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"In addition to working well, my main goal for the exhaust

Dickenson's creation includes old and new

parts, and materials such as wood, metal,
fabric, and fiberglass. Some components
came from a wrecked DGA-15 fuselage
(below left), but the combination is unique.

and bought prefabricated parts where he
could-all while running a Santa Paula
citrus and avocado ranch full time.

The spring aluminum landing gear,
for example, came from Grove. The
wheel fairings came from Jim Younkin
of Springdale, Arkansas-designer and
builder of the Mullicoupe-who became
an enthusiastic proponent of Dick
enson and his airplane when Younkin
stopped at Santa Paula on a business
trip. The tailwheel assembly came from
a wrecked DGA-15, as did the rudder bar
and a few other parts. Dickenson simply
designed them into the fuselage he was
building from scratch.

The wooden wings got their airfoil and
chord dimensions from Mr.Mulligan, and
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Dickenson built the wings from a spruce
spar, birch ribs, and mahogany covering.

"My airplane has a lot of similarities
to Mr. Mulligan, but in no way is it a rep
lica," Dickenson said. "Where 1 could
use better materials and techniques, I
did. You'll see that in the avionics, land
ing gear, Teflon coating on the control
cables, and elsewhere."

Instead of a 450-horsepower Pratt
& Whitney R-985 from the DGA
IS, Dickenson went with a larger,
600-horsepower R-1340. It has a 12: I
supercharger and Airflow Performance
fuel injection. Dickenson also fabricated
his own exhaust system based on parts
from a de Havilland Otter. "In addition

to working well, my main goal for the

exhaust system was that it had to make
the engine sound bitchin'," Dickenson
said. "An engine like this ought to have
a recognizable sound."

The thirsty powerplant also meant
Dickenson's airplane would have to
carry lots of fuel, and it does-19I gal
lons. There are five fuel tanks: two in the
wings and three in the belly.

When he rolled the airplane out of his
hangar to fly for the first time on Novem
ber 22,2008, Dickenson had spent more
than nine years poring over every detail.
Although unpainted, with its nickname,
"Mr. Dickenson"-a nod to Mr. Mulli

gan-crudely hand-drawn on the cowl
with a marking pen, the fit and finish
were outstanding. Every inch of the





I wanted a Howard that goes as fast as a
Baron, and now I've got one."

In addition to paint, Dickenson also
has yet to add the Garmin GNS420, auto
pilot, yaw damper, and oxygen system.
The airplane is wired and plumbed for
them, but the items are on hold. "I've
deferred those things for purely economic
reasons," he said. 'TII get them eventually.
But the airplane can fly without them
and I really enjoying the flying."

Abdominal workout

Two things jump out during a preflight
inspection of the DGA-21: the supe
rior quality of its workmanship and the
audacity of its design.

The airplane's imposing size, mus
cular frame, hulking engine, gleaming
two-blade prop, and impossibly short
and thin wings convey refined ferocity. It
puts an abundance of speed and power
in the pilot's hands, and it will require
skill and proper technique to keep those
forces in balance.

The single access door is on the right
side of the aircraft behind the strut. You
climb aboard via a metal step and walk
uphill to the cockpit. Two roomy seats
there provide plenty of comfort, but the
extreme nose-high attitude and lack of

forward visibility make it anything but
relaxing. Dickenson flew from the left
seat and I observed from the right dur
ing two hour-long flights: an aircraft
demonstration and then a photo fJight.

Engine start is standard, and taxiing in
the busy general aviation airport's tight
confines requires constant S-turning.
Engine runup is normal, but warming
the R-1340's 10gallons of oil takes several
minutes at relatively high power, and the
throaty sound of the short exhaust pipes
hints at the maelstrom to come.

Once aligned with the runway, Dick
enson smoothly applied full power, and
a combination of rapid acceleration and
the reclined seating position provided a
short but vigorous abdominal workout. It
felt like trying to do sit ups with a heavy
weight on your chest. At about 40 mph,
Dickenson added forward pressure on
the steering column to raise the tail, and
the airplane lifted off at about 70 mph
after a ground roll of about 1,200 feet.

The airplane accelerated to 140 mph
at the departure end of the 2,700-foot
strip and Dickenson began a shallow
left turn in accordance with local pro
cedures to follow the contours of the
Santa Clara River. The left turn is for
noise abatement, but that term is a bit of

a joke with the DGA-2 I because its char
acteristic roar can be heard for miles.

During a 140-mph cruise climb, the
DGA-21 gained altitude at more than
1,500 feet per minute, and the full-power
fuel consumption rate was a ravenous 58
gallons an hour.

At 5,000 feet, Dickenson reduced the
power to 28 inches of manifold pressure
and 2,000 rpm, and the airplane settled
into an easy 180-mph cruise at 28.5
gph. Pitch trim is controlled via a crank
handle on the cockpit ceiling, and the
relatively heavy elevator and wide speed
range make spinning the trim handle an
almost constant task. Control forces are

relatively heavy and well balanced, and
despite the complete lack of wing dihe
dral, the airplane has a strong tendency
to return to level fJight when disturbed.

"It's not a Pitts so the control forces

aren't light," Dickenson said. "It's a very
stable airplane in pitch, roll, and yaw,
and that's what I was going for.To me, the
control harmony is absolutely delightful."

Unaccelerated stalls occur at 64 mph
with flaps down and 67 mph clean and
are preceded by mild airframe buffeting
followed by a crisp, wings-level break.
Even without a yaw damper, adverse yaw
is almost nonexistent at cruise speeds.

"Throughout this whole process, I never doubted II 1



Dickenson/Howard DGA-21

In the landing pattern, the 109-inch
prop provides a great deal of braking
action in the low pitch/high rpm setting,
and Dickenson performed wheel land
ings, with the main gear touching down at
about 70 mph. Even without a headwind,
moderate braking allowed for stopping in
about 1,400feet of ground roll.

Clarity of purpose
The registration name of this aircraft
the Dickenson/Howard DGA-21-is
meant as a tribute to the two airplanes
it's based on. But in combining them,
Bruce Dickenson has created something
unique and unlikely to be replicated. The
airplane is meant to satisfy the uncom
promising demands of one idiosyncratic
builder and owner, and the fact that it
does that so well is quite a testament to
Dickenson's skill, determination, and
independent nature.

Few pilots possess such well-defined
visions of our perfect airplanes. And
almost none of us have the talent, will,
or resources to translate those ideas into

reality. The DGA-21 is remarkable for its
boldness, beauty, and complete clarity
of purpose. And despite its long and
strenuous gestation period, Dickenson
said he never doubted that his airplane

Specifications
powerplantPratt & Whitney R-1340, 600 hp
Propeller Hamilton Standard 2-blade.

109-in dia.
Length 25 ft 8 in
Height .8 ft 5 in
Wingspan 35 ft 1 in
Wing area 175 sq ft
Wing loading 29.7 Ib/sq ft
Power loading 8.6 Ib/hp
Seats .4

Empty weight 3,272 Ib
Max gross weight 5,200 Ib
Useful load 1,928Ib
Payload w/full fuel 782 Ib
Fuel capacity, std 191 gal, 1,146 Ib
Oil capacity 10 gal
Baggage capacity 100 Ib

Performance
Takeoff distance. ground roll 850 ft
Rate of climb. sea level 3.000 fpm
Max level speed. sea level 245 mph

would ultimately fly, or that it would
perform exactly as he had envisioned
more than a decade ago.

"This is the only airplane I've ever
built from scratch," he said, "and I'm
very proud that I could get it to this
point where it flies like I wanted it to fly.

Max level speed, 8,000 fL 255 mph
Cruise speed/endurance w/45-min rsv, std
fuel (fuel consumption), 8.000 ft

@ 60% power. best economy ... 225 mph/
5.8 hr (28 gph)

Landing distance. ground roll 1.200 ft

limiting and Recommended Airspeeds

Vy (best rate of climb) 85 mph
V" (max flap extended) 130 mph
VNE (never exceed) 275 mph
VR (rotation) 70 mph
VS1 (stall. clean) 67 mph
Vso(stall, in landing configuration) .64 mph

All specifications are based on manufac
turer's calculations. All performance figures
are based on standard day, standard atmo
sphere, sea level, gross weight conditions
unless otherwise noted.

Throughout this whole process, I never
doubted that I'd get it done, and I never
regretted starting it. Once I start some
thing, I'm committed." /alA

E-mail the awhor at dave.hirschman@

aopa.01g.


