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T-Craft
Tale With a 
Twist

LSA meets vintage
by budd davisson
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It seems as if every week we 
see the debut of a new, usually 
slick and streamlined LSA de-
sign. The concept is definitely 
here to stay, and the increas-
ing demand for LSA is what 
has kept Michael Zidziunas 

of Lakeland, Florida, in busi-
ness for some years: He of-
fers LSA flight training, sales, 
and maintenance at Breezer 
Aircraft USA (www.Breezer 
AircraftUSA.com). However, 
when Mike Z, as he is known 

b y  j u s t  a b o u t  e v e r y o n e , 
showed up at EAA AirVen-
ture Oshkosh 2011, he wasn’t 
flying the newest LSA on the 
field. In fact, it may well have 
been the oldest on the field: a 
1939 Taylorcraft BL-65. 
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The ’39 T-craft came out of a 
friendship Mike had formed with 
one of his LSA students who had 
a similar taste in airplanes, Pete 
Van Spronsen. 

Mike says, “Pete learned to fly 
with me a couple of years ago, get-
ting his sport pilot license [certifi-

cate] at age 53. Then he went on 
to get his private. He and I became 
partners in a 1940 BC-65 proj-
ect and are still doing a complete 
restoration on it. Pete is also the 
president of our local EAA Chap-
ter 1178, and it was his idea to get 
a flying T-craft so we could have 

something to look at and fly while 
we restore the ’40.” 

When restoring an aircraft, it al-
ways helps to have a “pattern” air-
plane as a source of information. 
Mike says, “Pete found a ’39 T-craft 
on Barnstormer and went up to see 
it just before AirVenture 2011. I re-
member how excited he was when 
he called to tell me what he found 
in a makeshift hangar on a small 
private strip south of Minneapo-
lis. After delivering my Breezer LSA 
to be on display at EAA AirVenture 
2011, I went to pick up the ’39 and 
brought it to Oshkosh. My third 
landing in it was at AirVenture. I 
spent a glorious week camping with 
the plane in the vintage camping 
area, then flew the little airplane 
back to Plant City, Florida (800 feet 
AGL the whole way).”

The aircraft that persuaded Mike 
and Pete into taking their check-
book out wasn’t just another Tay-
lorcraft: It wears the colorful livery 
of the Model A Taylorcraft that 
was used by the management of 
the National Air Races to both pro-

The prewar Taylorcraft’s panel 
is dominated by the large 
backwards-turning tachometer 
in the center of the instrument 
panel. A nice, lightweight in-
terior in the airplane keeps its 
performance sprightly.

Don Hernke enjoyed mimicking the 1939 NAR scout plane color 
scheme when he restored the Taylorcraft.

Very thin plywood was used 
as the headliner in the cabin. 
A pair of truncated triangular 
skylights keep the cabin bright 
while adding to the pilot’s 
visibility out of the aircraft 
during turns.

The Lycoming O-145 wasn’t as 
popular as the competing Con-
tinental A-65. This example 
was found to be in excellent 
condition after being pickled 
following an overhaul in 1975.
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mote and conduct the 1937 Na-
tional Air Races at Cleveland. The 
colorful little BL-65 had been re-
stored by Don Hernke of Cannon 
Falls, Minnesota. 

Don is a longtime airplane guy 
whose background parallels that of 
many of us in sport aviation, with 
the Taylorcraft being the latest epi-
sode in his long aviation life. 

He says, “As a teen, and into my 
early 20s, I used to hang around 
an old WWII grass strip in Cannon 
Falls and eventually started taking 
flying lessons. That was in the early 
’60s, and I was flying Cessna 140s. 
I started working towards my li-
cense [certificate] but had no idea it 
would take 20 years to accomplish 
that task.”

Don’s tale of the struggle to get 
his certificate resonates with most 
pilots: He started flying, but build-
ing his life, career, and family side-
tracked his flying activities.

“I got into models and eventu-
ally motorcycles,” he says. “But air-
planes were always on my mind, 
and eventually I got back to them.” 

When he returned to aviation, it 
was as a homebuilder. 

He says, “I’ve always liked work-
ing with my hands. It’s really sat-
isfying to take nothing and make 
something out of it, so homebuild-
ing an airplane was a natural thing 
to do for me. I started looking 
around and ran across a set of Avid 
Flyer wings that needed a fuselage 
to make them into an airplane. So, 
I scratchbuilt the fuselage, doing 
all of the work myself. I worked on 
that for four or five years, eventu-
ally getting it flying with a Subaru 
EA81 in the nose. It flew really well, 
and I put around 150 hours on it 
before selling it to get into the Tay-
lorcraft project.” 

The Avid Flyer went to a pilot 
who put it on floats, but not be-
fore Don spotted what he thought 
would be his next project. 

“I had the Avid based on a 1,000-
foot private grass strip south of 
Minneapolis,” Don says. “The gen-
tleman who owned it operated an 
ultralight school and dealership out 

of it and had a number of hangars. 
I rented one of those and noticed a 
pile of parts that looked like a Tay-
lorcraft in one of his other hangars. 
It turned out that he had taken 
what he described as ‘a big box of 
parts’ in on trade for one of his ul-
tralights. I asked him if it was for 
sale, and at first it wasn’t. Then he 
put a price on it. But I thought it 
was too high, and I decided to wait 
until he came to his senses.” 

Don continued flying his Avid 
Flyer, all the time knowing that his 
next airplane was piled up in the 
back of one of the hangars he was 
continually passing. All he had to 
do was talk the owner out of it. Fi-
nally, when he retired in 2000, he 
decided to get serious about becom-
ing the Taylorcraft’s new owner. 

He says, “I looked it over, and it 
appeared to all be there with the 
exception of one strut. It was a 
bare skeleton, with no cover, so I 
could easily see into all the nooks 
and crannies. I didn’t see any cata-
strophic rust, but the wings needed 
a bunch of work. However, it had 
a Lycoming O-145 that had been 
overhauled way back in ’75, so it 
was a question mark. In a casual in-
spection, the engine appeared to 
have been well pickled, so I figured 
it was probably okay, or at least 
would need minimum work. At the 
same time I glanced at the logs.

“By this time,” he remembers, 

“it had been sitting in the hangar 
for quite a few years, and the price 
had slowly worked its way down to 
where I thought it should be. So I 
bought it. But then I noticed one 
peculiarity with the paperwork. 
The last entry in the logbook was 
in 1966, when it said, ‘Needs com-
plete recover.’ And the title was in 
the name of Acme Flight School, 
but the bill of sale was signed 
by a Mr. Morris Way. There was 
no mention of the flight school, 
which was the official owner as 
far as the FAA was concerned. So, 
in theory the guy I was buying 
it from didn’t actually own it. In 
fact, for something like 40 years, 
the airplane had changed hands 
repeatedly with a title that the FAA 
wouldn’t accept, and they had said 
so. This started a whole sequence 
of events that, had it not been for 
the Internet, probably couldn’t 
have been solved: For the airplane 
to actually be mine and licensable, 
I had to find the last owner and 
have him sign a new bill of sale, 
which wasn’t going to be easy. 

“The FAA had no record of the 
original owner, so I started search-
ing his name over the Internet. 
Had his name been Smith or John-
son, it would have been much 
more difficult, but his was unusual 
enough that a manageable num-
ber popped up. I started by send-
ing out a blizzard of e-mails and 
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then made some phone calls. The 
effort paid off because I found his 
cousin, who then put me in direct 
contact with the last owner. This 
was just before Oshkosh 2005, and 
it turned out that we were both 
going to be there. So, we met at 
Oshkosh, he signed a new bill of 
sale, the FAA accepted it with no 
problem, and for the first time in 
nearly half a century the airplane 
was finally legal. More important, 
I was now its official owner. What 
a headache that could have turned 
into, but it didn’t.” 

With the airplane legally his and 
all paperwork hurdles behind him, 
Don could begin seriously working 
on the airplane. 

“Since I wasn’t an A&P,” he says, 
“I made a deal with a local one to 
oversee my work, and we set up 
a schedule of regular visits. As it 
turns out, he didn’t let me skate 
past on anything and was probably 
being just a little overly cautious. 

He made certain that everything I 
touched was done right every step 
of the way; his name was going to 
be on the paperwork, and he didn’t 
want something biting him, and he 
didn’t want me to have problems 
in the air. For instance, the wooden 
Flottorp prop looked really good 
with no cracks in the finish or any-
thing, but he wanted it inspected 
and refinished. I found someone 
working for a museum who had the 
credentials to overhaul such a prop. 
I sent it to him, and it came back all 
shiny and new looking. 

“The fuselage had little or no 
rust and cleaned up really well dur-
ing the sand blasting. After I had it 
blasted clean, my mechanic went 
over it carefully, finally saying that 
it was okay to spray on the epoxy 
primer and urethane top coat. 

“The wings took a lot more work. 
A lot! For one thing, a couple of the 
spars had been nibbled on by some 
kind of rodent. Most of the damage 

Now owned by Michael Zidziunas of Lakeland, Florida, and Peter Van Spronsen, this 1939 Taylorcraft 
was restored by Don Hernke of Cannon Falls, Minnesota.

“The wings 

took a lot 

more work. 

A lot!”
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was well out on the tip, so I could 
splice them. But one was bad enough 
that we replaced it completely. 

“One thing that made the spar 
replacement easier was that some-
time in the far distant past, the 
original BL-65 wood ribs had been 
replaced with aluminum Taylor-
craft ribs as used on the postwar 
BC-12s. So, I only had to pull some 
nails, not break glue joints that 
would then need to be reglued. 

“The metal fittings were all in 
good shape, so I removed them, 
cleaned and repainted them along 
with all other wing steel, then 
sanded and revarnished the spars. 
When reassembled, they looked 
great, if I don’t say so myself!” 

A never-ending problem with 
lots of vintage projects that have 
been shuffled from owner to owner 
over the years is that the sheet 
metal is generally nothing more 
than lumpy sheets that can be used 
only as patterns. That was not the 
case with Hernke’s Taylorcraft. 

“I was really lucky with the sheet 
metal,” he says. “There were a few 
dents I had to iron out, but the 
panels were so good that none of 
the original Boeing cowl fasteners 
were missing. Those are hard to 
find, so that was a coup of sorts. 
The metal was all there, all reusable 
and all reasonably smooth, so I just 
cleaned, primed, and painted it.”

The instrument panel was a to-

tally different situation than the 
sheet metal; it had suffered the way 
most instrument panels do over 
nearly seven decades. 

“It had been pretty chopped up, 
which is a shame because the origi-
nal arrangement is classic and re-
ally makes the airplane’s interior. 
So, I got a piece of salvage yard 
aluminum—don’t ask what kind, 
I don’t know, it’s just aluminum—
and made a new one. This included 
forming a compound-curved lip all 
around the top edge. The panel is 
dominated by a really big—huge, 
actually—tachometer. It’s at least 
six or seven inches across and works 
backwards. The needle goes from 
right to left, not left to right. I had 



the original instruments and sent 
them out for repair, but the over-
haul station wouldn’t touch those 
with radium dials. So some dials are 
slightly larger but still look right. 

“I did the interior more like a 
boat, I suppose, than an airplane. 
The headliner, for instance, is var-
nished thin wood, and the seats 
are nothing more than laced slings 
with pads. It’s comfortable, and I 
think it looks great!” 

Brakes can be a problem in air-
planes of this vintage because some 
of the parts are becoming really hard 
to find. Don, however, didn’t have 
to go through all that aggravation. 

“I lucked out on the brakes, 
which are Shinn mechanical units. 

You can get by with questionable 
brakes on a T-craft because they 
land so slowly. In my case, how-
ever, I didn’t have to worry about 
that because my brakes had brand-
new linings when I got it, and I 
knew it was highly unlikely that I’d 
fly it enough to use them up.” 

When it came to the engine, 
Don knew that even though the 
logs said it had been overhauled 
and never flown, over a quarter of 
a century of just sitting could have 
reduced it to a four-cylinder lump 
of rust. Making matters much more 
risky, O-145 Lycomings don’t have 
separate cylinders, which can be re-
placed or repaired one at a time. On 
an O-145 Lycoming the cylinders 
themselves are integral parts of the 
case castings with only the heads 
bolted on and removable. So a bad 
cylinder means a bad case half. Not 
a good thing!

“I gave the engine to my me-
chanic and he completely disas-
sembled it, checked everything, 
and put it back together: I had as-
sumed that it had no internal rust 
or problems, but was nice to know 
that for sure. 

“I covered the airplane using a Ce-
conite envelope for the fuselage and 
Poly-Fiber for the wings and tail. The 
paint is Poly all the way through, 
and yes, I used up a lot of masking 
tape and paper shooting it.” 

When it comes time to paint an 
airplane after a complete rebuild, de-
cisions loom large and difficult. The 
paint is all most people see when they 
look at an airplane, so it’s critical we 
pick out something we like but at the 
same time is unique enough that the 
airplane stands out from the crowd 
without being crazy. Usually the 
paint scheme starts circling around 
inside our heads before we even own 
the airplane but quite often isn’t final-
ized until we pull off the last piece of 
masking tape. Even then, we may be 
tempted to make changes. But Don 
didn’t seem to have that problem. 

“I knew pretty much what the 
paint scheme would be before I even 
started working on it. I had seen a 
photo of the Taylorcraft Scout plane 

from the 1937 National Air Races in 
Chet Peek’s Taylorcraft book. That 
book is the bible for Taylorcraft 
guys, and I loved that paint scheme. 
It’s wild enough to be different, but 
it is also easy to prove that it’s true 
to the type of aircraft and the pe-
riod. When I finally got it in the air, 
I was really pleased with people’s re-
actions to it.”

Don flew the airplane for nearly 
five years before it showed up at 
AirVenture 2011 with Mike Z and 
Pete Van Spronsen. 

Mike says, “As soon as I saw the 
pictures, I was in love! There are so 
many Taylorcrafts floating around 
that it’s really difficult to come up 
with something that looks differ-
ent but at the same time is totally 
original. And I liked that about 
it. It really fits in with the fun at-
mosphere that surrounds our LSA 
flight-training operation. And ev-
eryone loves it down there. Actu-
ally, it’s a great conversation piece. 
When we had it in the Vintage area 
at AirVenture 2011, it was amazing 
how many people wanted to talk to 
us about the paint scheme. And it’s 
an absolute hoot to fly, although 
we’d like a little more power. 

“Fortunately, when Don rebuilt 
the airplane he installed all the 
stuff that’s required in the C-85 STC 
for Taylorcrafts. So, if at some time 
in the future we decide we want to 
go with an 85-hp Continental, all 
of the work is done except for the 
actual engine installation itself. It 
has the right fuel tanks, fuel lines, 
valves, etc. Everything! So, if we do 
it, it’ll be an easy change. 

“Peter Van Spronsen and I are 
both enjoying the airplane. And 
we plan to continue enjoying it 
for a long time to come. That’s the 
beauty of it being an LSA. Our fun 
won’t be limited by our abilities to 
pass a physical.” 

It’s not often we see a govern-
ment program such as the LSA 
concept intersect with a bit of lit-
tle-known history, in this case the 
National Air Races Scout airplanes, 
and produce such a pleasant—and 
fun—result. We love it!
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