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Ladies and gentlemen, I have the great pleasure to welcome our speaker Burt Rutan, the 

outstanding creative leader in aeronautics and aviation. He is a maverick and trailblazer, and his 

admirers speak of him as a man with a “Rolls Royce mind.”  

 

He combines a vivid imagination with a profound sense of beauty and a highly sophisticated 

technology aiming at the greatest possible safety and economic efficiency. His slender aircrafts are 

of a delightful elegance. They are always on the cutting edge of aviation industry and keep setting 

one world record after another. Time and again his pilots make headlines in the international mass 

media. Due to these accomplishments Burt Rutan has become a national treasure and the stuff of 

American folklore. 

 

Burt Rutan is an aeronautics engineer, a configuration designer, a constructor of aircrafts and, to top 

it all, a successful entrepreneur who posts a hundred profitable quarters in a row while continually 

pushing the envelope of flying. All in all Rutan is a man beyond category. He doesn’t fit the slots of 

any prefabricated scheme of classification – or does he? Irish writer James Joyce’s description of 
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“hawk-like man flying skyward” fits him beautifully. Greta and I visited Burt Rutan a few years ago at 

his enterprise Scaled Composites in the Californian Mojave Desert about a hundred miles northeast 

of L.A. Since that very day I always think of Burt Rutan whenever Joyce’s phrase “hawk-like man 

flying skyward” pops onto the screen of my conscious mind. 

  

Ladies and gentlemen, creative leaders always stand on the shoulders of giants because human 

beings learn the basics of their trades from social role models whether they are consciously aware of 

it or not. Let me briefly mention some of Burt’s giants and role models.  

 

In the Illiad, written some 3,000 years ago, Homer describes an ingenious inventor and engineer 

whose name is Daidalos. In the ancient Greek language Daidalos means cunning worker. “Cunning 

worker” is a characterization that seems to fit certain aspects of Burt’s professional identity. 

 

As legend has it, Daedalus and his son Icarus took off from the Island of Crete using wings that were 

glued to their bodies with beeswax (P2). Father Daedalus warned his son that he should not fly too 

near the sun.  Icarus disregarded his father’s warnings, flying higher and higher towards the sun. The 

heat melted the wax, and the youngster took a nosedive, smashing to smithereens on the surface of 

the Mediterranean Sea. Daedalus survived and eventually landed in what is now Naples.  

 

Flying is a risky business. Either you do it right, or you shouldn’t do it at all. As a young entrepreneur 

Burt Rutan used to sell model planes to private aircraft builders: He always warned them that they 

should not tinker with his models because “small changes can be full of surprises!”  

 

So much for the ancient tale of Daedalus, the cunning worker and mythological ancestor of all 

aviators; let’s now turn to history. 

 

In 1267 a Franciscan friar at the Sorbonne in Paris sent a comprehensive treatise to Pope Clement IV. 

It contained the results of the friar’s scientific investigations into languages, mathematics, astronomy, 

optics, alchemy and gunpowder. The friar’s name was Roger Bacon (P3), also known as doctor 

mirabilis, meaning the “wondrous doctor.” Bacon was one of the great luminaries of his time and a 

pacemaker for the development of a solid scientific method in making observations and 

experiments. In the Opus Majus (Major Work) sent to the Pope, he predicted that one day human 

beings would invent “flying machines, that a man may sit in the midst of [It], turning an instrument by 

means of which wings artificially constructed would beat the air after the manner of a bird. Flying!”  

 

The first man actually to design flying machines was Leonardo da Vinci (P4), a genius who was not 

only a virtuoso painter but also an ingenious inventor, engineer, architect, sculptor, scientist and 
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philosopher. Leonardo was obsessed with what he called saper vedere, that is, carefully observing 

an object or event in order to really see and understand its nature.  

 

Towards the end of the 15th century, more than 200 years after Bacon’s prediction, Leonardo 

became obsessed with flying. Working for duke Ludovico Sforza in Milan, he began to design one 

flying contraption after another (P5) – more than one hundred drawings to be precise – occasionally 

representing a man with wings attached to his arms and sometimes to his legs as well. Leonardo 

called his birdman ornithopter, a Greek expression meaning “bird wing.” (P6) Leonardo’s basic 

assumption was that an individual was able to produce thrust, lift and also control by flapping a pair 

of wings attached to his body.  

 

Leonardo planned his first flight to take off from the roof of his residence, the Corte Vecchia in Milan, 

and to land on the nearby Piazza del Duomo. (P7) As time went by and his understanding of flying 

grew, he changed his ideas about the proper place for his first experiment and wrote in his 

notebook, “You will try this machine over a lake and wear a long wineskin around your waist, so that 

if you should fall you will not drown.” Well, it seems that Leonardo never ventured into an actual 

flight. Frustrated by his continuous failures to come up with a convincing design, he temporarily 

stopped all research on the topic.  

 

A few years later, however, we find him immersed once again in the issue of flying. Around 1505 the 

birdman vanishes altogether from his drawings. (P8) Leonardo seems to have understood that, unlike 

birds, man has not got the muscles for flapping his arms and generating the thrust necessary for 

flying, so he now opts for a glider. Convinced of the mechanical uniformity of nature, he soon takes a 

more abstract and more general approach to flying. He notes, “A bird is an instrument which 

operates according to mathematical laws, which instrument it is in the power of man to imitate.” His 

observations and studies of birds make him wonder about the marvel of flight he refers to as 

“balancing in the air.”  
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As you can see, ladies and gentlemen, Leonardo’s intuition directed him towards analogical thinking 

that is very important in all of human creativity. The analogical thinking produced in our non-

dominant brain hemisphere perceives the similarities between different things. Leonardo is now into 

what is known today as fluid mechanics. Studying the whirls and eddies of flowing water (P9) and 

investigating the effects produced by a solid body immersed in flowing water, he understands that 

hydrodynamics and aerodynamics are linked. In one of his manuscripts we find the amazing 

sentence, “Write of swimming underwater and you will have the flight of the birds through air.” 

 

Leonardo is the patron of aviation though he never built any of his contraptions, let alone flew one of 

them. It is only about 500 years later that George Cayley (P10) in England built a glider (P11, P12) that 

could carry cargoes. The first cargo was his housemaid’s boy; the second was his coachman. After 

gliding about 130 meters through the air and finishing with a crash landing, the coachman handed in 

his resignation with the remark that he had been hired to drive a coach and not to fly a glider. 

Cayley carried out his flying experiments in Brompton Dale, in the county of Yorkshire in Northern 

England. As coincidence has it, the Goforths, Burt’s ancestors on his mother’s side, lived in Yorkshire 

before immigrating to the USA in 1682. 

 

In 1903, fifty years after Cayley’s experiments, the Wright brothers (P13) flew the first engine-powered 

aircraft over the sand dunes of Kitty Hawk, North Carolina (P14). Today, a century later, Burt Rutan 

(P15) is the first aircraft constructor to send a privately designed and funded aircraft into space. This 

spectacular event marks the beginning of a new era of Leonardo’s dream: the era of private space 

flight and a new space industry.  

 

Rutan’s launcher White Knight (P16), an orca-shaped, stubby-winged and star-spangled 

SpaceShipOne strapped to its underbelly, takes off from a runway in the Californian Mojave desert, 

ascends into the skies and there releases its load. At a steep angle of 84°, at a speed of more than 

three times the speed of sound, its rocket engines roaring, the manned SpaceShipOne (P17) hurls 

itself towards the invisible boundary layer that, at an altitude of 100 km above sea level, separates 

our atmosphere from space. Rutan’s SpaceShipOne is the flying wedge Leonardo must have 

dreamed of while he mused about taking off from the roof of his residence and landing on the 

nearby Piazza del Duomo.  

 


