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             and Beyond

FEATURING AL MYERS AND HIS INSIGHTS  
ON THE B-2 STEALTH BOMBER

THE AUTOGIRO
The autogiro, once considered 
the next great aircraft has faded 
into obscurity. Now, it is mostly 
a footnote in the history of 
aviation. A creation of Juan de la 
Cierva in 1923, its golden age was 
the 1930s. It was even honored 
by President Herbert Hoover 
with the Collier Trophy. But 
interest in the autogiro quickly 
faded because of the death of 
two pioneers, a world depression, 
disinterest by the United States 
Army Air Corps, and most 
importantly, development of 
the helicopter.. The irony of the 
autogiro’s demise was that it was 
Cierva’s invention that helped 
the helicopter to be a success.
Juan de la Cierva, Harold Pitcairn, and 
Wallace Kellett are relatively unknown in 
aviation, however they were instrumental to 
the autogiro development. The Spaniard Juan 
de la Cierva set the standard in innovation, 
design, and operation of autogiros. Cierva, 
a civil engineer, had designed and produced 
several fixed wing airplanes, which were 
moderately successful. Based on his 
experience with the conventional, fixed 
wing design he concluded there must be a 
better way to provide lift. His solution was a 
freely rotating airfoil for lift, and a propeller 
powered by the engine to move the aircraft 
forward. The forward movement of the 
aircraft created an airflow upward through 
the rotor blades, causing rotation and hence 
lift. An autogiro is often confused with a 
helicopter as both employ rotor blades to 
provide lift for flight. However, helicopter 
rotor blades are powered by an engine to 
provide both lift and forward motion.
Cierva constructed his first autogiro while in 
Spain and flew it at an airport near Madrid 
in January 1923. After moving operations to 
England in 1926 and continuing development, 
he licensed the design and patents to Harold 
Pitcairn in Pennsylvania. Pitcairn and Cierva 
eventually joined forces and continued 
development of the autogiro. A series of 
improvements led to a more sophisticated 
aircraft with greater capability. Included in 
the new design were collective and cyclic 
controls like those now used on helicopters. 
Also included was a system to pre-rotate the 
blades to achieve a nearly vertical “jump-

takeoff.” Based on their success and some 
rather spectacular publicity it seemed the 
autogiro was on a fast track to become the 
new mode of transport. No less than Amelia 
Earhart was recruited to fly a Pitcairn. She 
made a cross country flight in the Pitcairn 
and set an altitude record which was reported 
in the press throughout the United States. 
Probably the greatest publicity “stunt” was 
landing a Pitcairn on the White House lawn 
for the presentation ceremony of the Collier 
Trophy. The landing was accomplished with 
only a few feet of rollout and the subsequent 
takeoff required less than fifty feet. It was 
this short landing/takeoff and its ability to 
perform un-powered, “auto-rotate” landings 
that made the autogiro so attractive.
As a result of the extensive publicity Eastern 
Air Lines was able to secure a contract to 
use an autogiro to deliver mail between the 
Philadelphia post office and the airport. 
The aircraft could land and take off from 
the Post Office roof.

Another licensee of Cierva’s 
design was Kellett Autogiro 
Corporation. Kellett and Pitcairn 
both viewed the military as 
the most likely customer for 
autogiros and lobbied Congress 
for Government funding for 
rotary aircraft in the interest 
of National Defense. They 
were successful, however 
the Bill applied to all rotary 
aircraft – including the nascent  
helicopter industry. In this time 
period Germany developed 
and flew a helicopter and Igor 
Sikorsky demonstrated his 
Model VS-300. Both Pitcairn 
and Kellett received contracts 

for six and seven prototypes respectively. 
Due to Air Corps inexperience and, perhaps, 
lack of interest the evaluation was fraught 
with difficulty and crashes. In the end the 
program was terminated and the remaining 
aircraft were museum bound. 
Among the many companies interested in 
the autogiro was the Marysville, Michigan 
Buhl Aircraft Company. Buhl was a 
successful fixed wing airplane manufacturer 
that viewed the autogiro as a potential new 
product. Buhl’s design engineer chose to use 
a modified version of the Pitcairn model. 
It utilized a “pusher engine” combined 
with fixed wings. The aircraft was flown 
successfully December 15, 1931. It is reported 
that Cierva flew the Buhl and that both Billy 
Mitchell and Edsel Ford were given rides. 
This was, of course, at the height of the 
depression when both investment dollars and 
customers were scarce. The company did not 
apply for a CAA certificate and the project 
was ended with this single unit. Fortunately, 
through the generosity of Keith Harvey and 
the efforts of Don Torburn and the Hiller 
restoration volunteers, a beautifully restored 
version of the Buhl autogiro is now on display 
in the Hiller Museum. 
Though the commercial autogiro business 
of the ‘30s ended, an extensive market 
for another version has developed; the 
personal gyrocopter in kit form. Many of 
these units can be seen flying on weekends 
at small airports across the US. In addition, 
two corporations have developed modern 
versions of the autogiro: Groen Brothers in 
Utah and CarterCopter in Texas. 

By Bob Erdman

Project Manager Don Torburn with the Buhl

Sponsorship Opportunities Available:
$25,000 - Presenting Superstar Sponsor - 20 tickets (2 tables)
$10,000 – Platinum Star – 10 tickets (1 table)
$ 5,000 – Gold Star – 10 tickets (1 table)
$ 3,000 – Silver Star – 10 tickets (1 table)

Individual Ticket - $350 each

Name/Phone _______________________________________________________________________________

Address ____________________________________________________________________________________

City, State, Zip ______________________________________________________________________________

Email _______________________________________________________________________________________

PLEASE RESERVE TICKETS:  ❑ Qty _____@ $350 each

  ❑ Table of 10 @ $3000

❑ Contact me about becoming a sponsor

❑ I cannot attend; enclosed is my donation
 Donations are deductible to the extent allowed by law.

PAYMENT

Event Ticket(s): Qty __________ @$ ______________________

Donation: $ ____________________________________________

Total:  _________________________________________________

Please makke checks payable to Hiller Museum

              or    ❑ Visa      ❑ M/C      ❑ Amex

Card # _________________________________________________

ExpDate _______________________________________________

Signature _____________________________________________

Mail to: B. Mellott, Hiller Aviation Museum, 601 Skyway Road, San Carlos, California 94070 or fax to 650-654-0220


