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Clyde Smith Jr.’s passion for air-
planes, especially the old tube and fab-
ric ones that rest comfortably on a tail 
wheel, was instilled in his DNA a full gen-
eration before he was born. Clyde admits 
he has been “airplane crazy” for most of 
his life, especially with the Pipers. Who 
can blame him? As a second-generation 
Piper employee all he ever wanted to do 
was help fellow pilots and restorers. And 
because of his years of dedication in as-
sisting countless aviators with their proj-
ects and technical questions, Clyde “The 
Cub Doctor” Smith Jr. is the 2012 Vin-
tage Aircraft Association’s Sport Avia-
tion Hall of Fame inductee. 

A Family of Fliers
“My grandfather painted signs for 

the flight school at the old Scranton air-
port,” said Clyde. “Because times were 
tough back then he was offered an air-
plane ride instead of money. When my 
father, Clyde Sr., was old enough to 
mutter the word ‘airplane’ he became 
the honorary passenger in place of my 
grandfather. I guess you could say the 
hook was set. In 1940 my dad took his 
first lesson in a J-3L, NC30543, and un-
beknownst to him, the burning passion 
for flying Piper-built aircraft sparked 
an interest that would later be passed 
on to me.”

In March of 
1941 Clyde Sr. 
w a s  h i re d  a t 
Piper as a fi-
nal assembly 
inspector. He 
w a s  h a r d l y 
settled in Lock 
Haven, Penn-
sylvania, by 
the time he received 
his private certificate on August 2, 1941. 
With more flying to be done, he moved 
into the engineering department and 
became the experimental test pilot, 
sometime around 1943.

This “Doctor” Still 
Makes House Calls!
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“Through the war years my dad 
test flew L-4s,” said Clyde. “Eventu-
ally he moved into the PA-12s, PA-
14s, PA-16s, and in the mid 1950s 
he became the chief engineering 
test pilot, even flying some of the 
one-of-a-kind Piper airplanes.”

Born in the late 1940s, Clyde Jr. 
grew up in a house in the hill sec-
tion of town that was situated di-
rectly off the west end of the Lock 
Haven runway. While most kids 
enjoyed bicycling down steep hills 
or swimming and fishing in the 
nearby river, Clyde Jr. was not like 
most kids. He was becoming air-
plane crazy. 

“The two distinct recollections I 
have growing up in the family home  
related to aviation was the departure 
of the AAA (All American Airlines) 
DC-3 that would depart daily right 
over our house. The sound of those 
Pratt & Whitneys screaming at full 
power and the three BIG A’s under the 
left wing. The other fond memory I 
have is walking with the family dog 
behind our house, which bordered a 
large cemetery. The view was very sce-
nic overlooking the whole town. In the 
mid 1950s I would lay in the grass and 
watch all the new Piper-built airplanes 
take off and fly right over the area. The 
Piper family grave site is there today.” 

As Clyde Jr. grew up in the 1950s, 
he routinely tagged along with his fa-
ther after supper as the pair traveled 
back to the Piper plant where the el-
der Smith would finish up some pa-
perwork while junior was supposed 
to be doing his homework. Unfortu-
nately for Clyde Jr. there was just no 
way to keep a young man’s nose buried 
in some textbook with so many dis-
tractions sitting around. 

“I’ll never forget the sight and smell 
of all those brand new Super Cubs, Tri-
Pacers, and Comanches sitting one by 
one, in long rows, under the dimly lit 
final assembly lines. My father was 
never one to push aviation on me. It 
was there if I wanted it. In the early to 
mid-’50s, before the family got too big 
(I have two brothers and a sister), he 
would sign out a brand new Tri-Pacer, 
and we would fly back to his home area 
of Tunkhannock. Occasionally I would 

get a chance to fly a test flight with 
one of my father’s test pilots, when 
the flight wasn’t of a dangerous na-
ture. I just loved being in the air and 
watching the world roll by.” 

The Piper Years 
When Clyde Jr. graduated from 

high school in 1965, he decided to 
try college life and chose a curricu-
lum of earth and space science, with 
a major in meteorology. 

“I was fascinated with weather 
and meteorology. Unfortunately 
the math involved did not fasci-
nate me, so I switched majors and 
went into aviation. I have been 

stuck there ever since!”
Clyde focused on earning his 

A&P certificate by enrolling in the 
aviation maintenance curriculum 
at a local community college. After 
graduating in June of 1968 Clyde 
Jr. received a phone call out of the 
blue from a woman at the Piper 
employment office, asking him 
what he was going to do with his 
life now that he had an A&P certifi-

cate. Before he could answer she 
encouraged him to come down to 
the Piper office and fill out a job 
application. After a series of in-
terviews, Clyde Jr. was eventually 
called back and was dumbfounded 
at the offer. 

“I was informed that I had a job, 
but I had to pick from three posi-
tions! One of these was a drafts-
man position in the engineering 
department. I chose this because 
I liked to draw. I always got very 
good grades in high school and 
college doing this, and knew that 
I would be working in the new en-
gineering building (now the Piper 
Aviation Museum), the ver y 
same place my father was work-
ing, as a design engineer by then. 
I started June 28, 1968, in an in-
teresting career with Piper.” 

Clyde’s road to the sky had 
begun earlier that year when 
he started taking flight lessons 
in January with his father as 
instructor. The pair f lew one 
hour every Sunday afternoon 
in a Cherokee 140, and by Sep-



26   NOVEMBER 2012

tember 25 Clyde Jr. had earned his 
private pilot rating. Although he 
was happy to be a pilot, he also was 
itching to put his A&P skills to the 
test and work on an airplane project. 
That itch was scratched thanks to 
some poker game winnings.

“I met a fellow from Maine one 
weekend afternoon who had moved 
to Lock Haven as a construction fore-
man and was working on a job at the 
local paper mill. He had a J-3C-65 on 
floats that he claimed he had won in 
a poker game. It looked a little rough, 
but who was I at that time to judge 
such an airplane? He had brought 
it here and based it in the river, but 
did not have a seaplane rating yet. 
When the examiner came to give him 
his rating, he wouldn’t fly in the air-
plane, until a mechanic had looked at 
it and addressed some issues. Appar-
ently, while in Maine, some previous 
owner had de-iced the wings with a 
broom and smashed the top of about 
a dozen ribs. My very first job, as a 
young A&P mechanic, was to repair 
those ribs and patch the fabric. I per-
formed surgery on the J-3 and slit 
the top wing fabric and completed an 
official Piper repair using the service 
memo. When it came time to present 
a bill, I was given an option. I could 
be paid with cash, or I could fly the 
airplane any time I wanted, just bring 
gas. I started flying that airplane in 
June and actually soloed the J-3 be-
fore I soloed the landplane. I couldn’t 
get my seaplane rating because I 

Clyde remembers that it was while performing
this job that the seed was planted for

the interest he now has for the vintage Pipers.

Smith family-l to r-Clyde Sr., Clyde’s son and Clyde Jr.

Clyde and a Tomahawk

Piper PT-1



didn’t have my private license yet! 
Once I got my private I would fly ev-
ery chance I could get. In 1969, I went 
in with two friends, and we bought a 
PA-15 Vagabond from one of the en-
gineers for $1,250. I flew that almost 
300 hours in a little over one year.”

For the next three years at Piper, 
Clyde Jr. was creating new drawings 
and doing engineering change orders 
(ECOs). The pressurized Navajo had 
just come out, and he did a lot of work 
on that project. In 1971 he was laid 

off for two weeks and then called back 
temporarily to work in the data pro-
cessing department. Clyde’s job was 
to operate the big blueprint machine. 
Clyde remembers that it was while 
performing this job that the seed was 
planted for the interest he now has for 
the vintage Pipers. 

“If I ran a print for someone per-
taining to an older plane, and it in-
terested me, I ran an extra copy for 
myself. My next job change was back 
to engineering, as a technical writer. 

In this position I wrote changes and 
additions in all  the maintenance 
manuals for all current production 
aircraft. My biggest job here was to 
write the entire first draft of the PA-
36 Pawnee Brave maintenance man-
ual, and then in 1974, Piper decided 
to go professional with their service 
training program and start a training 
center. I applied for, and was hired, as 
a technical instructor. When we first 
started the service schools, we had 
to hold them in classrooms in the lo-
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The last PA-18 Super Cub to leave Lock Haven
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cal college, until they got a new build-
ing constructed at the airport. We 
would teach one session locally and 
one on the road. I taught a one-week 
course on the PA-31P Pressurized Na-
vajo, and a one-week course on the 
high-performance singles and light 
twins, which we called the ‘Combined 
Maintenance Course.’ The models 
covered here were the Aztec, Seneca, 
Seminole, Saratoga, Lance, and Arrow 
models. I did this until 1982. During 
this time I traveled throughout the 
states to all the Piper distributors, 
Canada, and two trips to Africa in 
1975 and 1978. During many of these 
trips, due to my increasing interest in 
the older models, I would make maybe 
an evening visit to a local student’s 
home or hangar, to see a fabric Piper 
project. When I got back to the fac-
tory I would help an individual with 
technical information, a print, or ob-
taining a part.” 

In 1981 Piper decided to shut 
the training center down. Flight-
Safety International, a professional 
organization in Florida, had nego-
tiated a deal with the company to 
take over and resume all training 
programs that it was doing, includ-
ing pilot and maintenance training. 
That transition took about one year, 
and he spent some amount of time 
in Florida teaching and helping the 
FSI staff. Clyde’s last two years in 
Lock Haven were spent in the cus-
tomer service department, as a prod-
uct support specialist responsible for 
two production aircraft, the PA-38 
Tomahawk and the PA-31P-350 Mo-
jave. Clyde also answered all mail and 
calls pertaining to the obsolete mod-
els, from the J-2 Cub through the 
PA-30 Twin Comanche. 

“In 1982 I achieved one of my high-
est honors while employed by Piper. I 
was asked to ferry the very last Lock 
Haven built Super Cub to a dealer in 
Texas. This was quite an honor for me 
because my father had flown the very 
first Super Cub and now I was piloting 
the last one.” 

Clyde claims that much of his cur-
rent knowledge was gained in those 
last two years, at that job. On August 
10, 1984, Clyde Jr. punched the time Living the spirit of aviation, Clyde speaking to EAA AirVenture 2012 visitors.
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clock at 5 p.m. for the last time at 
the Lock Haven plant. Shortly after, 
the Piper doors in Lock Haven closed 
for good. 

The Cub Doctor
In the late 1980s Clyde headed 

south to Florida where he became 
involved with Piper once again. He 
became manager of the Cub Kit Pro-
gram and was tasked with creating 
the PA-18 Super Cub in kit form. The 
job lasted two years, and the manual 
was complete except for the chapter 
on finishing. In December of 1989 
the program had been canceled but 
not before two kit airplanes were 
built in-house by volunteers and sold 
as factory-built airplanes. In 1990 
Clyde moved back to Pennsylvania 
and began doing freelance restora-
tion work that blossomed into do-
ing the fabric Piper restoration and 
maintenance courses that he still 
does today. This includes manu-
facturing small parts for the fabric 
Piper fleet, along with product and 
technical support on the fabric Piper 
models. Clyde also conducts mo-
bile restoration assistance as well as 
the restoration seminars and work-
shops—that’s how he earned the 
name “The Cub Doctor.”

“ That nickname got pinned on 
me during the mid-1980s because 
I would go around the country in-
specting projects and giving build-
ers assistance. One of my customers 
said, ‘ You’re like a doctor making 
house calls. Only instead of fixing 
people you fix Cubs!’ I started out 
doing this because I wanted to keep 
the interest and knowledge base up 
for Cub owners. I guess I have helped 
hundreds of people with their proj-
ects,  getting them back on track 
moving forward again. Although the 
J-3 made me that, I also have a deep 
fondness and knowledge base with 
the Super Cub. For me I really enjoy 
helping others, and the rewards are 
even greater when an owner com-
pletes their project. I am overjoyed 
when another airplane takes to the 
skies. My goal in life is to keep these 
treasured vintage airplanes f lying 
for as long as I can.”
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What Our Members Are Restoring
Are you nearing completion of a restoration? 

Or is it done and you’re busy flying and showing 
it off? If so, we’d like to hear from you. Send us a 
4-by-6-inch print from a commercial source or a 
4-by-6-inch, 300-dpi digital photo. A JPG from your 
2.5-megapixel (or higher) digital camera is fine. You 
can burn photos to a CD, or if you’re on a high-speed 
Internet connection, you can e-mail them along 
with a text-only or Word document describing your 
airplane. (If your e-mail program asks if you’d like to 
make the photos smaller, say no.)

For more information, you can also e-mail us at 
vintageaircraft@eaa.org or call us at 920-426-4825.


