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Career: 

 1965: Received a B.S. in aeronautical engineering from Cal Poly  
 Worked as a flight test project engineer for the United States Air Force 
 Mid-1970s: Formed the Rutan Aircraft Factory (RAF) 
 Produced the homebuilt airplanes VariViggin, VariEze, Quickie, Defiant, Long E-Z, 

Grizzly, Solitaire and Catbird 
 1982: Founded Scaled Composites to develop research aircraft 

Honors: 
 1987: AMA Distinguished Service Award 
 2006: Model Aviation Hall of Fame 

 
The following biography was written by Joe Godfrey and published at 

http://www.avweb.com/articles/profiles/brutan/.  For a printout of the Web page, see Burt Rutan’s file in the 
National Model Aviation Museum Archives.  See the AMA librarian for assistance. 

 
Burt Rutan 
 
The dictionary defines “visionary” as “one who indulges in fanciful theories,” and while Burt 
Rutan certainly does that, he also turns those theories into flying machines.  From canard to 
composites, his theories have changed the way airplanes look and function.  He shares theories, 
memories, visions and a bit of philosophy in this month’s profile. 
 
Elbert Rutan was born in Dinuba, California, in June 1943.  After receiving a B.S. in 
aeronautical engineering from Cal Poly, he worked for the U.S Air Force as a flight test project 
engineer at Edwards Air Force Base in California until 1972.  After two years designing and 
developing the Bede BD-J5, he formed RAF, the Rutan Aircraft Factory.  For the next 10 years, 
he shaped the landscape of homebuilt aircraft with the VariViggin, VariEze, Quickie, Defiant, 
Long-EZ, Grizzly, Solitaire and Catbird.  The crowning achievement of RAF was the 1986 
Voyager around-the-world flight piloted by Bert’s brother Dick. 
 
In 1982, Burt founded Scaled Composites to develop research aircraft.  Currently, about 100 
employees occupy three buildings on the flight line at the Mojave airport, a few miles from 
Edwards.  The atmosphere at Scaled is part think tank, part welding shop and both the 
brainpower and tools to use it are plentiful.  The latest Scaled project is the Proteus, named for 
the Greek god who could change shape to take on any form.  The Proteus’ configuration can be 
changed for a variety of reconnaissance and telecommunications missions but perhaps its most 
intriguing configuration is as a kind of lifting body for sub-orbital space tourism. 
 
Right now, Burt’s not adding to his 3,000 flight hours.  His latest passion is golf, which he began 
playing again after a heart attack in April 1998.  We talked in the conference room at Scaled 
about test pilots, the homebuilt designs, the John Denver crash and his vision of our future air 
transportation system. 
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Who taught you to fly? 
 
Johnny Banks was a country-western DJ on the local radio station in Dinuba.  His daughter was 
the first Miss Teenage America.  A really phenomenal guy, and he taught me to fly.  I paid him 
$2.50 an hour and the airplane was $4.50 an hour – the Aeronca Champ in the 1958 to 1959 time 
period.  I soloed after having logged five hours and 45 minutes.  We didn’t have radios then and 
had to hand-prop, so there wasn’t a lot to learn. 
 
And have you ever taught anyone to fly? 
 
I never taught anyone to fly and never had any ambition to.  I’ve thought about going back to the 
college where I graduated, Cal Poly in 1965, after I retire.  I enjoy talking about design, about 
engineering and flight testing to college-type students.  I never had any desire to be a teacher, 
though, like a high school teacher or a CFI.  I don’t think I’d be very good at that.  I don’t have 
the patience or desire. 
 
What were the Rutan brothers like growing up? 
 
My brother and I weren’t that competitive because we were five years apart.  We weren’t playing 
with the same toys because we weren’t the same age and while I was into the model airplanes, he 
was already grown and wanted to be a pilot.  I didn’t have any desire to be a dentist, like my dad 
was, and I was just playing with toy airplanes and it just happened.  Our parents didn’t tell us 
what to do and didn’t ever discourage us from doing this weird stuff, which was probably the 
reason they didn’t ever try to talk me into being a dentist. 
 
What does it take to be a great test pilot? 
 
Someone who’s courageous enough to go out and fly the card.  Someone who has the courage to 
go out and do the mission, but is smart enough to not do something that’ll get him killed.  It’s 
hard to define that, but you can look around for the ones that survived and say that those were the 
great pilots. 
 
For example, there may have been a lot of pilots who were braver and more courageous and 
better than Bob Hoover, but they didn’t make it through the war, so you can argue they were 
more courageous, but you can’t argue that they were as great as pilots because they were not as 
smart as Hoover was. 
 
How about a good test pilot story? 
 
I used to think that that was a fun, enjoyable, neat thing to do…to go up and monitor the 
instrumentation and be a crewmember in the backseat of an F-4 for stability tests.  I was in a flat 
spin in the F-4 and didn’t have an accident, probably the only time that’s happened.  The next 
flight, which was another spin test – I wasn’t in it – the airplane did crash, but the spin recovery 
system worked for mine.  The airplane wasn’t very stable and I’d come back white as a sheet, 
feeling awful the rest of the day, taxi off the mid taxiway at Edwards and open the canopy and 
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heave this plastic bag full of vomit far enough away so that the intake wouldn’t suck it into the 
engine and cause maintenance to be mad at you forever, because when that happens, you throw 
the bag overboard and it gets sucked in the engine, the airplane will smell forever inside. 
 
I’ll tell you another one I shouldn’t.  One of the tests was particularly tough.  After doing a series 
of really kind of harsh maneuvers and sending my stomach contents to a plastic bag, I folded 
over the top of the bag, lapped it under the strap on my G-suit and held it down tightly with my 
hand so my right hand was available to turn on the instrumentation and make the notes in the log.  
And then we went into doublets at very high Q, so you’re out there at above 700 knots, making 
the airplane go through some serious ups and downs and damping out, and I still have the picture 
in my mind of this bag of vomit – kabam, bam, bam – pounding against the side of my G-suit 
and the G-suit isn’t perfectly smooth, you know, it has some rough edges, and this bag splitting 
open.  Well, at least then I didn’t have to hold it for the rest of the flight. 
 
That’s the good news… 
 
But the bad news is when I throw it overboard there’s nothing in it and so I get back to the 
hangar with this on one of the coldest, windiest days in winter and I had to move the ejection seat 
to its highest position, and with a freezing cold wind blowing like heck I had to get under there 
with nothing but 50 different towels and try to get all of this back from underneath the cockpit of 
the airplane.  That wasn’t one of the more pleasant experiences. 
 
[NOTE: A section in the original document here was omitted from this biography.  The section 
talked about how Burt Rutan saw the future of aviation.  To read the full transcript, please see 
Burt’s file in the National Model Aviation Museum Archives.  Contact the AMA librarian for 
assistance.] 
 
How many copies of each of your designs are flying? 
 
There were five homebuilts RAF (Rutan Aircraft Factory) sold plans on – VariViggen, VariEze, 
Long-EZ, Defiant and Solitaire.  There were about 100 sets of plans on the Defiant sold, maybe 
20 airplanes out of those. 
 
Eighty people didn’t build them? 
 
Well, 10% is a good finish rate on any homebuilt that’s built from plans, and Defiant probably is 
around 20%, so it’s twice the normal.  The Solitaire was a real failure in the marketplace.  It was 
kitted; it wasn’t just plans – you had to buy the completed fuselage in molds – and I don’t think 
there were 20 of them ever even started and only three or four flying.  Long-EZ was the biggest 
one in terms of numbers and the plans were sold by the thousands.  The problem is you can’t 
track them because they’re not called Long-EZs.  My best guess is that VariEze and Long-EZ 
combined were somewhere around 1,600 to 1,800.  You’ll see as many as 120 of those at 
Oshkosh in one year.  VariViggen was small numbers, also.  I would say that less than 35 
VariViggens have ever flown and it was such a lousy airplane we started discouraging it, 
actually, starting about 1977.  I mean, if you take a VariViggen and a Long-EZ, both carrying 
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two people and baggage, both at the same speed – let’s say the maximum speed of each – the 
Long-EZ burns less than half the fuel flow and it’s got four times the range.  The airplanes have 
no comparison in terms of utility.  VariViggen was a lot of fun.  It was like a fighter to fly, but to 
go somewhere in it – it’s an awful airplane. 
 
Who comes up with these interesting names? 
 
Defiant was a contest in the newsletter.  I thought, what a great name – Defiant!  Anyway, this 
guy won and then I saw him later at Oshkosh and he says, “You know how I named your 
airplane?  I was up in a cabin on a cold winter night and I had my feet up by the stove and the 
manufacturer was Defiant.”  So, Defiant was named after a wood stove and I never knew it. 
 
I was enamored by the Swedish Viggen fighter and the VariViggen had this reflex control, front-
to-back.  I was going to call it a MiniValkyrie at one time – name it after the B-70 – but a person 
I worked with at Edwards suggested VariViggen and it stuck. 
 
Then along came the VariEze – this high-efficiency, all-composite design, which was making the 
point that instead of taking four years to do, you can do it in four months.  At least we did it in 
three-and-a-half months instead of four years, so the thing was easy to build.  I had mentioned 
that to my sister as one of its qualities and she suggested, “Call it the Very Easy.”  So, we spelled 
it differently and that’s my sister’s suggestion on that. 
 
I wanted the Long-EZ to be related to the EZ.  I wanted to get away from this VariEze name, but 
EZ kind of struck better in describing the real long range of the airplane because the Long-EZ, to 
this day, is phenomenal from that standpoint.  You can fill up a standard Long-EZ and go up and 
fly for 24 hours.  Anybody.  Standard Long-EZ.  Fill it up with gas and fly it just above its 
minimum speed, trim it out there and lean it out real good and you’ll fly for 24 hours.  Try it!  I 
said that to my brother on the Defiant.  I told him, “This airplane will fly more than 12 hours,” 
and he went up and he flew it for 15.3 hours.  A Long-EZ you can fill up and go 2,000 miles if 
you slow down. 
 
The Pond Racer and the Beech Starship projects didn’t turn out as planned.  Can you 
share some lessons learned? 
 
The Pond Racer was something that a person who had a mission wanted a solution to. His 
mission was to stop all these guys from destroying a Mustang every year and 12 engines every 
year at Reno and he wanted new technology in the racers so that it would take over and replace 
this environment that was destroying war birds.  By that standard the project was a failure.  You 
go up to Reno today and they’re all war birds, so his mission and the Pond Racer solution to that 
failed.  One of the reasons that it failed is that the airplane never really flew with its propulsion 
system putting out the power.  We didn’t crack the nut on providing that 2,000 horsepower 
propulsion.  Now if he did and that airplane ended up beating the war bird – which it could have 
if it had had the propulsion working up to the original plan – then, because of competition there 
would have been a lot of new technology engines and new airframes and today, as early as today, 
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I think you would have seen half or the majority of the Reno racers would not be destroying 
World War II equipment.  But the problem is it failed because it didn’t win. 
 
Starship.  Yeah.  I’m going to skip that one because that’s a phenomenal story to tell and it’ll be 
in the book that I plan to write.  Let me just say that some of the things that are wonderful things 
for the autobiography may offend current customers – people that we do business with, and I’m 
not going to tell that story until I retire – but I am going to tell the inside story.  It’s fascinating 
and it’s never been told. 
 
Give us a sample of an idea that you scrapped before it was finished. 
 
We built a prototype rocket, two-staged rocket that was supposed to fly for a company who was 
not yet mature on rocket design.  We build things pretty fast around here, but by the time we 
finished building it, they had discovered that their concept was wrong and that their rocket didn’t 
look anything like what we were building.  They came to us and we agreed that there’s no 
benefit in flying this. 
 
How about something in the homebuilt category? 
 
Well, we never kitted the Grizzly.  We flew it.  It wasn’t a good idea because it wasn’t a very 
good bush plane.  A bush plane needs to have a high wing, not a low wing, and it can’t have the 
flaps two or three feet off the ground dragging through the bush.  For me, it was an experiment to 
show that I could achieve a high lift coefficient on a tandem-wing airplane and, yeah, it parked 
so that you had a sleeping bed level in it and whatever.  I needed more power and it was pretty 
early that I understood that I should have gone up and spent more time in Alaska understanding 
what a bush plane really needs to be. I’d put that in that category. 
 
[NOTE: A section in the original document here was omitted from this biography.  The section 
talked about Burt’s take on the John Denver plane crash as well as who in history he would have 
liked the chance to fly with.  To read the full transcript, please see Burt’s file in the National 
Model Aviation Museum Archives.  Contact the AMA librarian for assistance.] 
 
Is there another homebuilt design coming? 
 
Oh, yeah.  I’ve got what I think is an absolutely fun thing to do in the homebuilt area, just 
absolutely so exciting – gotta do it – and I am getting bored right now, so I’m not sure when but 
it’s coming.  I’m doing a little bit more research to see whether or not to delve into that, but I’m 
excited.  It’s not what you think.  It isn’t just a faster Boomerang or something.  I mean, it’s not a 
conventional airplane. 
 
[NOTE: A section in the original document here was omitted from this biography.  The section 
talked about how Burt Rutan saw the future of aviation including homebuilt spaceships.  To read 
the full transcript, please see Burt’s file in the National Model Aviation Museum Archives.  
Contact the AMA librarian for assistance.] 
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Who’s the best pilot you ever saw? 
 
I flew a lot with the Chuck Yeager of the 1960s.  Chuck Yeager was from the 1940s and 1950s, 
right?  But, the Chuck Yeager of the 1960s was Jerry Gentry.  He flew the first-run fighters; he 
flew the lifting bodies for NASA; he didn’t fly X-15, but he would be one out of five guys that 
you would say is a candidate to be called the Chuck Yeager of the 1960s, and I did several 
programs with him.  He and I still work together; he’s our Washington consultant.  Back when 
he was flying the lifting bodies and flying spin programs on the fighter with us in the afternoon, I 
took him over to Mojave and put him in a Piper Cub and he’d never flown a tail-dragger and I 
had to take it away from him three times…or he’d have ground looped.  So you say, “Well, is he 
best aviator?”  You can argue both sides of that issue. 
 
Mike Melville is a good stick and rudder guy.  He is extraordinarily good – extraordinarily good 
– and on many occasions, since he and I have known each other, he’s made it dramatically 
obvious to me that I’m not very good compared to him.  And the most recent one was the 
Boomerang’s first flight.  We did the taxi test together.  I thought, “Hey, this is a complicated 
airplane and I’m going to be in it, but I want him to fly it.”  And we went out and did a stupid 
thing.  As it turned out, it was all right, but we did our first lift-off of runway flights of this really 
unusual airplane and in gusting 30-knot wind with a lot of crosswind and he just wired it and did 
real nice take-offs and landings.  And I said, “OK, I want to try one myself,” and I was all over 
the place.  And it was then I realized, “You know, he really is a heck of a lot better than me.” 
 
My brother’s a pretty good stick and rudder pilot, too.  He taught Mike how to fly formation and 
a few other stick and rudder skills.  There’s a judgment factor, too, but since they’re both still 
alive, you’ve got to figure they’ve got pretty good judgment. 
 
[NOTE: A section in the original document here was omitted from this biography.  The section 
talked about who Burt would like to fly with and some of his experiences in the Boomerang.  To 
find the rest of the transcript, refer to the website.] 
 

- End - 


