
zil+

THE STC[),Y 0F :,OqKiiEED ltLTi.r - l[t-ir96{

by

0regory C. Kohn

In an effort to conpllment and correct the aynopslg on the llfe hlstoy of
Lockheed Vega NR-h96{, as listed on page 15, of the JanuarT - lrfarc}r 1957 lssue d
th€ AAI{S Journal, I would llke to add the results of research on ttds alrplae r}rlch
tok p3.ace over a ten year periodr

Dwlng tts flyhg Ltfe thls Vega had only two ormerar It wae orlglnaLly pr:r-
chased by Wllltam 5r Brock and Edward F. SchLee, who ln tr:rn eold the plare to
PoweIL Croaley, Presldent of tho Crosley Radl.o Corpmatl,on of Clnclnnatl, Ohlo.
Crosley then loened the Vega to Ruth Nlcho1s rho had J.t rrrrtil the last fIlght.

Bece.use of the many modlflcations requi.red fc record fllght attempts thls Vega
appeared ln for:r distinct versions, each servlng a speclftc purpose. In addltlon to
several minor accldentsl it suffered three naJor crach.rps w'ith noar fatal results
fon the pl1ot each time. Thlo alrcraft became tho flrst alrplano in the hletcry of
avlatlon to harrc to 1ts credlt tlrree Offlcla1 Ha:dmrnr Inter-nationaL Reconds nanely'
altitude, 6peed and long dlstencoo DnrLng lts flying careor lt was known by throo
dlfferenb nanost trytIE NAf, CINCINNATIIT, trIHE CBOSIEY RADIO PLANEII (also at tlmee
rrThe Crosley Radlo Shlpttlr and finally IIAKITA'T, tlre namo it canled thru lts ftnal
flight.

SCHTEE and BREK 0IJNER$HIP

lockheed Vega NR-1r96,1 was orLglnal\y pr:rchasod by Edward F. Schlee and Willlenr
S. Brockr Detrolt, Mlchlgan dlstrlbutors for the Lockheed Aircraft Corpcnation, who
began to prepare thc airplsre for a secrot fHght. According to a'inews itern ln tho
lfow York Tlrnes dated Hay 10, ]930 a sories of test fllghts were being conducted rlth
the plane at CoLunbusl Ohloo The Vega., porered by a [20 HP. Pratt & tfhitnoy Wasp
englne, was reported to be cqulpped with additlonal fueL tanks giwing a fuel capacity
of 80o gallons, and a range of 50o0 miLes, Bllty Brock, who was testing the pla.nee
also added a radlo receiver, but would not giye any inforrnatl-on as to the ultimate
purpose of the sccrot preparatdone.

The obJect of ttre secret tests were revcal,ed shortly when Brock and Sohlee left
Detroit, where the plane had boen taken for lnsta1Iatlon of addl-tional oqtripment;
for JacksonvilS.e, Florida. On June 1,8, 1,930 the fllers J.eft Jacksonvjll-o for & ron-
eto,p fJ:tght to San Diego, Cal-lfornla. They arrived there in 13 hours a.nd 55 minrltss.
(Wfdo WoiU Photo of the-Vega Landing at San Diego, on page 5:oc of the New Iork Tlrnos
for 6-29-30). They Lunr6dlatoly fllJ-ed the errpty ge.soline tanks and started on the
return trlp to Jackeonvllfe 1n the face of headw'tnds and severe electrical otornor
A stop was made at TalluLah, Louisana fc more fuel and they proceeded on to tholr
goal irrlvlng there |n 15 hours and 50 mlnutes. The totaL elapsed tlme for the
round trlp ffught wat 31 houre end 58 minutcs, breaking_tho exi-"ting record between
these points by a llttle more than seven hours. JimnJr DoollttLe set this record Ln
L922, The reasons behind the secrocy ln preparlng fcn tho attack on th:ia o1d record
becane apparent i:nnedlatoly. They dld not want anyone elso to boat them to it.
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Whl1e landlng at the Jacksonvllle Munlcipr"l airport, about twelve niles beyond
the firui-shing Iine, which had been cross*,jd a few rninutes earllelethe plane ran out
of gas. Due to cxtreme fatlgue, Brock lcst control of the pLane during the landing
and it erashed into a boundry fence. Brock e-:rd Sch1ee escaped lnJury, but the Vega
was severly drmagedr

With a ncw record to thcir crcdit Brock and Sch1ee shlpped the Vega back to
Detroit whcre lt was rcpaired and put back i:r fJying shape e.gain. B1Lly Brock enter-
ed tho Vega ln the rMens non-stcp Derby't frorn Los Angeles to Chlcago, one of the
foatured races on thc schedule of the 1930 Natlonal .0,ir Races. Tlp races hold tre-
tween August 23rd and September lst sar BlL1y Brock comc in fourth ln a fleld of flvee

8111y Brock also fl,ew the Vega drrrtng the races and made ajr to ground broad-
casts from the plane over Station trK!ilLO'rc A radio transnltter had been jnstalled
ln tho Vega by the Crosley Radlo Corpcration of Cincinnatl, Ohio fcr thls purposor
Thls transrnltter had a power of on3y t5O Watts. The Vega beceme loown as tho Crosley
Ra.dio Ptrane, a ncme later applled to the airplane. It was ebout the time of ths
1930 Na.tlonal Air Races that the Voga bece.me thc property of Poltel Crosleyo

ccltcR scHEx'lE r

The orlginal color scheme of the alrplaro applied at the Lockheed factory was
as followst fusclager fin & rudder, and landing gear struts were red. The wlngs5
horizontal stabillzcr and elevators., md the wheel pants were croam. The reglstra-
tion nunbers on the rudder a.nd the arrcr tlpped stripe on both sj-des of the engine
cowling and fusclage were crean, and the registratlon nr:mbers on the rrlngs were redr
The usual Detroit Aircraft Lockheed insignla eppeared on both sLdes of tho fin ln
gold.

ITHE Ngf CTNCINNI.TII'

After Poruel Croslcy bought the Vega he named it itThe New Clnci.nnatitre and had
thi.s name painted on both sides of the nose cowl in cream Letters edged in bla.cke
The two rccord flights by I'Wrn. J., Brcck - Jacksonville to Sa.n Dlego ln 13 Hrs,55
Mtn.ilr and |tSnn Dicgo to Jacksonvllle in 16 Hrs. !O Minnftwere painted in small
letters on the left side of the nose cowl just abore tho arro!{ head on thc fuselage
stripe. 0n both sidcs of thc ruddor, Jr:st below tho registratlon nunbers were
painted "STATION 

rrKll-llOrrr The name CRQSLEI was peinted on both sides cf the fuselag€
in red letters edged in black, and centered over the cream fuselage strlpe between
the last wj.:rdcw and the leading edge of the horizontal stabllizerr

Shortly aJter the 1930 National Air Races, Ruth Nichcls convl-nced Powel Crosley
to let her use his Vege. with the idea of setting up now flight records tc advertize
the Crosley Radio Corporation. With the Vega ln her possession, Miss Nichols declded
that inasmuch as she was returning to New York rrlth the plano, she would set the
flrot record with an intercity speed fHght botwcon Cincinnati, Ohto and New Iork
Cityr

On November 201 1930 Ruth Nichols lifted the Voga fron Crosleyts prlvate alr-
field in Cixclnnati end headed for Nou Iork. A short ti-rno la.ter low clouds and
ground fog fcrced her lorer and Lowor rurtil sho wa.s caught ln a pocket botween
nounta:ins forcing her to set the Voga donn 1n a very rough field at Mannt s Choi-ce,
Parr Due to the short floId she ran through a fence and ended up with thc plano
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starrdlng ,:n itts ncsa with a bent cowllng and damaAed propelX.er, Two days later,
aftcr the benb prcp had b;en repaired and rcncuntc;d, sho made e very hazardous take-
off fr:n the sr.-rall fj.cld ard flow on to l{ew York. Although the flrst rccord fllght
a.ttcnpt in the Vega ras a failure, ehe was beconlng adept at handli.ng hcr now lr1gh
pcmered stocd, a prerequisltc frr her anbitlous plansr

Tn/.NSCOI.f]I1IEMAL REC(RD FLTOIflS

Under thc guidance cf her technlca.l advlsor, Clarence Chanberlln, Ruth pronptl,y
proceeded tc set a new cast-wost transccntlnentel recond flight fcr wcmen on 12-f-J0
bf ftylng from Ncw York to Los /:rgoles ln 15 heurs arld 59 mlnutes JO soaordi, Refr:sl-
ing stops werc mrde a.t Colunbus, Ohio; Wiohita, Kansas; Amarilloe Toxasi and Klngman;
/,rlzcnar lfter a rr:eks rest in Los /rngclos Mlss Nlchols left Burbank, CaJ-ifornla
for e. fast return fllght tc Ncw T:rk. She nado cne stcp at Wlchitae Kansas for fueL
and ccmpleted the flight ln 13 hours and 21 minutcs l+3 seconds, settlng a new wost-
east transccntinontal rec:rd for wmen, Although she strpassed Col, Charles Llnd-
bergts reccrd tfune set a year eprller in hls Lockheed Sirius, shc failod tc breek
Fra.nk Hanksrs reccrd, tjme set six mcntlrs prevlcus in his Trerrol-i,il Mystery Ship
frTElu,cO No. 13'r.

iJTITTIDE RECCRD FT,IGHT

With two new trpnscontinental rcecrds in the Vega to her crcdj-t. Ruth Nichols
ncw planned an assault on thc fuminlnc altitude reccrdn Clarence Chanberlin began
to preparc the Vega f:r thc altitrrde attcmpt by stripping every ouncc of cxcess
welght frcm thc pIane. l,lcdificetirns wcte made to the landlng gearr and Chanberllrt
designod wire bre.ced landing ge.r, foreruruner of tho later Vega spocd gear designp
made its lnitial appearance cn a Lockheed Vegao This ]anding gear c,rnslsted of thin
streanline wires in place cf tho nornal shcck struts wlth a spree.der wi:rc tc meln-
tain ncrmal wheel tread. Snnll airvrheels replaced the ncrmaL Vega whoelsr and
affcrded the cnly cushion for landingo Thls conbination cf thin ccnter struts erd
wire bre.cJng and airwheels gave only a vcry 1cw Jl1 oafcty factcr, but it rcsulted
ln a lct cf added specd. A special l0r-6tt dia,moter propcller was install.cdo

Another Chamberlln first utilizcd cn the Vega for the altitudc flight was tho
lnstallation of sn orygen systcm for thc Vcga engino, and when fod straight o]qrgen
at the peak of the cJ-lmbe the englne dwcloped onough additional horsepo^rcr so thet
an exbre. 5OO teet cf altitude w.i.s reallzed.

on March 6, L93l Ruth Nichols
over New Jerscy and Officially set

CCT,CR SCHEME r

cltunbod thc Vcga tc an altitudo of 2je7h3 fcct
a new frrtetnrrl',i,1.:.1 /.ltitude Record for tro[ncrlr

The coLor 6cheme of the Vega was nct changed fcr the tronscontirtnutal or tho
altitr:de reccrd fllghts. Whilo tho plane carried tho namo 'TI{S NEW CfNCINNj.TI'! for
tho two transcontlnental record flightsr it n: lcngcr cart'led thr,.t nane for the
altltude flight. In lts place had been printed ||CR06LEY R/,DIO PiJNET' - IETT.TION

KllILO". The twc transccntinental reccrds uere Listed rn the left slde cf the no6e,
under the hee.ding TBECCRDS BY RUTH NICHOLST' *irectLy belor thc llst of reccrds by
Wm. S. Brcck. /.n outline map of the United Statos, sh*ring the routcs and atc,po of
tho two transcontinental fliglts, had bcen paintcd cn the loft sidc of the fuselage
Just aft of thc landing gear ctrut fittlngr ed just below the cream trln otripor
Thls cutline map was addcd pricr to the eLtitude fllght. iIL lett*rjng ras a"eelx
cr€an edgocl in black. The outline map wao painted on ln blackr
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Less than a nonth after establJ-shi:rg the new rorlde altd.tude record, Ruth Nichols
took tho II0ROSI,EY RADIO PI,/,I{Err, as it was nofi referred to, to Detroltr Mlchlgan for
an attenrpt to establlsh a new iemlnine spoed r€cordr The Vega once nore was modl-
fied sltghtly to gtve ttre greatest amount of speed and thereby assrre Euccess ln
this new venture. The special 1gt-$tt propeillerr lruta1led for the altlttde fliglttt
was removed and the oniginal propeLl.er was relnstal"led. A palr of small clooe
fitting sheel pants and fairLngs were designcd by Chanberlln and fabrlcated for use

rrtth tlie alr wheels. Even the door handlc ard the tall sldd shoe nere renored
because they offered rtrwanted drag. This strenllned landlng gear lncreased tbe speed
by cloee Io 26 H.P.H.r The inJectlon of pr:re orrygen lnto the englne carburetort
glutng addlttonal po$er for a short ti:ne, wa.s agaln usod for the two speed runs
across the marked course.

On /rgrl} 13, 1931 Ruth Nichols added hor second Internatlonal World Record to
her growing liet-of accomplLshnents by flytng the Vega over CarLeton, Michiganrs
course at a epeed of 21O165 mitcs per howr

The only change of appearance 1n evidence on the Lockheed was the addttion of
tho altitude rccord, to tLL Ust of records by Ruth Nlcholo, on the nose cowl of tho
afp)-ane. The rnost noticeable change was the addition of the snall wheel pants.
These wheel, pants wcre paintcd creamr

IBANS$T!/$ITIC. Fx.,lCHT ATTS,{PT

By this tlme Ruth Nichols felt that she was ready to nake the first solo fllght
W a wlman across the /,tLantic ocean to Er:ropeo Her target wotrld bs Paris. Sho

s6crged perrnission frorn PoweL Crosley to uso his Lockheed Vega for the fllght, and

slnce tqttrer altoration6 were required for en over water flight, proparations began

fumedlate\yr

Addltional fuel tanks were install.ed ln the wings ard. cabln to brlng the total
fuel capacity to 5OO gallons. i. 50 galLon o11 tank became the pllots seat'. .Tlt:
cockpit hatcl was rcdlsigned, so that-the complote hatch could be released quickly
for ee.se of exit. The siandard Vega. Landing goar was reinstalled, and all of the
rindows and frernos with the e:ccoption of the ono tn the door were removod and the
window openings covcred with fabric. The entlre airplane was then repainted for the
first ti-rne for glanoriz5ng purposes.

COTOR SCHH'IB;

The new color sclpme chosen for the trar-rsatlantic fllght was white and gold,
snd eppoared as follows: The fuselage, fin & rudder and Landlng gear struts were

al1 whtte. The n.ings, hcgllzontal stabilizer & elevators were gold. A thin gold
ctripe ctartlng jusl aft of the no6e cowL on tbe top and bottom of the fuselage
blended, lnto a singte otripe Just before the landing gear strut,r md ran the ful-l
l-engt5 of the fuaelage. T-te ieccrde W lhn. S. Brock were printed in gold letterE on

the left eide of the fuselagg, above the trin stripe and Just aft of tie landing
gear strut. The records ryhirttr Nichols appeared ln Line and dlrectly bolo'r the
f,rirn stripee also in goLd ietteringt Th9 19ql1-trat'ion nunbers apP-e-lled in gold on

the rr.ddei,r-vhi1e tho-lotterine CRGLEY RADIO SHIP - CINCINNI$I, 0HI0 appeared on

bottr sj-des of the fln Ln gold. Tho nano CR0SIEY res edggd in bLack to lndicato
dept;. The regLstre.tlon nrrrbers on the wings wor black. The nane CRoSLE'y zuOIO SHIP

was painted onnotr sides of tLro nose coul in goldl and again as on tho fin, the nane

C'ROSLU( was edged in black.
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The cngine wa.s conpletely overhe.ulcC by ttre Pratt & Whitney Comnanyp it tha.t
t'fute the factory installel a bIo'rer, high cornpressj.on pistons, a larg€r carburetcn
takcn froni a Pratt & ldhitncy trHornet-Btrr guite unusual to aCd to a Wasp enginc, and
gcrrs for a controllrble oitch propcllcro Ti:c powcr of thc engfne ras bocstecl to
550 Horsepcrelerr a gai-n of 130 H,P, Thc H.$ilton Stanaard PropJllen Conpany fr:rnishedgfatis, thc first corrtrollablo pitch propeller to be used outside of tho lft,milton
factory, and lt was installed. -Thc 

instiument pancl was r.edesigned sevcral. tfunos to
take new instrtuents installed for the trensr.tlantlc flight attempt. /rfter nrmerotoflight tests the plane wao rer.dy for tho transail-arrtic triaI.

With ail the f1lght tests now cortrplcted, the spcclal specd landlng gcarr dcsign-
ed fcar the aLtitude and speed flights, was norr reinsballcd,- This landln! ger" haa
boen furthcr improvcd. A smaIl light shock absorber had beon incorporated-lnto thetop of each of the four sme.Il center struts giving a bit more shock resistancc for
the p1ane. The smalI ainrheelo and spccial uhoel pants werc relnstelLcd. Thesc
rhcel -parrtss unIlke any cver secn on a Vcga, were nosr pr.lnted whlte with gold stripes
around the Leading edgc.

A new nanEr ttAKJTi;rt, a South Dakota Inclian word mr:aning rtro exploror, was givento the Lockhoed, and it was painted in gold diagonally acrois tho l-eft side of the
no-se cowl inrtslack Lc+,tcrrrr or whrt is scrnctj:nes rcferred to as ltGothlctf styl.e
letters, replacing tho words ei0StEY RADIO SHIP. A two inch wide gold band was
p*inted conrpletely around, and one inch forwerd of the trailing ed[e of the nose
cowlo Deloru the cockpitp on both siders of the fuselage, !ra.s piinteA the legend T}{IS
SHIP IS LOIr.}IED 1O MISS RUTH NIOHOI,S BY THE CRo'SI,EY NIOrO CORP; iN gOld lCttCrS EdgEd
in bLack, Tho Loclchecd insi6lrria. we.s a.ddcd to the fin with thc Lcticring REBUITT BY
CIil'l\tsERtIN appearing clirectly above it. r'iKITlrl wes no!^r rcady to f1y to Er:rope.

During the last wcek in June tho weather reports scemed idce.l and the start
should be nadc at once for the atlantic crossingo ,,ccord.ing1y, it was dccidecl that
the plane and ground eq.uipmcnt shorrld be moved frcnr Chambcrli::ls Ha.ngar pt, the Jersoy
City Airport to Floyd Bennett Field in New York, whcre pavcd ruffirays would make a
tc.keoff in a hcavily loa.dcd planc less hazardous, Therefore, thc Vega, its cabin
alrea.dy troeded with fuel tanks, wr,s loadcd down with toots, welding tanksr md cther
grou:d cqulpmont necessavy for repai-rs. With this load in the rear of the cabin,
the center of gravity was shifted to thc point wherc the takcoff fYon thc snall fj-rrld
Lt New Jersey almost spelled finish to the plane. The crrsuing la.nding a.t !'Ioycl
Beru:ett fiolcl on June 19 t 3;93l-, a very hot dey, with thc hear4' load of equipnrent,
ca,uscd Miss Nichols to drop the Vcga on onc whcel of thc light larrd'ing goa:'. The
addcd s.traln cartsed the main fusela.gc brrlkhnnrJ to crack. Ti-rne wa.s short if acivantagc
wa.s to be te.ken of thc good weathcr ovcr tho i-l;1,''trl-,j.c. To repair the darnaged bulk-
hea.d rncent the.t the ce.bj.n tanks worrl-d have to be removed frorn the fuserlage, e.nrJ. new
fittings fa.bricated and 1nstal1ed. It looked rather ho;'c1c;ss, but Ruth Nichols luck
was with her whon the Officer in charge of the United Sta.tcs llaqy hanger offcred the
Navy facllities for the repair. Thc }Iavy crew anC Clarencc Ch:urrberlin workod round
the clock'and 1n short order the Vcga hrr"s oncc moro ready to go,

At 3130 P.II, on Jrrnc ?I, 1.93J.t Ruth Nlchols gr:nned the Vega dorrr the rwrway of
Floyd Bennett FieLd and headed for Sto Johns, New Brunswick, the first Ieg of her
journeyc Although she had never seon the airfield a,t St. Johns, sho ha.d bcen in-
forrned tha.t thc field was satisfactory. This was true had she beqn flfing e. stand-
ard Vega, but as it wac rUiKITArr was far from stenda{d, and wis very trj.cW to hancller
In her l-etter of 10-23-l+6 Miss'NichoLs wrote; "I cracked up in Str Johns, Now Bruns-
wick, about 6lOC olclock that''same cvening due to tJre eirport being too small for a
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ptane cf that weighi and horsepower. If a glaring setting sun had not blinled my

1.and5-ng, I night have been able to get awa;r with a cracked airplane instead of a
cracked spine." '

While attempting to I.,nd rtAkitarr on the short runway at St. Johns, Ruth Nichols
got the wheels on the ground and rol-1ed fast towards a c11ff at the far end of the
rurwa1rr Seeing that she could not possibly stcp the fast rnoving pIane, nor safely
groundlocrp it without again wrecking the landing gear and the fuselage bulkhead, she
applied fulI power and pulled up over the edge of the cl1ff at near stalling speed.
I'Akita't strained over the trees at the edge of the cIiff, but dropped slightly and
dragged her tail thru another set of trees beyond3 This caused the plare to lose
the little flying speed it had left and it stalled, fuopped, and squashed flat onto
the ground.

The Vega suffered badly, although lts pilot suffered worse. The landing gear
collapsed dropping trAkitarr on her bellye splitting the fuel and oiL tanks wide openr
The engine had broken loose and folding under collapsed the entire front end and
bottom of the fuselage. Neither wing tip had touched the ground, and the tail perch-
ed high in flying position, was undamagod. Both pilot and plane were now out of
corunission.

LONG DISTANCE RECORD FLIGHT

While Miss uichols recuperated from the St. Johns crackup, the Vega was returned
t,o Chanberlinls hangar and reconstruction began immedlately, A scarce used Vega
fuselago was found and pr:rchased to rcplace tho original one which was damaged beyond
repa:ir1 Since the planc had becn heavily insured, this fact helped in the finaRcing
andr along with the adcicd assistancc of Miss Nicholsl Manager, Captain H.H. Railey,
who r.ras able to obtain certain additional fr:nds, thc work progressed without inter-
uption. By late fal] of 1931 t'Akitattwas oncc morc in flying shape. Stilf cncased
ln a plaster cast from bclow her shoulders to her hips, Ruth Nlchol"s flew it leisurly
out to Californiar

Thc Vega at thls timo was mounted on its st,:rndard Vcga landing gear. The wj-ng

had been altered to incorporate balanccd aiJerons for added control. It looked
resplendent in the sccond white and gold paint dc.rsign.

CCI,CR SCHEME

The ncw paint design, although sti11 brtsically whitc and gold, we.s quite differ-
ent frcm the previous one. A wlac gold stripc edged in black ran the fulI length of
the fuselage curving over and undor the nose cowl. The large standard whcel Pants
were similarily painted, The nrme tfAKITtrra,gain appcarcd, in gold edgcd in b1a,ck,
on the l-eft side of the nosc cowl-, but it wa.s changed from the dia,gonal to the hori-
uontal position paral-lel to the llne of thrustr /'I1 windows and fremcs were painted
ovcr with the exccption of the la.st window on ea.ch side of the fusele.ge. The list
cf rccord flights by Wrn. S. Brock were lettercd in gold on the first window on the
left side of the fuselage onlye while thc list of record flights by Ruth Niehols
were lettered in gold on the second window, also on the ).eft side of the fuselage
only. The lettering CB.OSLEY RADIO CORP. was painted on both stdes of the fin above
the stand.ard, gold Lockheed Insignia in gold edged in blackr Immediately above thc
Lockhecd insignia, in gold l-etters, wa.s printcd REBU-ILT BY CHJr}AERLIN. Below the
coclgit window was pa.inted /,I"10C0 FRODUCTS U-SED EXCLUSIVELY, also in gold. The

letters /,MOCO, only were edged in black' The registration nurnbers on the rudder
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werc paint:d gold trith reci eCging. The registra.tion numbers on the wilgs were redwifh blc.ck edging.

The engine h:d been further superchalgecl so tltat it now developed almost 600
hcrsepowcr. New nevigatiorral instruments were ad,lcd and the i.:nstrument panel wasroaranged. The Hemilton Starrdard Controllablc pitch propeller, haring Lcen repaired
was rernounted.

0n Oct. 23t 193?- Hrrth Nichols flos fron Br:rbank, California to Loulsvi11e,
1!l!""ty nonstop cstablishing a nehr women's world record for.Long dlstance rUfirt at
i977 nilos. The flight involved approxirnatcly th hours solo flying, 12 in darLress
.Td, 9..9t"r 15roo0 feet. This was her third International recora eii.nea in Vega
I{R-hg6Mo

The day after the California to Louisvill.e flight had becn completed, and while
lunning up the engine prior to takcoff, fU,kitarr cau[ht fire when the exhaust flameslgnited fuel lea.king from a dump valvc oir the bottom of thc fuselager Miss Nichols
escaped unhr:rt, but the Vcga was rcduced to e. burned out nrecko In her haste to get
out gf the,-cockpit she ewitched off only one magnetos Thi-s emor kept the engino
running and thc,reby blowing the fle,nes away from the cockpit allowing hor ti.me to
B!! on top of thc wing and escape off of the wing tlpr Tire engine wis fina].ly shutoff when, a't }liss Nichols commands a fire hose wis p-ointea at ifre air intakee and a
stream of water choked off the air suppry to the carburstoro Another six months of
financing and rebuilding wcrc required beforc the Vega could again bc nut ba.ck j-nto
fl-ying condition.

SUNIGN WTI{G I/EGA

After convincing Powel Crosley tha.t the plane couLd be put back into flying
condition for another attempt at the transatlantic flight, he finally gave Ruth
I'{ichols hls consent to go ahead with the plans she now had in mind. The tT,ife Saver
Corporationrr, of Port Chester, New York contributed gerrerously toward the cost of
rebuilding the plane and, with the financi-aI help of severa] of her friends, she once
more saw her beloved airplane on tbe road to recoveryo

With the pnoblens of financing settled, Ruth Nichols and Clarence Chamberlin
l'rent into a huddle from which emerged the final design of the Vega. Due to the near
tragic results of the St. Johns crash landing, it was deci.ded to rebuild the Vega
putting the cockpit behind the hugh cabin fuel tanks. In the event of another claelr-
up, which had to be allowod for, the entire weisht of the frrol and airplane cc.,uld
not trap the pilot between the ajlplartc and the er,gino. Ivliss liiotr,rl.s proert'cd a
fuselage and tail assembly from a used Lockhecd Aj-r Exploss for the new version of
$kita.

Knowing that hr:r plans to make the transatlantic flight werc prograssing again,
and having fu11 confi-dence that Chanberlln would ha"ve the plane ready t,o go, liiss
Nlchol-s decided to go to Europe for a short vacation and to surrey the coasts of
Troland, England and France so that she would be able to recognize landmarks as sl.e
approached her landfall after the ocesn crossingo With a borrowed ai-rplane she
acconplishcd her plan., and at the same time got the nuch ncedcd rest during the
ocean voyage on board an ocean liner'

Upon returni,ng to the United Statcs shc discovered that due to the high cost of
the rear ccclcpit conversion, Chamberlin had used thelr aLternate plan and wan
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rebuilding ilAkitarr into the fisunlcen Wlng Verslonrf . Another used Vega ftuelage had
been found, e.nd the work wns in progress.

Although disrppointed thr.t her origii,al plans for the airplane dld not naterlal--
ize, ohe had faith in Chanrberlinrs judgnent and agrecd to his declsionr Theretpon
emerged the flrst and only ttSunken Wlng Vegarr, sonetimes referred to as a rrShoulder
Wing Vegarrr This was accompllshed by undercutting a standard Vega fuselage llr lnch-
es, bringing the wi-ng cl.oscr to the }lne of thrust. The plLots head wouLd no'r be
well ebove the tcpr srrface of thc r.r'rng glving excelLent J60 degreo vislbllityr A
removabl-e, braced, ftBubble tSrpett hatch provlded cabin comfort for the pilot.

In her lottcr of 6-547 Miss Nichols nrote as followsr rrt{e ha.ve always refered
to this modification as a "Sunken Wi.ng Vegarre The pnrpose of thls deslgn was to
insure bettcr visibility, a faster neans of emergency exit, and a better line of
thrustrr.

In order to obtaln greator leverage ln thc rear of the center of grav5.ty, the
ruclder and fin, stabillzers and el-evators from the Lockheed A1r Expross were used.
Tlds tal} group was somcwhat grerter in area ovcr the standerd Vega tail groupr

A novel idea wonkcd out by Charnberlin and Nlchols r{as a wood bel-Ly skid attachcd
to the fuselage bchlnd thc engine e.nd extending aL[ the way through thc botton center
of the fusolage, terminating at thc rear of the cabin. The plane was to be landed
on this skid aftor dropping the landing goar on takeoff. A standard Vega landing
gear was used and was rigged so tha.t it could be relcased from the cockpitr

Tho belly skid idea ne.s adoptcd in Il-eu of the f ormer wire bracod speed gear
that wa.s used for the first transatlantic fllght atternpt., md which uas basically
tire ce.we of a lot of the difficulties encountercd r.rith the Vega. Sincc a landing
gear on a long distance airpla:re wa.s used primarily for te.keoff, and fron tlrere on
it would only cause Loss of speed and a.1so causc thc conswnption of precious fuel
wltJr a reeultant loss of range, it was decidod that, after doing its initlal job, it
was no longer requiredn It vrould be advantageous if it could be climinated. The
only problcm remaining was the cventuaL le.nding when the destina.tion was rcached"
Since the airplane would be flylng over the open ocean a whcel landing gear would bc
useless, i! not hazardous in the event of e. rforced landing on the sea, arrd once the
obJective would be rcachcd it would matter little if the plane was damaged somewhat
on landingn The prob)-em, thirefore, resoLvcd itself into devlslng a means to effect
a safe 1-anding rrithout an underceniage, with a minlmr:rn; i-f a:1y, damage to thc air-
craft. Thus thc bc1ly skid idca was borno

NOTE:

The bclly skid ldca is a Chanberlin-Nichols original. It was latcr adopted by
Harold Bromley on his Dicsel Powcrcd Vega c/n 28, t,o be used for his projected
Pe.cific ffght to Japan frqn Calif ornia, and stll1 }ater by Wiley Post on his
tWinnic Mael c/n !22 for his transcontinental stratosphere flight atte.rnpts. Post
wcs thc only one of the thrce tc actually me.ke use of this installation in Fcbruary
3:935t end a.gai-n in March 1935 susta.lnlng only a bcnt propcl-1er oach tjme.

A swivil ta1l wheel wa.s instr.ll-cd on the Vega in ple.ce of the standerd tal1
skid and the Hamilton Standard Controlablo pitch propbllerr fortunatcly not damaged
jn the Loulsville fire, was again mounted. For the thlrd tjmc the whlte e;td gold
color scheme was adoptcd.
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C0t0R SCllElG r

The fuseli'.gc, ruddcr and fln, and ttrc l.rnding gerr stntts including the wheol
pants werc white. The fr.r.sclage ard whcel pant trirn stripes were gold with red
Ldging. The trim destgn was identical to that used 9n the plane dr.rlng tho flight
from gali-for.nia to LouisviLle with two exceptions, TtF fuselago strlpo was much

thlnner as it net the horizc,ntal stabilizer and, the trirn strlpes on the trheel pants
terminated at about f\1p 75ft point of the lcngth of tire pentr The ring and horlzon-
ta1 stebilizer ard el.evators werc gold. The registration nrmbors on tho ruddcr wore
gol-d. cdgcd in redr The registration nwnburs on thc ring were black edged ln red'

The list cf fllght reconds by Wm. S. Brock appeared in go)d letters above the
fuselage stripe on Ure left sidc of the fuscJ-ago, while the list of records by Ruth
Nicholi appoaied, also in gold lctteringl bcl-ow thc stripe, The Life Saver tradc-
mark we.s p"intoO- on cach sido of thc nose colrling il gcld. A rod disk was paintcd
ln the contcr of tlre trademark and a gold wing flared fronr ttre disk. Bel,cw the
coclcpit, on thc.r lcft side of thc fusela.gc ln g,:ld letterfag appeared the legcnd
LOAltitD iO ntmt NI0HoIS-COIJRTESY OF-CRoST,ET RADIo Cm.P.. The name of the principle
backcr, THE LIFE SAVTR, CCRP. THE Cil'lDY WITH TiiE HOLE, was printed on ttrs sides of
ths fpselagc in gold letters. This legend spI1t the fusclage tri:n stripo nldway
between the trelling ed5e of thc w'ing and ths lca.ding edge of the stabilizaro

0n each sidc of tho fin, also in gold letterlngp appeared the following; LIFE
SirVtrS CCR,P. - T.ttE C/NDY mm T:lE IIoIE - Pca'T CHXSTm,, NEW ICRK. Direct\y belot
this lettering appeered the standard Lockheod insignia e.nd just abovc this insig.,rda
wa.s printed REBUITT EY C}IAISIRLIN. Again the color 6c1d was u.sed for both itcms.

Thc faces of the propeller bledes were painted a.nti-glare black from the ti-ps
to within 12ft cf tho prcpcl-ler hubo

All windows end window framcs, tl-ith the cxccotion of the last one on each side
:.,f the fuselage had oeen reunoved, the oponings pluggcd r:1d covercd with fabric pricr
to painting. Tho door was n:t sealedo

Althcuglr the Vega was ready tc gc, the season for fllghts across the .i.tlantic
was almost over. i,gein disappointed, but undaunted, Ruth Nichols made ncw plans t'c
justify the corrfld.eice her Spbnsors had in her abillty. She now plartrred to usc the
pt"tro Lo make thc first women:s solo nonstop flight from Ncw York to Caf ifortri.a,
and t,i.en to make thc first solo f]jif',ht fro:n llawail to the United States acrcss the
Pacific eeogrlr She plepned to fIy norubop to Caljforniae put the Vega on boerd ship
to the Hawaiiafr Islands, end thcn-f1y it back to Celifglrlla; just as /rnrclia Earhart
d.id. several yeers 1ater. She planned tc drop the landing goar frtrn the plane after
takeoff from Honolulu.

NEhI Yca,K TO LOS A}IGELES ILIGHT ATlEI'fg

Inasmuch as the campalgn for the prcsidential eleetlon of 1932 vtas underway, a

Iast minute arrangcnent was made wherebyBcpublican t$ote Fcn Hoovortf elcction
llterature would 5e cerried and dropped'during tho transcontinental fltght. rn re-
tr:rn thc Ropublican party of thc unitcd states agrecd to pay all the oxpenses lncurl-
ed during tire flight t,o Los /.ngclco. Thls last n:inute financlal aid was not to be

turned dJwn, ard io the ship was loadod wlth electicn phanpletsr

Before leaving New York one minor change was docldcd upon j-n order to ta.ke
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advantage of en e.lready efficient alrpLure. The s'rivil tall wheel wi.s rernovcd and
ln lts place the original tall skid was reinstalled. The shoe was also remwed frcm
the tail sldd etem since it would offer reslstance that would cost her several niles
per hour in speedo Thls last attempt to gain ultimate performance fron her alrcraft
caused the filal destructive force for her beloved rAldtart.

Heavily loaded w'ith fuel and Republican electj.on literaturer Ruth Nichols start-
ed the Vega down the runway at Floyd Bennett Fleld on the uet, darnp norning of
November L, f93f for the start of the nonstcp ftigirt to Los Angel,es. As the plane
surged foreward the nose started to swlng to the right. An attonpt to straighten lt
out wit'h 1eft rudder and brake failed to stop the lnpending gror.urd loopo Wlth no
alternative ln eight Ruth Nichols Jalrmed on both wheeL brakes hoplng to control the
w.lld wing of the hea.rry planee but it was too late. The mcrnentran of the aircraft
caused the braked wheels to slide on the wet runwayr ard the Vega sL1d sideways
tolsards the edge of the paved rurwaf,r A wheel caught ln the mrd at the edge of the
pavemonb, and the heavily loaded plane stopped suddenly when the wheel dug into the
soft tuf. The nomentun of the plf,ne collapsed the landlng gesr on tie left slder
The left wing dropped and dug into the ground. Tho sudden lmpact spl.lt the fuselago
and fueL tanks leaving the Vega f.Srnng badly broken in an ever wldenlng pool of
gasol5-ne o

An investigatlon shovred that the talL skid stem, having been trrned to the
right aa a result of tire final tr:rn into the windl d1d not return to the center
positlonr Thfle was probably caused by the great weight ln the tail of the planeo
The off center skld stem caused the Vega to turn to the right as the power was appli-
edp and Ruth Nlcholg was unable to stop the resul-tant creckr.p.

Tho Vega fuselage was lrecked for the third time, and requlred replacement i.f
the flight was to be resuned. The wing was danaged and fuel tanks were split ldde
opello Although many attempts were rnado to aqulre thc necessary funds to rebuild the
plane againj Ruth Nichols did not havo much luck. In hcr letter of 10-23-h6 Uiss
Nichols wrote as folJ.onrst ttThls time f fortunately did not suffer any physical nrls-
hap, but the plane was so severly danaged that I found lt too dificult to obterj-n the
needod fund.s for its repairl By the end of that winter (fg3f) so many ov€r-ocean
fllghts had been ccrnpleted that it was no longer ttnstrJstr and thcrefore lt seemed best
to gtve up that projecttr,

AVIAI.,IENT CCRPCRATION

Since the money to rebuild the Vega was not forthcorni-ng, the rernalns of ttAkitarr
were put into storage for sevcral years through the gonerosity of rfspeedrr Henzlik
and Frank Ambroso, both in Flushing, New Tork. It was around this ti:ne that owner-
ship of Yega c/n 61;9 - XA,-I+96M passod from Porel Crosley to the Arniamont Corporatio:lr

Although details that lead to the trensfer of ownershlp are vague., and no doubt
confidentiale it nust suffice to assume that, sj.nce the Lockheed Aj-rcraft Corpo lists
the Aviament Corporation as the last owner of the plane, it is truer The exac'u date
of transfer is unlmown but falls sometime shortly after Nov. !, 3.93lt the date of
the final erackup.

The Avlanent Corporatlon was an organiza.tion for:ned for tho purpose of Acronau-
tical Researchr Cl-arence Chanberlln was one of the major stock holders of the org&n-
lzat'ion, and no doubt lmows much of the hlstory of 1ts activltleg.
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The remains of rrAldtan and tho Air E:<press fuselagB, left over frdn the Laat
rebuilding effort, finally dislntegrated with age and dry rote and according to
Miss Nichols wr.s supposed to havo boen uscd for fircwoodo IIor long thege p&rts re-
mained in storage beforc they were destroyed is unknownr Howeverl solttg parts of the
Vega uere rescued and Miss Nichols has at thls tlrne the rrd,der end one whoel from
the Smken Wing Vega, along w'ith some struts and a fow odd parts. The englno wac
glven to one of her nost loyaI mechanlcs, HaI Person, in retrsn for the many count-
less hours of his time spcnt ovcr nan;r months roadying the Waep on formor f}lghtcr
The Handlton Standard Controlable pitch propellor, thc socond to be built and tlto
first to be uscd outslde of the tlanllton factorf,e ilas donated to the Snlthsoniart
InEtltutlon in Washlngton D.C. nhere it rests today, the only pubUc-.evldonce of tfie
e:dstenco of Vega I,R-1i96{. Thue camethe end of a grea.t and vallant clrplaner

In tho final analysls the onSy parts of the original Vega r$he New Clncinnattrf
remalnlng aB component parts of the rrsunkon Wing Vegarr trore parts of the landlng
Bearr ttre whoel pants, sonp lnstrunents ard the rrlngo

Although tho Voga carne to an undosenred emd, lt did neverthol.oso prove to bo a
thoroughbred in lts class. Through the gonoroslty of Pooel Crosloy who gave hts
alrpLene to the cause, the many pgople wtro supplied the needed'money to nake the
fllghts poesible, Ruth Nichols who rLsked her l1fe end fortune, and CLarence Chamb-
erlin who contributed his tj:ne and knowledgo, thie Lockfieed Vega becamo the fl-rst
airpJ.ure ln the hlstory of avlation to hoLd to ite credj-t three International
Maxirnun Records nemely, the WorLds .Altitude, Speed and Long DLstance records for
Wcrneno This ash:iovcnent; thereforee stands e.B a monunent to thls great ai.rpLaner
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