Open Road

Flights of Fancy

ROWING UP IN the Fifties, as | did,

you couldn’t help but imagine that

some day you'd be going to work
inapersona flying machine. These devices,
showcased almost monthly in the pages of
Popular Science, Mechanix Illustrated and
Popular Mechanics, promised to banish the
laws of gravity and provide uswith alevel
of persona mobility that only the birds had
known before.

| loved to fantasizewhat it would belike,
and bought every magazinethat contained a
story on flying saucers, jetpacks, tiny air-
craft, hovercraft or gyrocopters. | idolized
the Wright Brothers and thrilled to Lind-
berg's diary of his marathon flight across
the Atlantic in The Spirit of S. Louis. For
fiction, | read The Adventures of Tom Swift
Jr—"For Today’ s Science-minded Boys!”
(and still have my collection). The Tom
Swift books were to the junior scientists
what The Hardy Boys stories were to the
outdoorsmen of thefuture. Tom, if youdon't
know him, was the fictional adolescent son
of afamous and wealthy inventor (actualy
the first Tom Swift, our fathers' fictional
hero), and had hisfather’ s support to create
any device that might stimulate a boy’s
imagination, from aRocket Ship to aGiant
Robot. Swift’s* Diving Seacopter” (acom-
bination helicopter/submarine) was my
favorite, and later, | becamefascinated with
scubadiving asanother way to smulatethe
dream of weightlessflight.

Seems it was just yesterday that super-
conductors appeared to be the key to mag-
netic levitation, perhaps the purest form of
flying. Only in dreams can it get any better.

Looking back on thisflying fixation, I'm
amazed at the hold theideahas continued to
have on me over the years.

I've studied powered hang-gliders, and
imagined that, finaly, I'd found what I'd
beenlooking for. However, atrip at the con-
trols of atrainer, the pilot behind me with
dual contrals, spoiledit for me. Hewasfond
of stunt flying, and the violent maneuvershe
demonstrated convinced me the machine
had the structural strength of alawn chair—
not something | cared to risk my lifein.

Once, | tried to buy aused Bensen Gyro-
copter for $600. It had abeautiful anodized
aluminum chassisfitted with aMcColluch
90 hp two-stroke drone engine, but was
missing itsrotor and pusher prop. If you've
ever seen one of thesethingsfly (seen“Mad
Max?"), you can’t help but be impressed
with what a high-performance machine it
is. But, researching the price of themissing
parts, | found the craft had alethal tendency
for the blades to tangle in-flight. A gyro-
copter missing its blades was sort of like

thead for the parachute: “ Used once, never
opened, dight stain, $100.”

Inthe Army, my childhood study of heli-
coptersdlowed meto passthedifficult writ-
ten control test to become ahdlicopter pilot,
but | flunked the hearing test (perforated
eardrumsfrom rifle practice).

| actualy started collegeto major in aero-
nautical engineering, but the level of math
required stopped me. | have no regrets, but
| still keep waiting for someoneto build the
perfect affordable ultralight helicopter.

Of course, now you also know why | like
motorcycles so much. What could be closer
to the dream of flight over the ground than
abike; swooping and leaning, pulling itself
up short and jetting away; unencapsul ated,
freein the breeze. Y ou can almost forgive
the guyswho don’t dress properly, as| once
did, because they enjoy the sheer thrill of
flying through the air as near to naked as
possible. Maybe once they get old enough
and have enough to lose, they’ll simply get
over it.

But, for achange of pacethismonth, let’s
let our imaginations fly, and indulge me
while| fantasize about anew kind of motor-
cycle; amotorcyclethat canfly.

The invention came to me after we'd
reached L aguna SecaviaHighway Onelast
month. Now, if you haven’t ridden this par-
ticular stretch of the coast, there are few
roads | know that can make you feel more
like a bird. Uphill, downhill, twisting and
turning with thousand-foot cliffs to help
visualize abird' s-eyeview of Earth. Those
with vertigo need not apply.

The Coast Highway isachallenge asthe
four-wheeled traffic creates endless chi-
canes and opportunitiesto demonstrate the
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superior performance of amotorcycle. But
occasionaly you still get stuck behind apro-
cession of vehicles, usudly led by a pon-
derous motorhome.

Wouldn't it be nice to be able to simply
fly over these obstructions?

Here's how it would work: The bike
would carry a pair of lightweight carbon
fiber wings above your head. Computers
would monitor the level of the road, wind
speed and the motorcycle' sangleof attack.
No propulsion system cther than the tires
would be necessary. To makeanimpossible
pass, you'd smply accelerateto high speed,
pull back on the handlebars and the wings
would carry you above therolling obstruc-
tion. Like a glider, you would be able to
control your path by shifting your weight,
and for really radical maneuvers, asudden
turn of your front wheel would useitsgyro-
scopic force to get you as sideways as a
motocross rider doing a crossup at the fin-
ishline. You'd be ableto jump through the
air and make turns at the sametime. Think
of the fun you could have!

Of course, asaglider, you'd slow down
as you make your ascent and turns, but
you'd glide smoothly down to the pavement
to accelerate on the road for another flight.
Dirt bikes already have the suspension for
catching “ seriousair.” Thetermwould have
awhole new meaning.

Okay, | know some part of you issaying
“no way” and thinking of a dozen reasons
why it can’t bedone. But what if we set our
mindstoit?Would any of ushavebelieved,
twenty or thirty years ago, how much
motorcycles have evolved since then?

Did you know that Craig Vetter, the
inventor of the Vetter fairing that revolu-
tionized touring in the Seventies, isanother
rider with dreams of flight? Remember the
Vetter Fuel Economy Runs? All youneedis
a legitimate prize to get the inventorsin
gear. Vetter is proposing that we do the
samefor apersonal flying machine. Put up
aprizeof, say, $100,000, for amachinethat
canfly low and dlow enough not to kill you
if it fals from the sky, and see what hap-
pens. My bet isthat the prize would bewon
by amotorcyclist. What do you think?

If any of you have any ideas along these
lines, I'd like to hear about them. Remem-
ber, JulesVernedidn't invent submarines,
or nuclear power, hejust gavethe scientists
the imagination to proceed.
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—Dave Searle
Editor



