Sander Veenstra: Australian ultralight pioneer

by Arthur Marcel

Four notable aircraft designers lost their lives helping develop the sport we call today Recreational
Aviation. These were Scott Winton, Charles Ligeti, Sander Veenstra and Robert LeBahn. We honour the
memories of three of these men every year with Natfly awards bearing their names. Why not the fourth?
Sander Veenstra was born in Dieman, Amsterdam on the 16th January 1943. He came to Australia by
sea when he was about 11 or 12, the eldest child of the family, having a younger sister and brother. Like
all “new Australians” (as we lovingly called them in those days), they first went to live in the Bonegilla
camp near Albury. Quickly finding their feet in the land down under, the family soon moved south to
Dandenong. Sander and his brother and sister went to Dandenong High School.
Sander was very technically minded, but like most young people in those days pre-free education, he did
not attend university after leaving high school. Instead, he went to work with his father in a wholesale
fruit and vegetable business at Footscray. This involved very early starts but left him with time in the
afternoons to earn other income by buying and selling motor bikes, cars and old tractors. The tractors
went to folk who needed to get their boats out to dry dock for storage and repair. Sander had many cars,
including a 1966 Mustang and, after that, a Chevy Camero that he converted from left hand drive to
right hand drive. He was very good at doing deals.
Sander had always had a great interest in aviation. Having his own
income, he soon set about set about getting a Private Pilot’s Licence. He
began his training with the Royal Victorian Aero Club at Moorabbin. His
first solo flight was 26th March 1966. After getting his licence, he became
interested in owning his own aircraft, and by 1974, when he married
Judy, he owned a Victa Air Tourer and a Tipsy Nipper, both of which he
had on the line at Casey Field at Berwick. He later acquired an Auster
J5F (an aerobatic model) and a Fuji 200, which he also cross hired. Judy,
who also became interested in aviation, remembers that Casey Field was
run by a Colonel Hatfield and that Lady Casey, the wife of the former
Governor General, also had a plane, a Cessna 172, there.
The pair also took an interest in unpowered flight and regularly travelled
to Benalla and Tocumwal. They became friends of World Gliding Champ
Ingo Renner, who was their instructor. Sander quickly became fascinated
with aerobatic gliding, while Judy contented herself with soaring firstly in
a Blanik and then an IS28.
After his father's early death, Sander continued to run the fruit and vegetable business for a while, but, in
1978, he gave it to his younger brother. That was the year that Sander and Judy decided to travel to the
United Kingdom. They had had the idea of importing vintage aircraft into Australia. Sander had retained
his Dutch citizenship, so it was relatively straightforward for him to operate commercially out of the
European Economic Community as it was at the time. They based themselves at Biggin Hill and Judy
remembers watching quite a few airshows while they were there. They travelled around the country
looking for the right aircraft to buy.
In the UK, they met Una Allman, an ex-British United and British Caledonian Airways hostess, who had
fallen in love with flying on the job so to speak, and who was having her latest affair with a vintage J3
Cub at the time. (Una was one of two people, the other being Ross Nolan, who responded to an article
in the Brisbane Valley Flyer about a Veenstra restoration project. She put me in touch with Judy, so that
I could write this story.) Una helped Sander and Judy look for the right aeroplanes to buy.

Altogether, Sander and Judy exported fifteen vintage
aircraft from Britain to Australia. They would take them
to Biggin Hill, disassemble and pack them into fortyfoot and twenty-foot sea containers, and, once a UK
export Certificate of Airworthiness was obtained, ship
them to Melbourne. With each consignment, they
would toss a coin to see who would travel back home
to liaise with the Department of Aviation (pre-CASA)
with regard to getting these aircraft onto the Australian
register. These aircraft included a Dragon Rapide, a
DeHavilland Hornet Moth, two Thruxton Jackeroos
(Tiger Moths converted to four seat cabin configuration;
see photo right), a Piper Cub, lots of Austers, a Stinson Voyager and a Piel Emerade. All of these
aircraft were sold to happy Australian customers and with the proceeds from this successful venture in
their pockets, the Veenstras returned to Australia together and turned their attention to the new aviation
frontier of ultralighting.
They began in modest surroundings in a small factory in the Melbourne suburb of Officer, near Berwick.
It was here that Sander began designing the first of what would turn out to be a total of fourteen different
designs, a total of thirty individual aircraft sold in all between 1980 and 1985. The first design, the SV1
was the Bluebird. It had a wingspan of nearly forty feet but was powered with just a 10hp 210cc twostroke motor. Yet it could cruise at 75 miles per hour and was stressed to +6/-3g. Only one Bluebird was
made. The SV2 was known as the Hotrod. Power increased to 15hp, wing span came down to 35ft.
Again, this aircraft was a prototype and only one was made.
As design and construction work
progressed, the couple decided to
move the operation firstly to
Tocumwal and later to their own
property at Nagambie, about 20km
north of Mangalore. The next
designs were the SV3, 4 & 5, much
better remembered as Thermites,
the main difference between the
three designations being wingspan.
Thermites were high winged,
strutted, pusher designs with
inverted V tails, with single glidertype main undercarriage members
and outrigger wheels on the wingtips
(see photo left of an SV5).
Thermites were powered by 15hp
Robin two-stroke motors but had
climb rates of 600-700fpm at MSL.
Following the Thermite series, came the SV6, the Twomite, and, as the name suggests, this was the
Veenstra’s first two-seater. It had an open cockpit and had a twin pusher engine configuration. The SV6
was designed as a training machine with full dual controls. Side-by-side seating was chosen to ease
communication between pilots. The aircraft proved quite practical with excellent performance from two
direct-drive Robin 244cc motors. Empty weight was 425lb and the aircraft could lift its own empty weight
at 400fpm. Sander envisaged this plane with a streamlined enclosed cockpit being used to train ultralight
pilots throughout Australia. At the time, though, regulations did not allow the use of this type of aircraft.
These were the crazy days of ultralighting when your first flight was your first solo!

After the SV6 came the SV7
Brolga, a motor glider type of
aircraft. The SV8, a very
handsome, strutless pusher
with an upright butterfly tail
(see colour photo right). Then
the SV9 (XC) was a one-off
Thermite made for Bert Flood
with regular tail surfaces and
two wheel undercarriage (see
B&W photo below).
The SV10 was called the
Tardis and was a two-seat,
twin engine pusher but, unlike
the SV6 Twomite, it had an
enclosed cockpit. This aircraft
obviously had great potential
(see photo below).

The SV11 series were the Farmates.
The name obviously suggests that these
aircraft were designed with agricultural
purposes in mind. There was the A
model, which had an open cockpit, the B
model which was semi-enclosed and the
C model (photo below), which was fully
enclosed. These aircraft all had twowheel conventional undercarriage and
an upright butterfly tail.
The SV12 had no formal name, but
was very similar in design to the
Farmate series. It had an open cockpit.
The SV 13 was a glider type of aircraft
with no engine. Finally, the SV14 was
the first Veenstra to have a tractor
engine configuration. It had an
enclosed cockpit with side door entry
and, apart from the upright butterfly tail,
it looked very conventional, obviously
designed with pilot training in mind (see
photo top of the next page).

Sander and Judy had several
dedicated assistants, notably
Glenn Lyon, Ross Nolan and
Robert LeBahn. Robert was an
aircraft designer in his own right,
his most notable aircraft being the
Hitchhiker, a Thermite lookalike
with a crucifix type of tail and single
wheel main undercarriage. The
photo below shows Sander in the
foreground piloting a Thermite SV5
with Robert in the Hitchhiker in the
background. Sadly, Robert LeBahn
later died while flying this aircraft.

Just as sadly, Sander was to die before Robert, also at the controls of an aircraft of his own design. The
accident occurred at Nagambie early on the morning of 6th March 1985. The plane was the open cockpit
version of the Farmate. The weather was fine with no wind. The aircraft appeared to take off normally
but the left wing soon began to drop as the aircraft climbed. The roll to the left continued until the near
inverted plane hit the ground. A subsequent investigation by BASI determined the accident caused by
reversed connection of aileron cables. This was also the cause later assigned by a Coronor’s Court.
Imagine if Sander were still alive today. What a magnificently innovative aircraft would be the SV100!

