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•Cloudboy
•de Havilland Chipmunk
•Cessna 180
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Terry Durham grew up in an 
aviation family, where getting 
your pilot certificate was as ex-
pected as learning to drive. With 
a loan from their stepfather, 
Terry and his brother Larry 
bought a Luscombe 8A in 1972 
for $2,050. He majored the en-
gine as a shop project while 
working on his A&P, and they 
flew the wings off of it, travel-
ing all around the Midwest. It 
had no radio, no electrical sys-
tem, and nothing even close to 
today’s navigational systems. 
Just a map and looking out the 
window. It was flying, pure and 
simple. And absolutely perfect 
for a young man with flying in 
his blood.

In 1975, they sold the 8A for 
$3,500 and repaid the loan, but 
Terry always had a thought that 
he wanted another Luscombe 
someday. He tried to pursue a 
career in commercial aviation, 
but with the large number of 
pilots coming out of the mili-

tary after Vietnam, the odds 
were against him. He wound up 
pursuing a different career and 
went into radiology, later mov-
ing from Chicago to Colorado. 
As happens to many of us, life 
got in the way and f lying fell 
by the wayside. That was until 
the 1990s when Terry started 
working for a radiology equip-
ment company and eventually 
covered a 10-state sales region. 
Driving was too time-consuming, 
and the airlines didn’t always 
mesh with his schedule. He ap-
proached his company about a 
third alternative and soon was 
back flying. For years he flew a 
Cessna T210 and then later a 
Mooney 20F, covering his ter-
ritory. But he never forgot his 
old Luscombe.

He tracked down his origi-
nal 8A, only to find it disassem-
bled in a barn, where its current 
owner is saving it for a someday 
restoration project. Since reac-
quiring it seemed unlikely, his 

dreams of another Luscombe 
once again went on the back 
burner. That was until last fall 
when, on a whim, he called an 
aircraft broker friend to ask if 
he knew of any Luscombes that 
might be available. Serendipi-
tously, his friend did know of a 
Luscombe that hadn’t even hit 
the market yet. He was planning 
on listing it the following week. 
It was a museum-quality restora-
tion that had been carefully pam-
pered and loved. A few e-mails 
later, Terry was on his way to 
Oklahoma with his checkbook 
in his hands. What he found ex-
ceeded all of his expectations: a 
low-time 1948 Luscombe 8F that 
had undergone a ground-up res-
toration and couldn’t have been 
any more perfect if it had just 
come off the assembly line brand 
new. It had less than 900 hours 
on the airframe total, as well as a 
Continental O-200 STC (remem-
ber, Terry lives in Denver, where 
density altitude is significant), 

Miss Ruby

Terry Durham’s immaculate 1948 Luscombe 8F Silvaire
Story and photographs by Jonathan and Julia Apfelbaum

Terry Durham



Starting with Charlie Harris. Char-
lie Harris has been a driving force in 
the vintage aviation world for many 
years. He was named after Charles 
A. Lindbergh, who flew over his 
hometown on the date of his birth. 
Growing up in an aviation family, he 
soloed at 16 and went on to a long 
distinguished career, including in-
duction into the Vintage Aircraft As-
sociation Hall of Fame in 2006. Mr. 
Harris began the process of acquir-
ing NC1902B in 1984 from Alfred G. 
“Fritz” King in DeLand, Florida. Mr. 
King was the foreman and head of 
the Luscombe manufacturing plant 
in West Trenton, New Jersey, in the 
late 1930s before he became a pilot 
for Delta Air Lines. He test-flew the 
majority of all the Luscombes built 
during the prewar era. Mr. King had 
originally advertised it for sale in 
1984; however, given his personal 
history, and after having owned it 
for 14 years, he felt it would be the 
last Luscombe he would ever own 
and had difficulty parting with it. 
After several years of negotiations, 
eventually he sold NC1902B to Mr. 
Harris in 1986. The purchase in-
cluded a disassembled Continental 
O-200 engine.

The original plan had been for 
it to be completely restored; how-
ever, it languished for several years 
at one facility without any prog-
ress. In 1989 it was moved to 
Bartlesville, Oklahoma, and placed 
in the exceptional hands of Fran-
cis “Frannie” Rourke and his son, 
Pat. From 1989 until 1992 it un-
derwent an extensive restoration. 
It was taken down to the bare 
bones and rebuilt. The Continen-
tal O-200 was rebuilt as well, giv-
ing NC1902B a zero-time engine, 
as well as an added boost of per-
formance. The restoration was for 
the airframe and engine, and af-
ter it was complete, attention was 
turned to the interior and paint.

In the 1970s and ’80s, one of the 

finest detail restoration and “finish” 
Luscombe masters was T.R. Boyd 
of Lake Jackson, Texas. Mr. Harris 
commissioned him to complete the 
restoration of NC1902B. It under-
went a complete rebuild of the exte-
rior, interior, engine compartment, 
instrument panel, seats, side pan-
els, carpets, luggage area, headline, 
and paint trim in 1949 Luscombe 
8F Deluxe maroon trim, as well as 
polishing the plane to perfection.

All of the work was completed in 
1997, and the results are stunning!

As Terry describes his pride and 
joy, “I love how original it is.” It is 
a straight, true low-time airframe. 
The finish and interior are as close 
as possible to how it was back in 
1948. “I was a bit concerned about 
the engine. The O-200 was over-
hauled 20 years ago and only has 
80 hours on it since then. How-
ever, it was carefully maintained in 
a climate-controlled environment, 

and the compressions are good, 
and all indicators are that it is stay-
ing healthy. I do keep a close eye 
on it. With the density altitude in 
Colorado, I am glad to have the ex-
tra horsepower.

“While you can get up over ‘the 
hills’ (you know, those 14,000-
foot Rocky Mountains) on the 
original Luscombe engines, I’ ll 
leave that to those with more ex-
perience and practice.”

As you approach Miss Ruby, you 
cannot help but admire the gleam 
of the perfect polish.

“That has been a challenge,” ad-
mits Terry. “Being in a climate-
controlled hangar in Oklahoma 
had kept about 80 percent of the 
original polish. After moving it to 
the low-humidity environment of 
Colorado, and lots of elbow grease, 
I was able to get it to about 90 per-
cent of how I wanted it. However, I 
couldn’t get the last 5 to 10 percent 
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original interior, and cleverly hidden 
radio and transponder to not dis-
tract from the original appearance. 
Since its total rebuild, it had been 
stored in a climate-controlled han-
gar and meticulously maintained.

After five hours of dual and a 
thorough checkout, Terry was on 
his way back to Denver with his 
new Luscombe.

So what was the story behind Lus-
combe NC1902B? Well that involved 
a number of well-known and re-
spected people in the aviation world. 



of the perfect polish despite a lot 
of effort.” 

After spending more than five 
hours one Saturday working on a 
single panel and failing to get the 
desired finish, Terry finally meta-
phorically and literally threw in the 
towel. “I talked with Joe Banks at 
Top Flight Aircraft Detailing. He had 
never done an entire airplane before 
but was eager to try. I was surprised 
at how much of an art form polish-
ing can be.” With Joe’s help, Terry 
was able to get Miss Ruby to the de-
sired mirror finish. When Terry took 
delivery of  the airplane and went 
to push it out of the hangar, Char-
lie Harris stopped him. “Never, ever, 
touch it with your bare hands,” Char-
lie warned him. “Now I see why,” 
Terry says and laughs. “Keeping the 
finish maintained is a full-time job.”

“I love how the Luscombe is 
an honest flying plane. With the 
O-200, cruise is about 110 mph, 
burning about 6 gallons of fuel an 
hour. With 24 gallons in the wing 
tanks, it has a comfortable range.” 
With the original Siflex (or Silflex, 

Luscombe spelled it both ways) 
landing gear, he has never found 
any of the ground-handling issues, 
even though Luscombes are alleged 
to be a problem. “It is just a delight.”

Terry tries to make it out to the 
airport early in the morning and go 
fly a little before work. It starts the 
day off on the right foot.

So why Miss Ruby? That is a tale 
in and of itself, so bear with me. 
The Heath Company, which many 
of us grew up with, making radios 
and other electronic devices in our 
home workshops, had an aviation 
beginning. Edward Bayard Heath 
built his first airplane in 1909 and 
acquired the Bates Aeroplane Com-
pany in 1912, changing it into the 
E.B. Heath Aerial Vehicle Company. 
He died in 1931 in an airplane 
crash. The company continued to 
weather various changes, has sur-
vived, and still bears his name. In 
1954, then CEO Howard Anthony 
was about to buy a de Havilland 
Dove to add to their fleet of busi-
ness aircraft. On a trial flight from 
Michigan down to Florida, the air-

craft flew into a violent storm and 
came apart, killing all on board. 
Terry’s father was copilot on this 
trip in his capacity as the chief pi-
lot for Heath Company. 

Fast-forward 40 years, and Terry 
and his two brothers made a long-
delayed journey to rural Tennes-
see to visit the site of the accident. 
Times and landscape had changed, 
and despite local guides, they had 
no luck finding the location. A 
chance encounter led them to Miss 
Ruby, a longtime local matriarch, 
who had actually seen the accident 
from her kitchen window, while 
canning vegetables, back in 1954. 
From that same kitchen window, 
Ruby, now well into her 80s, was 
able to describe the events of that 
day. With her help they were able 
to find the wreckage from the crash 
and pay their long-awaited re-
spects. In her honor, Terry named 
his Luscombe after her.

As he describes: “I am very fortu-
nate that everything came together 
for this Luscombe. But I don’t really 
own her; I’m just the caretaker.”
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