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Check out the digital editionof EAA Sport Aviation
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for a video and photo gallery on the AirCam.
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The Man

“I might as well have been in outer space, because if my equipment failed, I
wasn’t coming home,” said Phil Lockwood, EAA 211596, describing flying the
prototype AirCam over an African rainforest in 1993. Phil wasn’t exaggerating
— he was routinely flying low over an incomprehensibly dense ocean of trees in
areas that would take rescuers weeks to reach on the ground. That’s assuming, of
course, that there were any rescuers to call in the first place.
There weren’t.

Phil, the Lockwood of the Lockwood Aircraft AirCam, is a genial
guy with a quick and infectious laugh that seasons every conversation with a pervasive enthusiasm. Behind that laugh is the sharp
mind of an inventor who’s always looking for an outlet among his
myriad interests.
“I was always interested in a whole bunch of different things,
from photography to airplanes to boats to cars to designing houses,”
he said. However, airplanes didn’t really top that list until he was a
teenager, during the family’s annual summer vacation in the
Adirondacks. In 1975, when Phil was 15, he got a ride in
a seaplane. Before that flight, Phil’s
first love was boats.
“We lived in a town that was a
river town,” he said. “I just loved the
water, loved boats — we had a boat. I
took care of it and learned how to run
it.” So, it was fortuitous, maybe, that
his first flight was in a seaplane, sitting in the right seat of a
Cessna 206, intrigued by the
pilot’s every move.
“I watched him advance the
throttle and saw the floats start to
come up on the plane, and I could
recognize that from a boat and
from water-skiing,” he said. “I saw
him rotate off and we left the water,
and then I got to see the lake and the
area from a different perspective.”
That change of perspective, as it
so often does, made a big impact.
“One of the things that amazed me
the most was being able to see the
shallow spots,” he recalled. “It was
a really cool experience.”
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After that flight, Phil followed a typical
path and started getting into model airplanes, and then, when he was a junior in
high school, he realized it was time to
decide what he was going to study in college.
At first, the choice seemed clear; despite his
budding passion for aviation, he was sure
that he wanted to be a marine architect.
Then he had an unusual flash of insight.

Phil Lockwood

The AirCam’s new optional
cockpit enclosure enhances an
already extremely versatile airplane.
It’s extremely light, and can be
installed or removed easily by one
person in just a few minutes.

“Most of the adults that I knew at that time
kind of lived for the weekends,” he said. “They
had their job, but they didn’t seem to really
enjoy their job.” Phil couldn’t bear the thought
of his passion for boats waning if he did it for a
living, so he made a conscious decision to go
after what he described as the second most
interesting thing to him at the time.
“I’m going to go into aviation and keep
boating as my fun thing,” he said. “And,
hopefully, I’ll keep liking airplanes.” Phil
chose the Florida Institute of Technology
and dove headlong into its Air Commerce
and Flight Technology program. By 1982,
after four years at FIT, he’d gotten his certificates and ratings, and learned a lot about
the business of aviation along the way.
“I’ve used everything I learned,” he said,
then added with a laugh, “I wish I’d have
paid more attention.”
After college, Phil, with just a hint of irony,
went to work selling boats at a local marina.
“I did boat sales … for maybe six months, and
then I got a job with a little company called
MaxAir.” MaxAir was the home of the Drifter,
an early ultralight kit. Available as both a Part
103-legal ultralight, powered by a Rotax 277 or a
two-seater with a Rotax 503, or, later, a 912, the
tandem taildragger was displayed at Oshkosh
in 1982, then went on sale the following year.
“At that time, in the early ’80s, the ultralight industry was booming,” Phil said. “I
thought this is an industry that could use
some professionalism; it’s growing, it’s kind
of raw, it’s kind of cool.” Phil signed on as
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the company’s director of marketing, but,
like most lean operations, at MaxAir it was
all hands on deck so Phil got his hands dirty
on the technical side as well.
“My dad was an engineer, so I kind of had
that natural technical ability,” he said. “And
my mom was a very social person, and I kind
of got her personality and his technical side.”
There’s another side to Phil as well: the
adventurous one.

The Mission

Des Bartlett was an Australian who originally
wanted to be an aircraft designer, having published the plans for a fighter called the Bartlett
Bullet in 1944 when he was 17. Then he read a
book called I Married Adventure by Osa
Johnson, detailing her travels through Africa
with her husband, Martin, in a pair of Sikorsky
flying boats. (See “Sikorsky S-38 to Fly Again,”
Sport Aviation, February 1995.) That set Des
on the path to become, along with his wife,
Jen, one of the most highly regarded and prolific wildlife filmmakers in history.
In the early 1980s, the Bartletts were
looking for an easy way to incorporate more
aerial photography into their nature documentaries, so they reached out to MaxAir.
“They needed a simple airplane that they
could maintain and operate themselves, and
shoot from,” Phil said. They bought two
Drifters, and then they asked what would
prove to be a fateful question: Would Phil
come to Namibia to help?

At first, Phil’s colleagues at MaxAir
weren’t, as he put it, “super happy” with the
idea of him spending six weeks in Africa, but
eventually they saw the opportunity and
gave their blessing.
“I just had a blast,” Phil said. With this
trip to Namibia, he forged a partnership that
lasted until Des’ death in 2009. Phil, who
counted photography among his passions
just after boats and airplanes, reveled in the
opportunity to look over the shoulders of
the pair of award-winning filmmakers.
“We would do really cool things that
you just couldn’t do without that airplane,”
he said. The Drifters enabled the Bartletts
to find herds of desert elephants, a real
challenge given that the animals were
always on the move, roaming between
food and water supplies across territory
spanning hundreds of miles. They would
spot the herds from the air and then fly
back to their base camp, using the animals’
speed and direction to plot where they’d
be later in the day when the light was right
for filming.
Phil returned to MaxAir but continued to
support the Bartletts extensively, returning
several times during their staggering nineyear production of what would become an
acclaimed National Geographic Society film
titled Survivors of the Skeleton Coast. The
Bartletts mentioned Phil’s name to a colleague, a renowned photographer named
Michael “Nick” Nichols. Nick contacted Phil
almost immediately.
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Phil enjoying a rare chance to fly from the front seat during a
photo mission over the Republic of Congo.

“Hey! We got this really cool project in
north Congo,” Phil remembered Nick saying.
“We’re going to be flying over the Ndoki rainforest, and it’s really remote — we need
some Drifters.” With MaxAir having
recently gone out of business, Phil was
intrigued by the opportunity. That is, until
he started asking some basic questions.
Are there any airstrips in the area? No.
How far will we fly? A hundred miles or
so out over the rainforest.
What’s the chance of rescue if we go
down? Zero, there’s no one to come get you.
“Doesn’t sound like the perfect place for
a single-engine airplane,” Phil said. “I told
them I’d been working on this concept for
a twin-engine pusher,” he said. Phil
showed Nick and his team the drawings,
and the response was, “Okay, what’s it
going to take?”

The Machine

What it took was about six months. Phil
started work on the prototype in March of
1993, and it was finished in September.
Initially, Phil had hoped to simply scale up
the Drifter, but he soon realized that the
process would be more complicated than
that. Reinforcing the airframe to accommodate a second engine added weight, which
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necessitated a bigger wing
and tail section, and so on. So,
Phil and his team started over
with a clean sheet based on
two 65-hp Rotax 582s.
AirCam No. 1 ended up
looking, at least superficially,
a fair amount like a scaledup, twin-engine
UP CLOSE WITH AIRCAM NO. 1
Drifter. It shared the
earlier airplane’s genAfter the second mission to the Republic of
eral configuration: a
Congo in 1994, the AirCam prototype was
tandem, high-wing
purchased by the National Geographic Society,
pusher on conventional gear
which then donated it to the Nouabalé-Ndoki
with a completely open
National Park for use in research. During its
front seat. Also like the
service with the park, the aircraft was damaged
Drifter, the first AirCam
and went unrepaired because of the remote
was built around a wirelocation and the expense involved.
braced boom tube fuselage,
Russ Solsvig, EAA 466754, an airline pilot,
though the AirCam’s was larger.
bought it and shipped it back to the United States
Other than the aluminum center
where he completely restored it. Russ later traded
section, the wings are covered in Dacron over
it back to Lockwood Aircraft for a new AirCam.
aluminum ribs with traditional fabric on the
Recognizing the significance of the
wingtips, flaps, and ailerons. A portion of that
prototype, Phil donated it to EAA in 2008.
Dacron is attached using Velcro fasteners to
It currently hangs proudly just off the main
provide access to the engines, and there are
entrance to the EAA Aviation Museum. Because
zippered inspection panels throughout the
of its central location, the original AirCam that
wing. The elevator is also covered in fabric,
braved the harsh, unforgiving environs of
while the rudder is stressed-skin aluminum.
war-torn Congo, is seen by more than 70,000
The cockpit area is welded chromoly tubing
museum visitors each year.
and features dual controls.
Initial flight testing proved the validity of
the design. Takeoff roll was just a few hundred feet, and the Rotax 582s enabled the
airplane to actually take off and climb on
one engine, not just maintain altitude. The
“All the villagers [were] excited,” Phil
economical two-stroke engines gave the airrecalled, “They’d never seen … any airplane considerable endurance as well,
planes.” Obviously, they didn’t have any
sipping less than 6 gallons — total — per
experience building airports, so they asked
hour. Even with the security that comes of
Phil how they could tell when the runway
redundancy in a twin, Phil added a ballistic
was smooth enough. His answer was simple
parachute, though most of the time the airand pragmatic: Get in a Land Cruiser and
plane would be flown low enough to make a
drive along the runway at 40 mph, and
successful deployment unlikely.
“when you’re not getting bounced out … it’s
Once the flight test time was flown off,
smooth enough.”
the AirCam was disassembled and put into a
Before long, Phil, Nick, and the rest of
half-dozen crates and shipped to Brazzaville, the team settled into a routine. Situated
the capital of the Republic of Congo. The
close to the equator, they were afforded 12
team paid $24,000 for three-day shipping,
hours of sunlight each day, from 6 a.m. to 6
but nobody was surprised when it took
p.m., so they stuck to a schedule that Phil
three weeks. Phil eventually met up with the said made it feel like a military operation.
airplane and got it assembled and flown into
“We knew that the ‘golden hours’ were
a village called Bomassa where the locals
from 6 to 8 in the morning, and from 4 to 6
had carved out a 600-foot airstrip along the
in the afternoon,” he said. “So, we were
Sangha River.
always up in the air during those two hours.”

“I took it to SUN ‘n FUN, I took it to
Oshkosh,” he said, “and people wanted them.”
That’s when Phil decided to offer the airplane
as a kit. “When I saw the enthusiasm when
people went up in it and saw it, I said, ‘All
right, we’ve got to kit this.’”
“It was a bigger project than I thought it
was going to be,” he admitted. Phil and his
team spent the next five years and 22,000
hours of engineering perfecting the design.
“We started shipping wing kits, and then … tail
priceless. He flew without it only once, a
kits — shipping people the parts as we were
short 15-minute hop that found him thorfinishing that section.”
oughly lost after just a few minutes.
Shortly after the first customer-built air“It’s a whole different world,” Phil said.
planes were completed and flown in 1999, Phil
He made two separate trips to Ndoki, each
made an extremely difficult decision and sold
one lasting about a month, in support of the
his rights to the AirCam to his business partner,
project. When the shooting was done, the
and focused on his aviation supply business for
National Geographic Society donated the
the next several years. Then, in 2007, the opporairplane to the Nouabalé-Ndoki National
tunity arose for Phil to buy the business back,
Park for use in research (see sidebar).
and he did, just in time for the recession.
For more about the AirCam’s first mis“I knew we were headed for something,
sion, see “Ndoki — Last Place on Earth” in
but I didn’t realize it was going to be as long
the July 1995 issue of National Geographic,
or as bad as it was,” he said. “It was a big deal
and “AirCam Adventure in the Congo” in the getting the company back up and running.”
August 1995 issue of Sport Aviation.
But, thanks to a clear vision, a solid strategy,
and, perhaps most importantly, a remarkable
team of talented people, he did just that.
People like Gena Tucker, whom Phil hired
Out Africa
when the local machine shop where she’d
“When I got back from that trip, I thought, ‘This
thing’s pretty cool; I’ve got to build another
worked for 20 years was shut down. Gena is a
professional, sponsored RC helicopter pilot
one,’” Phil said. Unlike the first AirCam, which
on the weekends, but during the week she’s a
had been built, tested, and then shipped off to
master welder who works on AirCam kits.
Africa before anyone had a chance to see it, the
second airplane made a few public appearances. And she takes a lot of pride in her work.

With the animals hidden and the lighting conditions
deteriorating, they’d fly back to camp, debrief, make another
scouting flight or two, then prepare for the afternoon’s
photo mission. Evenings were spent looking after the
airplane and ensuring it was ready to go before sunrise the
next day, when the whole process would start again.
During those “golden hours,” Phil flew while
Nick or one of the other photographers shot
photos, documenting the rainforest to a
degree never before possible. At the time,
Nick described the AirCam as “a seat on the
edge of the world.”
On a typical flight, they’d use the AirCam
to spot animals at a watering hole. Phil
would climb to a few thousand feet, throttle
back, and glide in.
“I would be looking at the light, and I’d
say okay, what do you want Nick,” Phil
recounted. “Then I’d set up the glide … and
we’d get one pass.” Nick would shoot photos
as they descended, then Phil would add
throttle, inevitably startling the animals who
would disappear back into the rainforest.
With the animals hidden and the lighting
conditions deteriorating, they’d fly back to
camp, debrief, make another scouting flight
or two, then prepare for the afternoon’s
photo mission. Evenings were spent looking
after the airplane and ensuring it was ready
to go before sunrise the next day, when the
whole process would start again.
The AirCam performed flawlessly, but
the mission was not without its challenges.
The political climate was one of perpetual
upheaval, a fact that made the remoteness of
their base camp seem more like an asset
than a liability. Fuel wasn’t easy to come by,
and often stored in suspect containers, so
Phil worked out an elaborate double-filtration system and never added new fuel to
more than one engine at a time. Navigation
was another serious challenge.
“When you look out over that rainforest,
there’s nothing,” Phil said. “There’s no landmarks. There’s no VORs, no NDBs. [We
used] pilotage, and I had a Trimble
Flightmate,” a GPS with a basic LCD screen
that seems impossibly antiquated in a world
of iPads and glass, somehow even more so
than a paper sectional. But to Phil, it was

PHOTOGRAPHY COURTESY OF LOCKWOOD AIRCRAFT

of

Lockwood takes the Village Chief for a trip in the AirCam.
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Machinist Jay Wile reviews some of the AirCam’s extensive documentation with Phil.

“Every weld that I make, to me, is like sign- the spring of this year. And it’s clear that he
ing my name,” she said. Take just one look at
loves the airplane unabashedly.
the crisp and clean freehand welds she makes
“The only thing that I can say about the
on, say, an exhaust system, and you’ll see that
AirCam is you have to fly one,” he said.
she has a very elegant signature, indeed.
“When you fly it, you just fall in love.”
Machinist Jay Wile has been with the
Over the years, the AirCam has evolved to
AirCam since the beginning, designing jigs
what Phil now describes as the third-generaand building and assembling just about every- tion airplane. The first big change was moving
thing that comes in the crate when you order
from the boom tube to a more traditional
a kit. He’s also deeply committed to quality.
monocoque aluminum skin fuselage. This was
“Make it look good, or don’t make it at all,” done to make the airplane’s primary mission
he said. “It’s as simple as that.” But Jay won’t — aerial photography — even more viable.
be making things for much longer, at least
“Whenever you have a boom tube airplane
not professionally, as he’s set to retire this
like that in a pusher, you get tail vibration
spring. Luckily for all involved, he’s got an
[and] buffeting,” Phil said. “It’s acceptable
apprentice named Jackson Rushlo, a skilled
from a safety … point of view … but it’s annoymachinist who, at the age of 23, already has
ing when you’re trying to do photography.”
more than four years’ experience.
Over time, the new fuselage was strength“I don’t need to be looking over his shoulened to accommodate the next big change to
der,” Jay said. “He knows the type of quality
the airplane: amphibious floats. The 65-hp 582s
that I want going out the door.”
have given way to the 100On the engineering side, Phil counts on
hp Rotax 912 ULS and
another young man, a 22-year-old named
912 iS Sport, and the
Justin Smith. Justin’s been in love with avi115-hp 914 UL, which
ation since he got a flight in an AirCam
boasts a single engine
when he was 12. He started part time at
climb rate of 450 fpm.
Lockwood at 16, working summers and
The original steam gauge
even paying his own way to Oshkosh to
panels have largely
work the booth. He graduated from the
been replaced by
University of Florida with a degree in aeroDynon SkyViews,
space and mechanical engineering and,
but both options
along the way, bought a 172 as he finished
remain available.
his private certificate. He planned to get his Regardless, Phil
multiengine rating — unrestricted, for
doesn’t spend a lot
those who are curious — in an AirCam in
of energy on avionics.
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“The AirCam is not about the panel,” he
said. “It’s about the view.”
The most recent addition, inspired by
customer demand, is an optional cockpit
enclosure. It’s extremely lightweight and
designed to be retrofitted to existing airplanes, requiring only a slight extension to
the vertical fin. It’s also easily removable by
one person. This adds comfort, versatility, a
little streamlining, and, for Phil, sales.
“As soon as we got serious about the full
enclosure boom — we started selling in
Canada, we started selling kits in Europe,
one to Germany, one to Switzerland, one to
Austria … a couple went to Alaska; it’s really
helped us,” he said.
With twin Rotax engines at 100 or 115 hp mounted so close
in, it’s easy to see why single-engine flight in the AirCam is
almost a non-event.

What’s Next?

SPECS
AIRCRAFT MAKE & MODEL: Lockwood AirCam
CERTIFICATION:
Experimental Amateur-Built
LENGTH:
27 feet
WINGSPAN:
36 feet
HEIGHT:
8 feet, 4 inches
MAXIMUM GROSS WEIGHT: 1,680 pounds
EMPTY WEIGHT:
1,080 pounds
FUEL CAPACITY:
28 gallons
SEATS:
2
POWERPLANT MAKE & MODEL: Rotax 912 ULS (2)
HORSEPOWER:
100 each
PROPELLER:
Warp Drive three-

CRUISE SPEED:
VNE:
VSO:

blade carbon fiber
composite
70 mph
110 mph
39 mph

“There’s nothing I can really talk about,”
Phil said.
Really? Nothing?
“Cabin heat is one thing I can talk about,”
he admitted when pressed. Pressed even
further, Phil said that they’re always working on ways to improve the airplane, to make
it safer, stronger, more reliable, more versatile, and, of course, more fun.
Phil estimates that there are roughly 240
AirCams built and flying as of now, an
increase of about 100 since he bought back
the company in 2007. These days, they’re
shipping two to four kits per month and
build ahead so that they have parts for several kits on the shelves at any given time.
So how does Phil explain the airplane’s
continuing appeal?

“It really is different from most other airplanes,” he said. “It provides a level of satisfaction
that is hard to get in another airplane.”
Most AirCam pilots today aren’t flying
research missions over the types of harsh and
impassable terrain for which the airplane
was built. They’re out flying for the purest
love of it, enjoying the scenery, dropping in
on a grass strip or a lake somewhere simply
because they can. Nevertheless, they make
those flights knowing that, given its pedigree,
the airplane isn’t going to let them down.
Hal Bryan, EAA Lifetime 638979, is senior editor for EAA
digital and print content and publications, co-author of two
books, and a lifelong pilot and aviation geek. Find him on
Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram at halbryan or e-mail him
at hbryan@eaa.org.

Most AirCam pilots today aren’t flying research missions over the types of harsh and impassable
terrain for which the airplane was built. They’re out flying for the purest love of it, enjoying the
scenery, dropping in on a grass strip or a lake somewhere simply because they can.

The new cockpit enclosure still offers an
amazing view, even from the rear seat.
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