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A COUPLE BUILDS A COUPLE  
OF BEARHAWK PATROLS 

   BY BETH E. STANTON

THEIR
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FOR 24 YEARS, Donna Svoboda, EAA 403604, and 
Dennis Reynolds, EAA 193207, had been flying their 
two planes, a Citabria and a Tri-Pacer, respectively, on 
backcountry excursions all over the country. 

The two met in the early 1990s after Dennis built 
a house and attached hangar on a grass strip at Wolf 

Lake Airport (26W) in Michigan, 2 miles north of 
Napoleon Airport (3NP) where Donna was based. 
He’d often fly to 3NP and buy groceries at the store 
across the street from the airport. 

“I saw this guy get out of his Pacer to go grocery 
shopping, which I thought was totally cool,” Donna 
said. Soon afterward, Dennis met the cute girl with 
the curly red hair who flew the Citabria. “We became 

friends and the rest is history,” he said. 
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“You meet the nicest people in the backcountry.  

Learning the skills to land at some of the 

backcountry strips is also satisfying.” -Dennis
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SEA TO SHINING SEA
Donna has been flying since 1989 and has a commercial 
certificate with instrument rating and is also a private 
glider pilot. She flew pipeline patrol in a Cessna 185 and 
has owned two Citabrias. After Dennis earned his private 
pilot certificate 35 years ago, he rented a 172 and quickly 
came to the conclusion that renting was not going to 
work for him. After searching for an a�ordable plane, he 
bought a Tri-Pacer in 1983, re-covered it, and converted 
it to a taildragger. 

The title of Donna’s maybe-someday book is From Sea 
to Shining Sea. The couple’s travels have spanned the East 
and West coasts of the United States, flying to Martha’s 
Vineyard, Catalina Island, and dozens of places in between. 
They’ve been to the lowest point in the U.S., Death Valley’s 
Furnace Creek, and the highest, Leadville, Colorado. Every 
pilot who lands at Leadville gets a certificate to commem-
orate the achievement. 

“I always thought they should mail it to you to show 
that you were actually able to leave,” Donna said. “That 
seems to be the bigger feat.” 

They’ve landed at the Old Rhinebeck Aerodrome in 
New York, flown down the Hudson River Valley, around 
the Statue of Liberty, and past the Golden Gate Bridge in 
San Francisco. EAA AirVenture Oshkosh used to be an 
annual destination, and they’ve made it to the SUN ’n FUN 
International Fly-In & Expo many times. They particularly 
love flying in the western United States and each year take 
a two-week vacation to visit places such as Yellowstone, 
the San Juan Islands, and Johnson Creek, Idaho. 

There are advantages to these two-airplane missions. 
They each like being pilot in command and captain of his 
and her own ship. Double the gear capacity comes in handy 
while camping. They always had a spare plane, and there’d 
be no waiting on an ELT signal in case of an emergency. 
There were two disadvantages. Dennis always had to 
throttle back, and the two lovebirds couldn’t hold hands.
Dennis was getting sick of the mismatched cruise speeds 
and wanted more speed and better short-field perfor-
mance. He’d always wanted a Cessna 180, but the 
di�erence in speeds between the O-235 and the 115-hp 
Citabria was too great. Donna considered upgrading to a 
Scout, but even a used one would be too expensive.
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“The scenery is awesome and flying the back-

country is an inviting challenge that I look 

forward to every time.  The people you meet in 

the backcountry are pretty cool too.” -Donna
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BUYING INTO BUILDING 
Dennis always liked experimental aircraft and was explor-
ing options when he discovered the Bearhawk Patrol. It 
had everything he desired — tandem seating, flush-riveted 
metal wing, and the speed and backcountry performance 
he was looking for. However, building one would not solve 
the problem of the speed discrepancy with Donna’s 
Citabria. Thus began a yearlong pitch to persuade Donna 
to build one, too. 

She had zero building experience and had never flown 
a Bearhawk. She said she was concerned about spending 
a bunch of money and years of her life building a plane she 
might not like. Another consideration was the stress the 
project might cause, both to their relationship and her 
health. Donna, a breast cancer survivor, was acutely aware 
of the adverse e�ects of stress. As she continued to mull it 
over, she began to see the benefits of building her own 
plane. For the cost of the kit, she’d have a brand new air-
plane and the capability to be her own mechanic. Finally, 
she signed on for the task and never looked back.

MOVE WEST
The pair’s favorite backcountry flying is in Idaho, a three-
day flight from Michigan. If they moved out west, they’d 
be just hours away with the added bonus of escaping the 
Midwest cold and snow. When Dennis retired in 2004, 
they moved to Cottage Grove, Oregon. They bought a piece 
of property with an old house on it and tore it down, then 
built a new log home and shop from parts salvaged from 
the original house. Dennis wasn’t daunted by the potential 
folly of a couple simultaneously building two airplanes. 
“We’ve done a lot of work together, and so far we’re still 
together,” he said. 

While waiting for the kits to arrive, they made renova-
tions to their 28-by-40-foot shop to accommodate building 
two airplanes at once. Taking down an interior wall, they 
added a 12-by-28-foot lean-to on each end — one for stor-
age and the other for shop equipment. They took delivery 
of two quick-build kits on January 29, 2013, and began 
building that very day. 

GOOD TEAM
They would work on the same task to share tools and allow 
Donna to watch and learn. The plan was to make or do 
something first on Dennis’ plane, learn from any mistakes, 
and then do it on Donna’s. This didn’t always work out. 
They’d think of a “better” way and try it on Donna’s plane, 
but the original way was best. Donna said every part of the 
project was a struggle and challenge, and metal work drove 
her crazy. 

“Any dings, dents, wrong cuts, or drilled holes — well, 
you can’t undo that stu�,” she said. “You either work with 
it, live with it, or pitch it and start over.” 



Dennis’ previous build experience and collection of tools were 
immense assets. He had learned metal work from a Mustang II proj-
ect. Since it would have been an inefficient use of time to teach 
Donna how to weld, he did all the welding. There were things he 
said he had to relearn since it had been years since he’d done them. 
When Donna was concerned that fabric work was going to be dif-
ficult, Dennis reassured her that he’d done it before on his Pacer. 
He had used a different process, so he and Donna learned the Stits 
process together. 

“I’d ask him a question, and he’d say, ‘Well I don’t know; it’s been 
30 years,’” she said.

“The biggest mistake I made in the whole project was teaching 
Donna how to use a vernier caliper,” Dennis said. “Everything had to 
be to the millimeter.” An obsessive-compulsive tendency Donna didn’t 
even know she had took center stage during the project. 

“The term ‘We’re not building a church here!’ came out of his 
mouth I can’t tell you how many times,” Donna said. “And I said, ‘Yes, 
we are. It’s my church!’”

Donna’s inexperience allowed her to think outside the box and 
come up with ideas Dennis never would have thought of on his own. 
When they believed there was only enough room in the shop to mount 
the wings on one plane at a time, Donna figured out a way to get the 
wings on both planes at once. 

“With some of my ideas and Dennis’ mechanical capabilities of 
bringing them to life, we made a good team,” Donna said. 

AVIONICS,ACCESSORIES, PAINT 
For the price, weight, and benefit of having all information in a com-
pact space, they knew a glass panel was the way to go. After 
investigating many choices, they chose Dynon. They sat for hours in 
the cockpit moving paper instrument cutouts around on the panel until 
the layout was just right. They decided on dual P-MAGs with an inter-
nal generator, since electronic mags o�ered fuel savings, produced a 
better-running engine, and used smaller (and considerably less expen-
sive) auto-type spark plugs.

Donna knew her paint scheme from day one: exactly like her two 
previous airplanes. She had her second Citabria painted like the 
first, and since she loved flying those planes, she wanted to be 
reminded of them. Dennis didn’t have a specific paint scheme in 
mind and didn’t make the final decision until the day they started 
laying them out. 

Dennis took on the task of painting Poly-Tone white base on the 
fabric and PPG Delfleet white base on all metal parts (wings, cowl-
ings, doors) and the fiberglass nosebowl and spinner. He then began 
painting Poly-Fiber Aero-Thane black on his fuselage and yellow on 
Donna’s but wasn’t having very good luck. Whatever could go wrong 
with paint — orange peel, runs, bubbles, and fisheyes — happened. 

“People don’t see underneath how much work you’ve done,” Donna 
said. “They see the paint. In my mind, that had to look good.” After 
four months of attempts and wasting a lot of time and money, they 
finally hired a professional to finish the job. 

N240BP DENNIS: iFly 740 GPS built into the panel, Dynon ADS-B “in”
N241BP DONNA: WingX Pro on iPad, USB port, wired for ADS-B

EFIS: 10-inch Dynon SkyView display
RADIO/TRANSPONDER: Dynon comm and transponder

GPS: Dynon
AIRSPEED INDICATOR: Steam gauge 
MAGS: Dual P-MAGs

LENGTH: 22 feet, 8 inches
WINGSPAN: 33 feet
HEIGHT: 6 feet, 4 inches

MAXIMUM GROSS WEIGHT: 2,000 pounds
EMPTY WEIGHT: N240BP 1,242 pounds, N241BP 1,244 pounds

SEATS: 2

POWERPLANT MAKE & MODEL: ECi Titan OX-360
HORSEPOWER: 180

PROPELLER: Whirl Wind Aviation CS 210, composite, 80-inch blades
CRUISE SPEED: 150 mph

V
NE

: 165 mph

N240BP AND N241BP BEARHAWK PATROL AVIONICS AND SPECS
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PERSONAL TOUCHES 
Each modification was made to suit individual preferences. Donna 
said she did not want the skylight installed. This presented a problem 
with the wing root fairings since the wings sits higher on the fuselage 
without the skylight. Using a rolling wheel tool, they put a slight step-
down in the metal fairing for a smooth fit. She also preferred that the 
wingtip strobes be placed on the trailing edge, rather than sticking 
out on the side. After putting their heads together, they engineered a 
solution that complied with the visibility criteria. She sprayed Flex 
Seal on the flap handle, control stick, and rudder pedals to make them 
feel like they have a rubber coating. Locks were installed on the bag-
gage and front door, and unique window openers were fabricated. 

For Dennis, a custom-designed interior, bubble windows, and 
Bearhawk logo sewn into the rear bulkhead makes the plane uniquely 
his. They each wanted a Bearhawk Patrol emblem in their planes, so 
they tracked down the designer, got permission to use the logo, then 
commissioned an embroiderer to create and install it.

‘BUSH PLANE’
For the duration of the build, it was just Donna and Dennis in their 
home shop with the occasional visit from airport friends to look 
things over. The Bearhawk Forums were a big help getting questions 
answered quickly. When it came time for inspection, the couple 
reached out to EAA Chapter 31 in Creswell, Oregon. Their planes 
ended up weighing within 2 pounds of each other, even with di�er-
ences such as the skylight and rivet placements. 

The day the planes were moved out of the shop to the airport for assembly 
was the straw that almost broke the camel’s back of their relationship. Outside 
the shop door is a slight downhill slope. As Dennis prepared to move Donna’s 
plane, she warned him that after spending four years of her life building this 
airplane, he’d better not wreck it. Less than five seconds outdoors, the plane 
had rolled into a patch of blackberry brambles. The plane was buried, and 
branches were shoved into the windows. Donna was beside herself. 

“That was the roughest moment on our relationship in the whole build 
process,” she said. After hours of cutting away blackberry branches, they 
thankfully discovered that the plane had sustained little damage. 

“So that all turned out okay,” Dennis said. “It was just getting its ‘bush 
plane’ rating.” 

FIRST FLIGHT
On January 25, 2017, a cold, overcast day with calm wind, almost exactly 
four years to the day after starting the build, Dennis flew his airplane for 
the first time. He said one main concern was the transition to a stick after 
flying a yoke for 30 years. The plane tracked straight on takeo� and leapt 
o� the runway. He found the climb rate thrilling. 

“This plane climbs like a homesick angel,” he said. 
His plan was to level o� at 3,000 feet, get a feel for the controls, and moni-

tor the engine temperatures. After flying circles above the airport he found 
himself at 5,000 feet. He said it took some time to get used to the airspeed 
and altimeter on a tape rather than a dial. The landing was a nonevent. 

“What a thrill to fly a plane that you built!” he said. 
After Dennis’ flight, the weather turned to snow flurries, so Donna’s 

first flight was postponed to the following day. 
“I kept telling people I’d be happy if I got back on the ground with 

everything I left with,” she said. “They’d laugh and say you’ll be fine, but 
I meant it!” 

Donna said she was wowed by the 180 hp and felt that the glass panel 
was information overload. She described the flight as scary, exciting, a 
little overwhelming, and awesome, in that order. She figured the first flight 
would put a smile on her face wild horses couldn’t remove. She was right. 

After the first 40 hours, Dennis and Donna flew locally around the 
Willamette Valley. Once they felt that heading over the mountains was 
safe, they ventured to the coast to whale watch, then to the Idaho back-
country. A highlight was meeting Bearhawk Patrol designer Bob Barrows 
at Cavanaugh Bay Airport (66S) in Idaho. 
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AIRVENTURE 2017
After they moved to Oregon in 2004, Donna and Dennis had only made it to 
AirVenture once. In 2017, they couldn’t wait to fly their Bearhawks to Oshkosh and 
camp in the homebuilt camping area. When people told them to sign up their air-
craft for judging, they figured they’d might as well, since the planes would never 
look better. They did not win an award for the airplanes, but rather, received a spe-
cial award for embodying the homebuilding spirit. They said having their work 
noticed and appreciated was an incredible honor for them. 

“It just doesn’t get better than that,” Donna said. “Because EAA exists, we were 
able to build these planes, fly them across the country to Oshkosh to the greatest 
airplane gathering on earth, and receive an award for doing it. How cool is that?” 

It was their first time camping in the Homebuilts area, and they said it was great 
to meet people they’d only communicated with on the Bearhawk Forums and to 
experience the camaraderie of the Bearhawk community. 

“Everybody knows and appreciates what you’ve done,” Donna said. “Most have 
done that and more themselves. I can’t imagine there will ever be a trip to Oshkosh 
that will ever compare.”

PERFECT PLANE
The Bearhawk Patrol has proven to be the per-
fect plane that allows Donna and Dennis to do 
what they love best — experience the great 
outdoors, scenic beauty, and challenges of 
backcountry flying. Their next big goal is a trip 
to Alaska. After 5,000 hours accumulated over 
28 years, Donna said she still gets giddy every 
time she flies. 

“I truly love being in the air and flying my 
own plane, especially one I’ve built with my 
own two hands,” she said. Dennis concurred. 

“Flying a plane that you built is one of the 
most satisfying things you can do,” he said. 

If you’re wondering if they’ve flown each 
other’s airplanes, the answer is no. Dennis has 
flown in hers and she in his, but not from the 
front seat. 

“If you ask me why, he really doesn’t need 
to,” Donna said. “He has one just like it.” 

Beth E. Stanton, EAA 1076326, is a competition aero-

batic pilot and president of Northern California Chapter 38 

of the International Aerobatic Club. She can be reached at 

bethestanton@gmail.com.

“I TRULY LOVE BEING IN THE AIR AND 
FLYING MY OWN PLANE, ESPECIALLY 
ONE I’VE BUILT WITH MY OWN  
TWO HANDS” - Donna Svoboda

“FLYING A PLANE THAT YOU BUILT 
IS ONE OF THE MOST SATISFYING 
THINGS YOU CAN DO”  - Dennis Reynolds
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