Ever see a bird with a broken wing? Then you’ve seen Robert (Bob) Curtiss, who was forced to give up his love, his addiction of flying when he became 60 years of age.
Bob flew aircraft for United Airlines for 33 years, until he reached the retirement age mandated by the FAA. Starting with the 737 and going all the way to the 757 and 767, he loved living the life of a pilot. Now he’s comfortably settled into his “second life,” living in Sandpiper Isle with wife Shirley.
Curtiss, who was born in a small town approximately 45 miles north of Syracuse, N.Y., saw his life changed dramatically as a student at Syracuse University. It was there that he joined the Air Force ROTC, and consequently joined the Air Force upon graduation and became a C-141 pilot.

“It’s a good thing I went into the Air Force and became a pilot,” he says, “because I didn’t have much of a background for anything else. I majored in economics at Syracuse because that was the easiest to fill the squares in. I took ‘101’ of everything.”
After going to flight school for a year in Del Rio, Texas, Bob was assigned to Charleston, S.C., to fly the 141s. After serving 4 1/2 years in the military, he mustered out and began a lifelong love affair with commercial airlines. It began with his first job, and his ONLY job – flying for United Airlines.
Curtiss spent 27 years as an engineer, co-pilot and pilot on the 737. He spent three more years flying the 727, then flew 757s and 767s for his final three years with United.
“I could have a gone on to the 747, but I refused to fly an international route (which a 747 pilot would have had to do),” he said.

“I didn’t fly for money … I stayed domestic and had fun. I like ‘ups and downs’ (takeoffs and landings.) In 737s, I flew from Chicago to California. I never flew a transcontinental flight because I wasn’t in an airplane that could make it. Toward the end of my career, I flew some transcontinental flights, but I didn’t particularly care to sit up there for 5 ½ - 6 hours from Boston to LA. 

“I used to think 45 minutes was long enough to cruise. By the time my career ended, two hours was OK.” 

Bob’s wife, Shirley, was a flight attendant whom Bob met while both were based in Washington, D.C. For most of their married lives, though, the two have lived in the Cleveland area. Bob was based in Chicago and commuted back and forth. 

Days of drama? Bob remembers well the dark days of 9/11. It was a very personal tragedy because he had piloted one of the same flights 13 days earlier which crashed into the World Trade Center – United 175. And, 9/11 forced him to make the Cleveland-Chicago commute by car – the only time in his career he had to make that drive.
Bob and Shirley have two sons, and both are in the military. One is in a Navy SEAL, the other is in the Air Force flying KC-135s.
Bob and Shirley first visited the Bonita Beach area when they came with his parents – who lived in Lake Worth – to a rental high-rise in the Vanderbilt Beach area. Smitten by the sights, they returned to the west coast of Florida in 1996, landing in Tampa and driving south. They searched for a second home, then returned in 1997.
They eventually engaged a realtor in Naples and gave their criteria – Shirley didn’t want a bedroom on the ground floor, Bob didn’t want a bedroom on the top floor. “We went tooling around, going from Naples to Fort Myers, and by chance we passed by here,” Bob said. “The builder was trying to close out the mid-rise here in Sandpiper Isle. He only had three or four units left, we told him what he would have to do to get us to sign a contract – and he did it!”
They wound up on the third floor, making both Shirley AND Bob happy. That was in ’97, and the Curtiss’s have been happy ever since. They return to their home in the Cleveland area in the summer, but he says they have become totally comfortable with their residence in Sandpiper Isle.
