

Although Part One of our history on the “Baltimore Behemoth”
focuses on the prototype, we did want to feature photographs of
one of the JRMs now operated by Coulson Flying Tankers. Philippine
Mars is seen on an April 1988 training mission near its base at
Sproat Lake. On board for the training flight were chief pilot Jack
Waddington and Mars captains Hugh Fraser and John de Bourcier.

To anyone that has studied the global aviation industry
during the decade that comprised the 1930s, one
would find a plethora of huge flying boats being
developed, built, and flown by numerous nations.

These aerial behemoths often far outranked their land-based
brethren in size and capabilities. Today, the amount of work
that went into creating these machines would seem to be mis-
placed. However, during the time period it made a tremen-
dous amount of sense. With the creation of all-metal air-
frames, the capability to build really large aircraft rapidly out-
stripped the abilities of powerplant manufacturers to create
very high horsepower engines.

The military and civilian requirements for long-range, high-
capacity aircraft meant that the flying boat was often the
favored design to meet the exacting demands of customers.
During the 1930s, aviation technology was really starting to
rapidly move forward and military and commercial planners
viewed these massive flying boats quite favorably. One must

remember, that airfields of the
time period were nothing like
they are today — very few

were paved and a runway length of 4000-ft would be consid-
ered very long. For land-based, long-range aircraft, runways
would have to grow significantly since available horsepower
just could not meet the needs of the large airframes.

However, these same planners also knew that Mother
Nature had her own runways — the world’s oceans, lakes, and
rivers. Thus, a heavily-laden flying boat could have literally
miles of unobstructed surfaces from which to depart and land.
Until aviation powerplants could catch up and until more ade-
quate airfields could be planned, developed, and constructed
then it seemed that flying boats were the answer.

Developers of international airlines saw the flying boat as
an ideal answer— especially since in many operating climes,
the aircraft would not have to climb overly high. The reduc-
tion of a height requirement meant that the aircraft’s capabili-
ties could be greatly improved for operation at lower altitudes.
Pan American’s Juan Trippe was a bit of a visionary and he
could see that a network of flying boat airliners could dominate
the world’s airline system and he wanted Pan American to be
sitting in the leading position.

Located in Baltimore, Maryland, Martin Aircraft Company
had been building a variety of float-equipped and flying boat
aircraft for the US Navy. Advancing technology had seen
clunky biplanes giving way to increasingly sleeker monoplanes. 


