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CLICK THIS VIDEO
TO SEE MORE ABOUT THE EAA AIRCAM BUILD PROJECT
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he idea for a volunteer build was born
in early 2017, as EAA was looking for
unique ways to celebrate the 25th
anniversary of its hugely successful
Young Eagles program, which since its
introduction has shared the gift of
ﬂight with more than 2 million youths
ages 8-17.
“The AirCam is promoting the 25th anniversary of
the Young Eagles program, and the primary mission of
this aircraft will be to ﬂy Young Eagles out of Pioneer
Airport, which is based right behind EAA headquarters,”
said the build program’s organizer, Charlie Becker, EAA
director of chapters and communities & homebuilt community manager. “For those that didn’t know, we offer
free Young Eagles ﬂights to any eligible kid who comes
through the museum every day during the summer
months. This aircraft will be one of the two aircraft that
take on that role as soon as it’s completed and the ﬂight
test time is ﬂown off.”
Volunteers traveled to EAA’s headquarters in
Oshkosh from all over the country — from as far away as
Oregon and Florida — to participate in the build, which
was broken up into six weeklong sessions held throughout 2017. The ﬁrst took place in June, and by the end of
the last build session in December, EAA had an AirCam
structure that was eagerly awaiting its ﬁnishing details.

T

Harold Bickford and Bill Ross work on
covering one of the AirCam’s wings.
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PUZZLE PIECES
EAA wanted to involve anybody and everybody who was
interested in contributing to the AirCam’s construction.
The volunteers who attended ranged from homebuilding novices to building experts. Though they may have
come with differences in experience, everybody came
with a positive attitude and a dedicated work ethic.
“It was great working with the volunteers,” Charlie
said. “They had a wonderful attitude. We worked them
pretty hard. It was pretty much 8:15 a.m. to 5 p.m. every
day, but there was always some fun stuff in the evenings,
and I think they all became fast friends over the aircraft.”
Harold Bickford, EAA Lifetime 567796, who volunteered in December with his wife, Edi, EAA Lifetime
1182339, said every morning started with outlining the
previous day’s accomplishments as well as what the
goals were for the day ahead.
“For example, day one we looked at it and said at this
point these wing panels are framed up and the fabric is
not on and so forth, so in subsequent days we’d just take
it a step at a time,” he said. “That was pretty much the
process on a daily basis — reviewing the prior day’s work
and mapping out what we’d try and attempt for today,
knowing full well that trying to say, ‘Well by noontime
we’ll have this much done,’ may or may not be a realistic
expectation, but we’d do the best we could.”
By the end of the week, Harold and his building partner
Bill Ross, EAA 9030012, had installed the wing ribs, covered the wings, and helped mount them on the fuselage.
Making great building strides in a short period of
time was not unique to the December build session.
From the ﬁrst week, the build almost consistently ran
ahead of schedule, thanks in part to the completeness of
the AirCam kit’s instructions.

PHOTOGRAPHY BY CONNOR MADISON AND KELSEY KAISER

Tracy Buttles (third from right) leads one of the build parties in ﬁtting the center section of the wing.

“The AirCam is easy to do because the plans are so decent
and well laid out and detailed, so that really helps a lot,” EAA
Aircraft Maintenance Technician Tracy Buttles, who led the
build and mentored its volunteers, said in October. “I’m just
really surprised with how well the project is going.”
Tracy said making sure he could put everyone somewhat on the same page helped keep the build moving along.
“I think one of the learning curves is learning all the
nomenclature of how the parts are labeled,” he said. “Each
individual kit [from different manufacturers] usually comes
with its own labeling system. They’re all kind of the same,
but each company has a different way of doing it, so [even]
those who have built before are trying to ﬁgure it out.”
It was not just the completeness of the instructions,
though, but also Tracy himself who helped keep the build
ahead of schedule, grouping volunteers together to
encourage the sharing of knowledge and leapfrogging the
groups a few steps ahead every time they came to a new
challenge. What makes his work even more admirable is
that Tracy himself had never before built an AirCam.
“During the week I haven’t had time to read up on
the plans to be ahead of these guys,” Tracy said during
the June 2017 build session. “By the time they come in
on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, they’re so far ahead I
didn’t have time to read up to catch where they’re going.
They’re really making great progress.”
But volunteers said Tracy’s leadership and mechanical skills were a huge asset to the project.
“His experience with building as a mechanic is invaluable,” Harold said. “More than once I said, ‘Good grief, how
am I going to do this?’ and asked Tracy how he would
approach it. He’d say, ‘Well this is how my approach is,’ but
he wouldn’t do it for you. Of course, that’s a good thing
because you actually have to have some learning take place.”

AIRCAM HISTORY LESSON
Phil Lockwood, EAA 211596, designed the prototype AirCam
in 1993 to support safe, low-ﬂying photo missions for the
National Geographic Society above the rainforest in the Republic
of the Congo. After the AirCam’s mission was complete, the
Society donated the prototype to the Nouabalé-Ndoki National
Park for use in research, and Phil returned home and decided he
needed to build another. After public appearances at Oshkosh
and the SUN ’n FUN International Fly-In & Expo, the public’s
enthusiasm for Phil’s design encouraged him to offer his airplane
as a kit. The ﬁrst customer-built AirCams were completed and
ﬂown in 1999, and shortly after Phil sold the company to his
business partner. After a brief time away from his prized design,
he bought back the company in 2007 and saw it through the
Great Recession. Now, more than 240 AirCams are ﬂying, and
that number is only expected to grow, as the airplane provides
the perfect outlet for so many who are looking to experience
the thrill of open-cockpit, low-and-slow ﬂight. Phil donated the
original prototype used by the National Geographic Society
to the EAA Aviation Museum in 2008.
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Those who gave their time to the AirCam build did so
for a number of reasons. For Harold and Edi, who have
completed a number of their own projects, it was a
chance to learn about a different style of construction.
For John Cox, EAA Lifetime 346592, who attended more
than half of the build sessions, it was a unique experience to add his mark to the success of the Young
Eagles program.
“I’ve recently retired from the airlines, and it was my
goal to do something for a younger generation of future
pilots, so this was a thrilling opportunity to build an aircraft that I love, the AirCam,” John said. “And to hear
that they’re going to be ﬂying young individuals next
year off of Pioneer ﬁeld makes it well worth the time.”
Michael Malinowski, EAA 1035694, who in October
was attending his third build session and had contributed
to the center wing section and the fuel tanks, said he did
not have any previous Young Eagles experience and saw
the AirCam build as a way to give back to a community
that has inspired the aviation spirit in his own children.
“That was actually one of the things that excited me
about this,” Michael said in October. “I have two daughters, 14 and 15, and the thought that I could work on an
airplane and then next summer bring them out for a
ﬂight — that would be cool. It’s phenomenal at
KidVenture [at AirVenture]. For the past seven years
Dad got to take the two girls without Mom, and we do
KidVenture and every year see their progress and their
learning and what they can do. It all comes together. …
It’s worthwhile to know the plane will outlast me and
keep ﬂying Young Eagles.”

From left: David Posey, John Cox, John Cooper, Kirk Foecking and Michael Malinowski
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EAA AIRCAM SPECS

MISSION: Flying Young Eagles,
air-to-air photography
CERTIFICATION: Experimental
amateur-built
LENGTH: 27 feet
WINGSPAN: 36 feet
EMPTY WEIGHT: 1,080 pounds
MAX. GROSS WEIGHT: 1,690 pounds
FUEL CAPACITY: 28 gallons
ENGINES: Two 100-hp Rotax 912 ULS
CRUISE SPEED: 70 mph
VNE: 110 mph

SPREADING THE WORD ABOUT HOMEBUILDING
“Everybody loved the idea of coming to Oshkosh and
being able to immerse themselves in building an aircraft,” Charlie said. “At least one father-son team I know
is going home and starting their own kit as a result.”
That father-son team is made up of Keith Palmer,
EAA 1214539, and his now 15-year-old son Alan, EAA
1077476, who helped kick off the AirCam build in June
2017 and completed the hardware and riveting on the
aircraft’s rudder section. Alan has set his sights on building an RV-12 and attended the AirCam build to get a taste
of what his upcoming work would be like.
“I’m saving up for the tail section of it already,” Alan
said, noting that the AirCam uses the same type of rivet
as the RV-12.
“It totally just made his summer,” Keith said. “He was
really the reason for coming up here; I’m just the chaperone.”
Julie Benson, EAA 1119803, also plans to apply what
she learned while volunteering for the AirCam project
to a build back home — but not a personal build. After
the high school in her community had its shop class cut,
she said she felt inspired to try ﬁnding a way to bring a
youth build to the local airport.
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Alan Palmer and his father, Keith, check the ﬁt of a subassembly prior to riveting the parts together, picking up valuable skills along the way for Alan to complete
his own personal build.

“That is an area where we can dedicate our hangar, our
EAA hangar, to a build program,” Julie said. “So that’s what
I’m here for — two things. One, I’ve never done a build.
There are some people on the ﬁeld who have built aircraft,
but I didn’t know personally what it’s going to take to host a
project like that at my airport, so I’m here evaluating is this
feasible? Is the build feasible for a youth build project
where these kids know even less than I do? That’s No. 1,
and No. 2, is this AirCam the right plane, or are there other
choices that might be better for what we’re looking to do?”
Julie, a mechanical engineer by profession, said she
already knows how to read plans and interpret different
part names and structures, but learned a great deal about
tool handling.
“I’m learning about tools and working on aircraft,
how aircraft go together,” she said. “The material is
interesting. I’ve never taken apart a body of an airplane
before to see what’s inside. That’s been really fun.”
A number of volunteers made plans to document
their Oshkosh homebuilding experience for sharing in
presentations before their home EAA chapters.
Danny Deason, EAA 716443, a ﬁrst-time builder who
attended the October session, said he hopes to light a
homebuilding spark at his chapter, Chapter 445.
“It’s awesome,” Danny said. “It’s really quite unique
to be involved in something like this. I’ve been taking
photos, and I’m going to do a presentation when I get
back to my chapter.”
Danny estimates that Chapter 445 has ﬂown nearly
3,000 Young Eagles, and for nearly a decade the chapter
sponsored two to four kids to attend EAA’s summer Air
Academy every year. Although members of his chapter
have built their own aircraft, the chapter has never
embarked on a build together.

“It was my goal to do something
for a younger generation of future
pilots, so this was a thrilling
opportunity to build an aircraft
- John Cox
that I love, the AirCam.”
“My chapter is a nonbuilding chapter,” he said.
“We’ve never built a plane. Our primary function is ﬂying Young Eagles, but, hopefully, we will build a plane
because of this one day.”
Harold, after returning home, shared with EAA that
his and Edi’s AirCam presentation for their chapter
focused on how different types of aircraft construction
lend themselves to different forms of ﬂying.
“We did a quick video presentation, and what we did
was point out that many times the aircraft can be a way
of showing a different aspect of ﬂying [through] a different form of construction — to give you ideas that you
might apply to your own build and to simply realize that
there are no silver bullets, so to speak,” he said.
For Harold and Edi, who have also completed a Pietenpol
and are currently working on a Zenith, the presentation was
also a way to put to rest some of the doubts people may have
when considering a build project of their own.
“Sometimes people have said, ‘Well I just don’t have the
time,’” Harold said. “And I argue oh yeah, you do. You just
have to make up your mind that you want to go this route,
and I think the AirCam project was a way to illustrate that.”
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CLEARED FOR TAKEOFF

GEARING UP
Though the structure of the AirCam was completed by
volunteers by the end of the last build session in
December, a few components, big and small, still needed
to be ﬁtted on the airplane.
The two Rotax 912 engines, provided by Rotax,
were hung in early 2018, and EAA received propellers
from Sensenich.
A vision of the ﬁnal product quickly began coming
together as the celebratory Young Eagles 25th anniversary paint scheme, created by Scheme Designers, was
selected, and the paint donated by AkzoNobel. The
scheme incorporates the same blue and gold colors that
represent the Young Eagles program, and that grace the
Pober Pixie, N9PH, in the EAA Aviation Museum and
the EAA Employee Flying Club’s Zenith CH 750, among
other airplanes in EAA’s history.
During April and May 2017, volunteers John Cox and
John Cooper, EAA 1189784, returned to Oshkosh to assist
with the installation of the AirCam’s avionics suite, which
was donated to EAA by Dynon Avionics.
Though unplanned maintenance on a couple of
EAA’s ﬂying aircraft has stalled the AirCam’s painting at
the time of this writing, Charlie and Tracy hope to have
the project back on track to be complete and ﬂying by
the original goal of EAA AirVenture Oshkosh 2018.
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“This is grassroots Oshkosh,” Danny said. “You’re talking
about EAA, grassroots ﬂying. EAA is all about building
airplanes, and if you’re devoted to teaching kids, there’s
so many life lessons involved, and to be working on an
airplane that will be used for that purpose … this is just
the greatest.”
In addition to its primary mission of ﬂying Young
Eagles at EAA’s Pioneer Airport, the AirCam will also be
used to support EAA’s air-to-air photo missions during
AirVenture with lighter and slower homebuilt and ultralight aircraft. During AirVenture 2018, you’ll be able to
admire the handiwork of your fellow EAA members on
the AirCam at the Homebuilders Hangar.
The AirCam’s open cockpit makes it ideal for its
intended purposes, and those who have been involved
in its creation are excited to see the legacy of this
unique aircraft carried into the future to inspire the
next generation of aviators.
“This particular model will not have ﬂoats, since it’s
going to be operating from Pioneer ﬁeld on the grass,” John
Cox said. “In my heart, it’s an amphib. It’s just waiting for
those ﬂoats. It’s twin-engine, so it’s safe. It’s Rotax, so it’s
the most reliable engine you can have in this weight category. It’s a fuel miser, so for old guys like myself you can
save a lot of money by ﬂying it. It’s well-designed. It’s got a
proven record and a great history. It’s the No. 1 airplane you
see when you step into the museum. It’s right in front of the
Paul statue. This is a rightful completing of the circle, getting the chance to build this for Young Eagles.”
Harold said anybody can get into one of the big steel
tubes we call airliners, but when ﬂying in a low-and-slow
aircraft like the AirCam, passengers are immersed in their
surroundings. He said it will leave a huge visual impression
of aviation on youth who may have never ﬂown before.
“The way it’s conﬁgured, you’re getting back to a very
basic form of ﬂying, meaning it’s low and slow; it’s deﬁnitely VFR, wind in your face,” Harold said. “There’s not
a lot between you and the air around you, just a piece of
plexiglass up front. Sitting in the forward cockpit there’s
going to be an unparalleled view.”
Charlie said he is excited for the build to wrap up so
EAA can begin sharing the magic of an AirCam ﬂight
with its Young Eagles.
“Anybody who ever gets the chance to ﬂy in an
AirCam walks away with a huge smile on their face and
is completely excited,” he said. “I can only imagine that
our Young Eagles are going to be hugely appreciative of
their ﬂight in an AirCam.”
Megan Esau, EAA 1171719, is EAA’s assistant editor and regularly contributes
to both print and digital publications. She’s an aspiring pilot, a passionate
aviation enthusiast, and an avid learner of just about everything. E-mail
Megan at mesau@eaa.org.
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