
AAHS member Steve Johnston is something of a Golden Age aircraft aficionado. He takes his interest a 

step further by building models of them—the stick and tissue kind, just like models were made back then. 

(See his article, “A Vanishing Hobby From the Golden Age of Aeronautical Model Building,” in the 

Spring 2025 AAHS Journal.) If he can’t find plans or a kit of a particular aircraft, Steve sometimes draws 

his own. We asked him to share some of his Golden Age favorites with FlightLine. 

First off the drawing board is the Burnelli UB-20 transport from 1930. (Click here to view Steve’s plan.) 

The Burnelli story was well told by Kent A. Mitchell in the Spring 1997 Journal, from which we 

extracted this brief description. (“Burnelli and His Lifting-Body Transport,” pp. 2-19)

The one and only Model UB-20 (“U” representing Inglis M. Uppercu Uppercu, the principal financier 

of the project, “B” for Burnelli, and 20 the number of passengers) was completed in 1930.

The UB-20’s claim to fame, 

such as it is, resulted from a 

1935 flight with a Ford 

roadster slung underneath it, 

part of a Sun Oil Company 

(Sunoco) ad campaign. 

The gent in the overcoat next 

to the camera is broadcaster 

Lowell Thomas. 

And sure ’nuff, there’s a short 

YouTube video of the flight. 

Despite carrying U.S. civil 

aircraft  registration markings 

X397N and later NR397N, the 

UB-20 never received ATC 

certification.

Good front-end view of the fuselage mounted liquid cooled Packard engines and radiator shutters. Among 

its other unusual features, the UB-20 was equipped with Goodyear “Airwheels,” claimed at the time to be 

the largest in the world. Inflated to only 11 psi, they enabled landings on soft ground. 

No. 25-05                                                                            15 June 2025

Airborne! The UB-20 with the Sunoco Ford underneath. Since takeoff was from Floyd Bennet Field, that 

has to be Long Island below. 

What might have been . . . .

                            

                            

The flight took place on 12 Feb 1935. The clipping is from The News of Cumberland County (N.J.), 

11 March 1935. All images are in the public domain.

                            

(Upper left) Adam Estes, along with Flabob office 

MGR Charlie Shaw (not shown) manned the book and 

info both at Fullerton (FUL) Airport Day. The AAHS 

piggy bank was plumped up by a couple hundred bucks 

in book sales. Thanks guys!

(Upper right) AAHS volunteer Heather Wilson flew 

solo at the first annual Community Aerospace Expo at 

Riverside Municipal (RAL). Both events were held on 

May 31. At Riverside, several folks expressed interest 

in volunteering with AAHS. 

(Left) Heather is flanked by Riverside mayor Patricia 

Lock Dawson, Calif. State Assembly member Leticia 

Castillo, and Riverside City Council member Steve 

Robillard. On behalf of AAHS, Heather accepted some  

very nice certificates of appreciation from these local 

leaders. Great job, Heather!

Have an interest in aviation history and a few hours to 

spare? If you’d like to help out AAHS HQ at Flabob 

airport, or maybe you’re looking to hone your computer 

or general organizational skills, we’d love to talk with 

you about volunteer opportunities at AAHS. We offer 

plenty of things that can be done remotely, too.

Contact CEO Jerri Bergen at jerri@victorygirl.com, or 

call the AAHS office at (951) 777-1332, Tuesday-

Thursday-Saturday, 11 am to 3 pm. 

Happenings at Flabob
At Flabob airport, the Tom Wathen Center sponsors several summer “Air Academies,” like an aviation-

oriented summer camp, for elementary and middle-school aged children. The programs are geared to 

keep the kids busy with aviation related activities, which could include building a foam airplane model, 

testing different materials for a parachute drop, or launching a rocket. The Tom Wathen Center subsidizes 

the cost for these programs, to make them affordable for middle and low-income families. AAHS has 

been asked by the airport to develop a one-hour program that could interest kids in aviation history. 

One idea in development is making these youth more knowledgeable about how planes are identified. 

We’re thinking we could give a basic presentation to the kids of how aircraft worldwide are registered 

with a “tail number,” then develop a game to help them practice identifying aircraft. If you have 

suggestions or ideas for other ways AAHS might support summer education for kids, give us a shout! 

Jerri Bergen, AAHS CEO

AAHS at the Aerodrome!

https://www.aahs-online.org/pubs/flightline/lnk_docs/UB-20.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PcMh4YnWilY
mailto:jerri@victorygirl.com
https://www.flabobairport.org/copy-of-about-us
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