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illiam “Bill” Finagin was inducted into
the IAC Hall of Fame at a ceremony in
Oshkosh, Wisconsin, on October 24, 2008.

Anyone who's spent any time speaking with Bill will
immediately understand why he was chosen for this
prestigious award, but he humbly admits that he”...
just doesn’t want to lower the esteem of previous
Hall-of-Famers.” After all he’s accomplished, that may
be impossible.
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Bill was born just outside of Washington, D.C., in
Prince George’s County, Maryland, in 1937. He grew up
on a farm with horses, cows, and pigs, grew vegetables,
played in the dirt, and got dirty. His two older broth-
ers joined the Navy during World War II, and one was a
fighter pilot—something Bill obviously looked up to. Bill
remembers a day when he was in school and his brother
flew over:

“I remember very vividly being in the second grade and
hearing this monstrous noise,” says Finagin. “Somebody
said, ‘What was that?’ and I said, ‘Oh nothing, it’s prob-
ably my brother flying over in the Corsair.” He’d come
down from Wildwood, New Jersey, so of course I was the
big man in school for the rest of the day.”
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Bill's father fell ill and passed away when Bill was 16,
limiting his opportunities.

“T went through the local system until the University of
Maryland on scholarship,” says Finagin, “because I didn’t
have any other choice.”

Bill worked his way through school and started flying
as soon as he got to College Park.

“I spent too much time at the airport,” says Finagin. “It
was one of my extracurricular loves.”

He traded time working on UMD flying club airplanes
for flight time and eventually earned his ticket in a 65-hp
Aeronca Champion 7AC.

“You had to hand-prop it,” says Finagin. “You only
used the brakes when you did the run-up because they
wouldn’t hold otherwise.”

One time, while flying the Champ back from an annual
at another field, the engine began to sputter. A mechanic
had replaced the vented fuel cap with a nonventing type,
and the negative pressure starved the engine of fuel.

“So I'm flying back over D.C. at about 2,000 feet and
the plane starts to sputter,” says Finagin. “As I'd come
down, the atmospheric pressure would change a little and
I kept flying for a bit, but it just wasn’t enough fuel to
make the airport, so I had to make an off-airport landing
on the median strip of a dual-lane highway about 2 miles
from the airport.”



Within minutes, there were quite a few cops on the
scene. After figuring out the problem, replacing the fuel
cap, and having the police stop traffic, Bill took off and
headed back home.

Aviation stories are inevitably interrupted by the
demands of life, and such was the case for Bill. After
obtaining his bachelor’s degree, Bill entered dental school
and then attended special training as part of a Navy
internship in Mayport, Florida. Moving on, Bill entered
the United States Naval Academy and taught midshipmen
sailing in his spare time.

Leaving active duty in 1967 to teach dental school and
enter private practice, Bill remained in the Naval Reserve,
eventually becoming a two-star admiral—the highest
rank possible for a dentist—before his retirement in 1991.
It was in 1974, during his time at dental school, that the
flying bug finally bit again.

“As I was teaching in the dental school, a couple other
professors wanted to get into flying,” recalls Finagin.
“So the first time I entered into aircraft ownership, there
were three of us. We bought an airplane called a Spezio
Tuholer—an open-cockpit sport plane. Of course, neither
owner had their license, so I basically had an airplane to
fly whenever I wanted.”

The Tuholer was a homebuilt airplane with a single,
low, strut-braced wing. The wings could be folded back
90 degrees and conveniently placed into a fitting in the
tail for towing.

“We actually went to Pennsylvania,” says Finagin,
“saw the airplane and towed it home about 100 miles. It
was exciting, with three idiots and a plane trailing along
behind.”

Because it was called a sports plane, aerobatics were
obviously part of its repertoire.

“Today, I'd never fly aerobatics in it,” says Finagin. “But
at that time, I was like the typical idiot. I went out and
flew loops and rolls.”

Knowing that he couldn’t be competitive in aerobat-
ics with the Spezio,

Bill set his sights

on the airplane “Today, I'd never fly aerobatics
in it, but at that time, | was like
the typical idiot. | went out
and flew loops and rolls.”

that has become
synonymous with
him-the Pitts.

“I'd heard about
the Pitts and there
was one on the
field,” says Finag-
in. “I admired the
guy flying it. I don’t know if I admired him or the
airplane more than the other, but they looked pretty
sharp and spiffy, so I decided that’s what I'd start look-
ing for.”

As seemed to happen often to Bill, the airplane came to
him in an unusual fashion.

“The good Lord smiled upon me,” Finagin recalls, “and
I ended up finding an absolutely beautiful one in the
showroom of a Cadillac dealer in Butler, Pennsylvania.”

The Pitts had outwitted a couple of naive victims, and
Bill would be the benefactor.

“I guess these guys’ father was a World War II pilot,”
says Finagin. “They had flown some T-6s and other war-
birds and decided to buy a Pitts. The one son told me,
and I don’t know if it’s true, that after about 14 passes,
he finally got it on the ground. After landing, he got out,
kissed the ground, towed it to his Cadillac showroom,
and put it up for sale. He said, ‘T'll never fly that again!’ It
was an absolutely gorgeous S-1S.”

Bill flew the single-seat Pitts
for four years, beginning in
1981. In 1985, it was time to
move up, so Bill bought a facto-
ry-new ‘86 S-1T and put his S-1S
up for sale.

“I sold my first plane to a guy
from Germany who came over,”
says Finagin. “The moment he
looked at it, he opened up a
little satchel and paid me on the
spot in cash. Then we shipped it to Germany for him.”

Bill became a Pitts dealer about the same time he
purchased the S-1T. In order to teach students the finer
points of flying the Pitts, Bill purchased a two-seat S-2B.

“That started my long and somewhat colorful teaching
career, | guess some might say,” says Finagin.

So what kinds of things happen to a pilot with more
than 18,000 flight hours-10,000 in the Pitts alone?

“I've had a few incidents,” says Finagin. “I dead-sticked
a T-34 one time as a passenger. I started out as a passenger
and ended up being the pilot.”
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the airport. It flew for another four or five minutes, so we made a timi:
and started climbing up....It wasn'’t a sputter; it wasn’t a cough; it was like

someone just turned the key off. It was instantly silent—again.

“The second time the engine quit, we didn’t have any choice but
to put it into the river, or else we could hurt somebody. We just made

sure our belts and everything were tight. It was very uneventful. We
hit the water where I'd water-skied before, so I planned about 20
feet of depth in case we dove into the water or turned upside down,
we wouldn’t have the canopy locked closed. I didn’t want to open
the canopy beforehand-

—think of falling off of

water skis at 90 miles an

"YOU knOW, there’S hour. That’s what it feels
: like. Of course, the plane
Just no p|ace tO Iand hit, and it turned over,
which we expected. We

that we're not going  unbuckied, and I made

” sure he was all right,
tO have a prOblem... and then told him I'd
meet him at the surface.
We held our breath and
opened the canopy. When we got to the top, we watched the plane
right itself and sit there at the surface. I thought, ‘What an idiot!”
Those things we call wings were actually water wings. It eventually
sank, so they brought in a diver, put some airbags under it, and floated
it up the river to what used to be an old seaplane ramp at the airport. I
washed it down that night, but the saltwater corroded it, and I insisted
the insurance company total it, which they did.”
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Available at
SOUTHEAST AERO

www.southeastaero.com

Regional
Representatives:

-Northeast-
Matt Goulian

mattgoulian@executiveflyers.com
Executive Flyers
(781) 820-2566

-Southeast-
Doug Vayda

dvayda@southeastaero.com
Southeast Aero
(800) 990-4870

-West-
Wayne Handley

wayne@waynehandley.com
W. Handley Aerosports
(831) 596-8320

Aerobatic Training
available af:
Southeast Aerobatics
Contact:

Dave Kicklighter
dkick@southeastaero.com
(904) 753-6157
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The very next day, there was an air show scheduled at
the airport, so Bill pulled an identical plane he had for
sale out of the hangar.

“Most people, including one from the FAA, thought 1
flew a plane that landed in the water the night before.”

Due to corrosion, the problem was never pinpointed,
but a faulty ignition cluster switch was suspected.

Today, if you'd like to buy a factory-new Pitts, you'll
need to call Bill Finagin—currently the only Pitts dealer
in the United States. The reason for his success in 22
years of Pitts sales lies in the fact that he doesn’t consider
it his vocation.

“[Selling airplanes] has always been a hobby with me,
and we stay very busy,” says Finagin. “We’ve just finished
up two very successtul years. They rank among just about
the best years we’ve ever had in all the years I've been
doing it. I think there are still people out there who want
to fly a Pitts bad enough, and they’ll find a way. It’s all a
question of priorities.”

One person has been instrumental in allowing aerobat-
ics to remain a priority for Bill.

“One of the major factors of me being involved in aero-
batics,” he says, “is I've had a very understanding wife. A
lot of us are very lucky that way.”

This fall, during the Cape May contest, IAC president
Vicki Cruse asked Bill to come up to the front to help her
present an award. None the wiser, he just thought he was
going up to help her hand an award to someone else, like
he’d done many times before.

“So I'm standing up there and she starts this speech,”
says Finagin. “I can’t really tell you to this day exactly
what she said, but I remember when she said something

to 10 ffec f ‘Yoo est indu
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a little bit; it was a total surprise. Never in my wildest
dreams did I ever think about the Hall of Fame, let alone
think I'd be a candidate for it. As Vicki says, I was speech-
less. I really don’t remember about an hour of that time
after she told me I was inducted. Like a bumbling idiot, I
had to ask her the next day what I said after she told me.
I'm still awed by it; it’s just a tremendous honor.”

Bill Finagin has put “150 percent” into his flying over
the years. Unable to do something just partway, he puts
his all into whatever he takes on. He believes that when
the time’s over, the time’s over. In keeping with that phi-
losophy, Bill announced at the Hall of Fame banquet that
he was retiring from competitive flying. His last flight as
a contestant turned out to be idyllic.

“I won a contest at Farmville just a week before the Hall
of Fame banquet,” he says. “At that contest, amazingly
enough, Pitts aircraft won all five categories. It’s sort of
unheard of, but they won Primary, Sportsman, Intermedi-
ate, Advanced, and Unlimited. What better contest can I
use as a swan song?”

Bill may be giving up competitive aerobatics, but that
doesn’t mean he’s leaving the sport entirely.

“I'll sure keep instructing, and I plan to show up at
contests and be a judge if they’ll have me. I still have all
the vigor and interest in IAC that I've ever had in my life-
that’s not diminished a bit.”

So what does Bill think of the IAC after all these years?

“I think the IAC is a fabulous organization. I just try to
recruit people for it all the time. There’s never a student
who gets in my airplane who I don't encourage to become
a member of the IAC if they’re not already.”

If anyone exemplifies the heart and spirit of the I
& off ~than Bill Finagin? _ , Bill.
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//A\\///N EW.. “National Flat!”

Compared to our original Back Parachutes
the new “National Flat” is slightly wider and
higher, but much flatter. Plus, you have two
choices for parachute shape / thickness:

Anniversary

1) Taper: 3.5” top / 1” bottom

2) Fully Flat: 2.25” top/bottom
(Both are 15” wide by 24” high)

The “Flat” comes with a 22
panel steerable conical rated

up to 220 Ibs.
(Parachute Wt. = 13.8 Ib.*)

National Parachute Industries, Inc.
47 East Main Street

Flemington, NJ 08822 USA

PH: 908-782-1646 FAX: 908-782-5638
E-mail: sales@nationalparachute.com
Web: www.nationalparachute.com

NATIONAL - Your One Last Chance!

*With two B-12 Snaps on leg straps, TT on chest strap.
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