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Re-discovering Earhart’s Electra in 1:72

By Mike Burton
Youmightsay she was a seductress even as ayoung model,
and arguably directly responsible for making the match
between a legendary design engineer and a pioneer of early
aviation. She was a 10 from the beginning and only got better
with age. Her name: Electra, after a star in the constellation

Competing against Douglas (DC-1) and Boeing (Model 247)
twins, the Electra first flew in February 1934 and was CAA
(Civil Aeronautics Authority) certified for commercial sale by
that spring. June 1934 saw deliveries to Northwest and Pan
Am, and the year ended with over $500,000 in sales and over
$1 million in orders on the books. Between June 1934 and July
1941, 149 Model

Pleiades.
Lockheed Air-
craft Corporation,
newly re-formed
in 1932, was seek-
ing an entry into
the rapidly grow-
ing new market for
multi-engined
commercial airlin-
ers that was being
spurred by regula-
tions  banning
single-engined
passenger trans-
portafter1934. The
Electra was a 10-
passenger low-
wing monoplane
that represented a
departure from
Lockheed prod-
ucts like the Orion

10s were deliv-
ered, making it
more successful in
sales and satisfied
customers than
the Vega, which
arguably was one
of the great
Lockheeds.

- Commercial air-
lines were not the
only users. The
U.S. Army Air
Corps (in the form
of the C-36, im-
pressed from civil
operators, and the
purposebuilt mili-
tary XC-35 and
Y1C-37 trans-
ports) and U.S.
Navy (theone-offs

and Altair. But the
original design
was found to be se-
riously wanting in

4

Amelia Earhart poses for a publicity photo prior to her 1937 round-the-world attempt.
Modifications made to the plane boosted fuel capacity from 250 to 1150 gallons and stretched
its range to 4000 miles.

XJO-3 and R20-1)
and Coast Guard
(R30-1) found the
Electra useful. The

directional stability in wind-tunnel testing. Enter an ambi-
tious 23-year-old University of Michigan student, who raised
her to greatness.

Clarence L. Johnson arrived at Lockheed Burbank with MS
degree in hand and did a great job of selling himself as the
savior of the wayward Electra, which Lockheed was pinning
its hopes on. Having been the one to test her in the wind
tunnel, Johnson diagnosed the aircraft as dangerously un-
stable, but he confidently said he could fix her. He did, and
launched a great career for both himself and Lockheed. Not
bad for a Swede with the Irish nickname of “Kelly” Johnson,
as he is better known.

Army Air Corps expanded her scope to that of heroic pioneer
in the form of the XC-35. This was a modified Model 10 with
a fully pressurized passenger cabin which won the Collier
Trophy in 1937 for having made the most valuable contribu-
tion to aircraft development for that year.

While quite famous in her own right for the superb perfor-
mance of her regular airliner duties, the Electra is today best
recalled for her role as the mount in some less than stellar final
acts. One that is less well known is the role of transport for
Britain’s Neville Chamberlain and his staff on the London-
Berlin-London trip that ended with the now infamous 1938
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