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Building an airplane at home

By Vic Groah

| have liked airplanes since my first ride in a Stinson on my ninth birthday. Four years in
the air force as a jet engine mechanic reinforced this liking. During college, there was no
money for my car addiction and flying.

Shortly after moving to Tulare, | met a fellow car nut who was also a pilot and flight in-
structor. We would fly errands for his company and to breakfast at neat places. My friend
Ron was at the time 40. In his family, no male had lived over 45. Ron decided | must learn
to fly so informal lessons began. If he had a heart attack in the air, he wanted me to be
able to fly it in. We flew his nice little Cessna 172 all over California. | was well along with

We b s My lessons when Ron did have a heart attack, but not in the plane. He felt it coming so

chapters.e aoag/e a a 6 0 wentto the hospital where his mother worked as a RN. His life was saved but my free
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flying lessons ended.

I made friends in the flying community and was able to get my youngest son free rides.
He was hooked worse than | was. When he was established, he announced we were go-
ing to build an airplane. | had dreamed of that but had dismissed the idea long before. He
had the passion and | had the shop so work began. We have long been interested in early
cars so he chose an early airplane, a Pietenpol Air Camper. First made in 1929, these
feisty little planes were the first designed to use an automobile engine, a Model A Ford.
These were designed to be home built from the first. Bernard Pietenpol would sell plans
and parts for you to build your own plane. He offered one day of flight instruction with
every plane built if you brought it to his airport. He also sold “factory made” planes. The

depression of the thirties and rigorous federal regulations made hard
Continued page 2
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Building an airplane:onines

: \, = \’;\(‘:“ﬁ\\f— going for the
2 S et fledgling compa-

ny that still is
somewhat in
business today
with Bernard’s
grandson running
the company.
They stopped building planes in the 1960s but still offer
the plans. In the 60s, they introduced a version that
used a modified Chevrolet Corvair engine. Most of the
planes built before the Corvair used Continental aircraft
engines as the Ford A was becoming obsolete. Many of
the model A engined Pietenpols are still flying today.

Son Michael and | began serious construction in my
home shop about fifteen years ago. We bought the Cor-
vair plans from the Pietenpols and a lot of aircraft grade
spruce, high-end glue and a roll of aircraft fabric and
went to work. The plans are a bit sketchy but since both
of us have had experience in drafting and reading plans,
we forged on. We found that there are just less than
1000 pieces in each wing. We cut a lot of wood. Michael
is a very precise person. | made the tail section first and
when he saw it he said to throw it away, it was not accu-
rate enough. | learned right then if you are building an
airplane, you must have accurate jigs for each section of
the plane. From then on we did. Four years later, we had
an airplane.

Michael just finished a 500 plus mile flight a couple of
weeks before this writing. We burn about 6 gallons per
hour at 80 to 100 miles per hour cruise. There is nothing
like flying in an open cockpit plane, especially if you built
it yourself.

One of the things about the Pietenpol is it is glued to-
gether, no screws few bolts, just 1/16, 1/8 and % inch
air craft grade plywood gussets at the joints. It is impera-
tive that the joinery be of high quality. It would be very
inconvenient for the thing to fall apart at 5000 ft.

We both learned a lot about a lot more than just build-
ing a plane. It is tough for a father and son to work to-
gether. We both recognized each had superior skills. He

was much better at some things and | somewhat better
at others. We gained a great deal of respect for each
other with this project. There were discussions but no
arguments. We are now building a 1932 Ford together.

Word was that the FAA inspector was super tough. At
the appointed time, he came to our hanger with a thick
regulation book and asked to see our build book, the
documentation of the assembly of the plane. Our book
is over an inch thick and has intimate detail of the con-
struction of the plane. After four hours of pointed ques-
tions and detailed scrutiny, he said this is good work.
You officially have an airplane.

The first flight began at 6 AM with Michael as test pilot.
He is much more qualified than | am for sure. Preflight,
run-up, take off and climb to 5000 ft. for a one-hour test
flight with a textbook perfect landing. We indeed had an
airplane.

After the mandated 25 hours of test flights, our first
showing was a 50-mile flight to an air show. We won
best in class and best of show over some high dollar
planes. We were amazed and felt vindicated for all the
detail we insisted on for our ride. We have won multiple
awards since.

Right after this event the crankshaft broke at 2000 feet
over Tulare. Michael, the good pilot that he is nursed
the sick plane for a straight in dead stick landing at the
Tulare Airport.

We added a main bearing to the engine to carry the load
of the prop. This entailed adding a main journal to the
front of a new crank and replacing the timing cover with
a new billet one with a big block Ford main insert and oil
passage. There
should be no
more broken
cranks. We have
about 300 hour’s
flight time at this
writing.

VG
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EAA 604 Minutes, December 14, 2020

The meeting was called to order by President Bill Herrington at
7:04 p.m. using Zoom Meetings due to Cowvld and the Stay

]

How To Correct A Late Or Rapid
Flare During Landing
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Home Stay Safe order from our Governor. Don Gibbard took attend-B yS wa y n e (M/aw w.ilmol dmet hod.

ance and we had 12 members at the online meeting plus 2
guests, Bill Boyle and Jim Smith. Bill has built an RY and he
gave us a brief introduction of himself.

The Minutes of the November meeting were discussed. Don Gib-
bard had to confess that he missed page 3 of his notes when writ-
ing the minutes. Page 3 contained one item of new business con-

cerning ALW. The minutes were received as printed with the addi-

tional notes.

Board Meeting Report President Bill gave a report on the Board
meeting. He introduced the topic of the Young Eagle workshop

which will include an introduction, airplane aerodynamics, weather

basics and a couple of others that | missed. Travis and Sue have

reviewed all modules and selected the 5 likely topics. Sue stressed

the importance of Chapter participation. The event will be one day
on January 30th and will take about 7 hours to complete. Ray was
concerned about the one day event and also mentioned he my
have a student who would be interested. Norm offered to help.

Old Business Projectsi Troy Wright gave an update on his project.
He has been working on the gear leg extensions and has fitted the
fairings. Next is to paint the interior and prep for wiring.

Don Bais said the Kit Fox for his sofif-law?) is complete and gone
to ldaho.

Matt Harris says the Legal Eagle Ultralight ribs are built and build-
ing spars. He is working inside for the winter.

New Business: The Board asked and then appointed Travis Chlar-

son as the Chapter Flight Advisor. His application is complete and
will be sent to EAA for approval. President Bill announced that he
has certificates of appreciation for Club Leadership positions. He
announced who were receiving certificates and will distribute them
at a future time.

DART finished the COVID safety masks distribution in the North-
west. Bill reported that they will be receiving 300K masks for the
Indian Reservations in WA, OR, ID, and CA.

There was no other business so we adjourned for our discussion
topic on Holiday Travel.

Respectfully submitted,
Don Gibbard, Secretary

Chapter dues for 2021 are being accepted starting now
(thanks to all those who've already respondedPlease
mail a check ($30 individual, $45 family membership)
made out toEAAG04 to:

Ron Urban
840 Clay St.
Walla Walla, WA99362
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