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CRISSCROSS
BY JIM BUSHA

HONORING AN AEROBATIC LEGEND

CUB



T
odd Crist, EAA 394906 of Clearwater, Kansas, 

grew up on a farm down the road from Wichita—

the city known as the “Air Capital of the World.” 

And like many other farms in Kansas this one 

had a landing strip attached to it. 

“My whole family fl ies,” Todd said. “My 

mother, father, uncles, and both sets of grand-

parents earned their wings, all of them Kansas 

aviators. We had Super Cubs, Beech Barons, 

helicopters, and other aircraft to fl y; they were as common as the family 

car so it was impossible to do anything else growing up. It’s in my blood, 

and it’s part of my DNA.”

Naturally, Todd’s wife, Amber, fl ies as well. For Todd and his family 

it’s just what they do.

Todd did the airline thing for awhile, then worked at Cessna for 

more than 10 years in production fl ight testing, and then created his 
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own company: Business Jet Consultants 

LLC, which performs new acceptances for 

Cessna Citations and CJs, both delivering 

them on ferry fl ights and mentoring new 

owners or crews. But Todd realizes that all 

work and no play makes for a very dull day.

“The jet fl ying is the business side of my 

life,” Todd said. “The fun side of fl ying for 

me is usually when I’m upside down, going 

straight up, or straight down fl ying aerobat-

ics over the fi elds of Kansas.”

FLIP-FLOP FUN 

When Todd fi rst learned how to fl y aerobat-

ics he already had a fair amount of time in 

the family Super Cub, so he felt right at 

home in a Piper J-3 Clipped Wing Cub 

owned by Jo and Todd Peterson that had 

some historic lineage back to the 1950s and 

1960s when it was fl own by aerobatic legend 

Harold Krier.

“For me learning to fl y aerobatics in a 

Cub was a lot of fun,” Todd said. “It was very 

dif erent than learning in a Pitts or an Extra 

where you have a tremendous amount of 

power to do it right. I think it is the only way 

to learn the fundamentals of aerobatics 

especially in a low-horsepower airplane. You 

have to do all the maneuvers right, and you 

can’t use power to cheat.”

Todd learned all the basics with the 

Petersons including loops, hammerheads, 

rolls, Cuban-eights, and half-Cubans to 

name a few. 

“An Immelmann is really hard to do in 

this airplane, but with some practice you can 

coax it into it,” he said.

After Todd learned all the maneuvers 

and became profi cient with them he joined 

the Petersons doing a variety of air show 

routines in and around their home state. 

“I performed a comedy routine and a 

dead-stick routine with the Cub,” Todd said, 

“much like Harold had done many years ago 

with the very same airplane. The dead-stick 

routine is kind of fun because you take of  at 

intermission and spend 20-25 minutes 

climbing up to an altitude of around 4,000 

Details of Todd’s Cub include an unusual Rolls-Royce Continental engine, a custom-fi tted red Italian leather, and a fi tting tribute 

to the legendary Harold Krier. 
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feet above the fi eld where I shut the engine 

of . About four minutes later I was back on 

the ground after a turn and a half spin, a roll, 

and two loops back to back, and then a turn-

around followed by a roll on downwind and 

then land. I did a few shows with the air-

plane but quickly realized a couple of things; 

you don’t make any money, and you end up 

tearing up your airplane, so I went on to dif-

ferent things.” 

CLIPPED WING WONDER

This Piper J-3 Cub came out of the Piper 

plant at Lock Haven, Pennsylvania, in 1946 

and was fl own to Colorado where it was sold 

to its fi rst of several owners. In the early 

1950s a gentleman by the name of Jake 

Leatherman from Scott City, Kansas, bought 

the airplane where he fl ew it of  his farm. 

“Jake had a ‘little incident’ with this Cub 

while he was trying to impress his girlfriend,” 

Todd said. “He hit a tree near her house. 

Fortunately Jake walked away, slightly 

dejected, but the Cub was much worse for 

wear with both wings severely mangled.”

Harold ended up buying the wreck in 

1952 and rebuilt it for the purpose of teach-

ing himself how to fl y aerobatics. 

“Harold taught himself aerobatics and 

then formed Flying Blue Skies Airshows 

where he performed a dead-stick routine, a 

comedy routine, and a power routine,” Todd 

said. “He traveled all over the Midwest in 

this Cub performing at various air shows.” 

According to Todd, when Harold bought 

this Cub he found a fresh set of wings that 

he modifi ed by clipping them along with 

installing Piper Tri-Pacer tail feathers that 

are balanced and greatly assist the pilot 

when performing a loop.  

“Harold also fitted a PA-11 cowling over 

the Continental C85 engine, before switch-

ing to a C90 later on,” Todd said. To take 

some of the load off the aerobatic maneu-

vers he performed, Harold used PA-11 

struts to hold the wings up and installed 

both inverted fuel and oil along with 

installing a smoke tank as well. Harold 

flew this airplane with his crisscross 

checkerboard scheme on the air show cir-

cuit up until 1961 before it changed hands 

once again.”

By the time the Petersons bought the Cub 

it was pretty much derelict, and they 

obtained a ferry permit to fl y it home where 

they performed yet another rebuild in 1988. 

This Cub was never known as a hangar 

queen as the Petersons performed air shows 

with it as well. They also fl ew it pretty hard 

and ended up bolting an O-200 engine on it 

to boost its performance. It not only had a 

tough life as an air show airplane, but also 

was used to teach others the tricks of the 

trade, which brought on more abuse and 

deferred maintenance. 

“When the Petersons decided to sell it 

they called me fi rst because they knew they 

wouldn’t have to call anyone else,” Todd 

said. “I had a bond with this Cub and also 

knew the history of this airplane even 

before I bought it. Harold Krier was a fam-

ily friend of my grandfather, Leland Crist. I 

had heard the stories from my grandfather 

about Harold, about what kind of man and 

pilot he was—needless to say I bought it 

over the phone.”

Todd began fl ying his new pride and joy, 

but he quickly realized he had that nagging 

feeling that something just wasn’t right.

“I was carrying my wife, Amber, and son, 

Cody, onboard, and I wanted everything to 

be perfect,” Todd said. “When I bought it in 

1992 I tried to keep it going, but it had sev-

eral broken ribs, the fabric had seen much 
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Todd and Amber Crist, custodians of the Krier Cub. 
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better days, and it was generally getting ratty 

and worn. Mechanically it was in great 

shape; the O-200 engine was running good. 

It was fi nally time to make a decision to park 

it or restore it in order to fl y safely. I chose 

the latter.” 

RESTORING A WORKHORSE

With his sleeves rolled up and the Cub disas-

sembled, Todd reached the point of no 

return as the razor’s blade sliced into the 

fabric on the wings as he and Amber began 

the restoration journey. 

“One interesting thing we found when 

we tore the fabric of  the wing was a wom-

en’s wristwatch,” Todd said. “It had 

belonged to Jo Peterson, and it was wedged 

outboard inside one of the wings. Jo per-

formed aerobatics as well and must have lost 

it during one of her routines.”

The hands of time had stopped long ago 

with the newfound broken timepiece, and it 

matched the innards of the wings.

“We found lots of busted ribs and 

repaired ribs that had been repaired and 

then repaired over again,” Todd said. 

“Excessive g’s were the culprit, and when I 

do them now I limit them to around 3g’s—

after that the fun stops for me.” 

To accomplish what Todd called “doing it 

right the fi rst time,” he and Amber built all 

new ribs from scratch in their garage. 

“We used Dakota Cub aluminum ribs 

that are double-spaced,” Todd said. “We 

also used new spruce spars and all new 

leading edges as well. Everything else in the 

wings is new including cables, pulleys, and 

hardware. We set the old wings aside just 

because they had so much history and went 

after the fuselage.” 

According to Todd about the only thing 

that remained original were the torque 

tubes, the sticks, and the tail feathers; every-

thing else had to be replaced or 

remanufactured. The fuselage itself needed 

very little work as there was no corrosion. 

No tubes needed replacing, but Todd did end 

up addressing some damage from the 1952 

wreck making some necessary repairs from 

that accident.

“I hired Eric Strodtman who is a real 

craftsman and master with everything 

involved with an airplane including fabric, 

welding, and sheet metal. He did 90 percent 

of the rest of the restoration,” Todd said. “I 

was also very fortunate to have Harold’s Highlights from Harold Krier’s storied air show career, fl ying the Cub as well as his prized Great Lakes.
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nephew, Marc Krier, work on it as well with 

me who is a real expert on all things Cub.”

The restoration team changed and 

adjusted the fi rewall so the cowling fi t bet-

ter, added extra wing ribs to make the wings 

stronger, and added a battery and a starter. 

“I was getting tired of the Armstrong 

method of starting it,” Todd said. “We also 

added a radio, something Harold never 

had to worry about, but with all the air-

ports around this area now it was a much 

safer investment.” 

Additional changes and modifi cations 

included a new engine mount, landing gear, 

all new glass, a PA-18 elevator control sys-

tem, PA-18 rear seat and baggage area, PA-22 

balanced tail feathers, stock 12-gallon fuse-

lage fuel tank with a fuel sight gauge instead 

of cork and wire gauge, front and rear shoul-

der harness, birdcage super structure over 

the cockpit, and a PA-11 type pressure cowl. 

“After 60 years of aerobatics and normal 

maintenance it was time to retire the origi-

nal boot cowling and engine cowling, and it 

was time to start over and install all new,” 

Todd said.

And speaking of new, Todd admits he 

went a little overboard on one particular item.

“The seat cushions are made from Italian 

leather that I had purchased when I was 

over there on a trip,” he said. “I wanted red 

seats, and this fi t the bill nicely. I used a vari-

ety of tools on this restoration, but the most 

frequent tool I used was my MasterCard!”

The engine was the last and fi nal concern 

for Todd during the restoration. The O-200 

Rolls-Royce case, manufactured under 

license for Continental, was original, but all 

the guts inside were replaced with all new 

parts including 9.0-to-1 pistons. The propel-

ler Todd chose is a semi-composite Catto 

prop that he absolutely loves.

“Even though it’s made for cruising and 

not really set up for aerobatics,” Todd said.

As for the fi nal covering and paint, Todd 

went with Air-Tech products for both as he 

wanted to replicate Harold’s paint scheme as 

best he could.

“The checkerboards gave us fi ts, but the 

end result was more than worth it,” he said. 

“He experimented from time to time 

with dif erent schemes, and I ended up with 

a similar sunburst on the top of the wings. 

His original scheme was all red, and I added 

a touch of blue to it as well. I sure hope he 

would have liked this one.”
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AEROBATIC FUTURIST
BY TODD CRIST 

The story of Harold Krier starts out just like any other young 
boy growing up on a farm in Kansas during the ’30s, going to 
school and working hard on the farm. Harold was the oldest 
of seven brothers and knew there was more to life then milk-
ing cows and doing chores. His interest in airplanes always 
had him stopping and watching as an occasional Fokker or 
Ford Tri-Motor passed overhead. Aviation sparked something 
in Harold that would become his passion. Harold was equally 
interested in the mechanics of airplanes. 

With World War II on the horizon, Harold decided that there 
would not be a better time to join the service than the day of his 
high school graduation, so with his dad’s permission, Harold 
signed up with the Army Air Corps. Harold’s fi rst tour would 
fi nd him as a fl ight engineer aboard A-26 Martin Marauders in 
Africa. His second tour was in B-17s and B-24s in Foggia, Italy, 
with the 15th Air Force 44th Bomb Group. Harold reached the 
rank of master sergeant, being honorably discharged in 1945. 

The following year Harold attended aviation school in Des 
Moines, Iowa, where he received his airframe and power-
plant mechanic certifi cate. While visiting his parents who 
lived in Ashland, Kansas, Harold visited the local Ashland air-
port that is now named after him. Looking for a job Harold 
met the local fi xed base operator and fl ight instructor Jack 
Stephens. Harold went to work for Jack as a mechanic. Harold 
also took fl ying lessons from him in 1947 in an Aeronca Champ 
using the GI Bill. Little did Jack know that he was tutoring 
a student who would become one of the world’s greatest 
aerobatic pilots. For one who eventually attained such a high 
degree of skill, Harold said learning to fl y was hard for him. 
In the early ’50s Harold’s next job took him to Garden City, 
Kansas, where he worked as a mechanic for local crop duster 
R.D. Denies. Harold eventually became the airport operator 
and provided fl ight instruction and aircraft services. To make 
ends meet, he also took on a second job as a rural mail car-
rier. In 1952 Harold knew he wanted to get into the air show 
business and purchased a wrecked 1946 J-3 Cub that had 
been involved in a landing accident by a local farmer. He 
rebuilt the Cub into a Reed clipped-wing version with aero-
batics in mind. He shortened the inboard wing panels by 40 
inches, balanced the elevators, and added a C85-8FJ engine. 
One of the interesting modifi cations that Harold did to the Cub 
was that it had no wing root fairings; the fuselage was cov-
ered with the wings on it. In the vast skies over southwest 
Kansas he began teaching himself aerobatics using the U.S. 
Army Air Corps primary fl ying manual. After hours and hours 
of trial and error, he honed his skills and thus began his aero-
batic–air show career. 

In 1955 Harold fl ew a few local shows in the Cub as Flying 
Blue Skies Airshows. Always looking for more power and per-
formance, he picked up a 1932 Great Lakes 2T-1A N21E that 

had been used for crop dusting in 1956. With the help of his 
brother, Larry, they began modifying the Lakes. Ailerons were 
added in top wing panels, and a 185 Warner engine was used 
for power along with other performance modifi cations. Feeling 
the need to establish some kind of regular competition for 
like-minded pilots, Harold worked with Frank and Bob Taylor 
of the Antique Airplane Association to establish AAA’s annual 
aerobatic competitions at Ottumwa, Iowa. Harold proved his 
fl ying was as good as his administrative talents when he won 
the fi rst three championships—in 1958, 1959, and 1960 using 
the Great Lakes. It didn’t take long for him to establish a solid 
reputation as a great air show performer fl ying the striking 
red and white Great Lakes. He later teamed up with National 
Air Shows promoter Bill Sweet and fl ew countless air shows 
with other great performers of the era. Looking for more per-
formance in 1962, Harold started talking to fellow aerobatic 
pilots Beverly Howard and Frank Price about the fl ight char-
acteristics of the Bücker Jungmeister; with its superior vertical 
performance and roll rate, he wanted one. After a lengthy look 
Harold could not turn one up at a price he was comfortable 
with, so he decided he could build a better airplane himself. 

Being the master builder and mechanic that he was, Harold 
started in on what would become his own design named 
the Krier Kraft. The Krier Kraft had similarities to the Bücker 
Jungmeister. The Krier Kraft featured a Cessna inspired airfoil, 
modifi ed J-3 Cub ailerons, and a 185 Warner. After the fi rst 
few fl ights, he added a sliding canopy and a dorsal fi n to the 
fuselage and the tail was changed to a Pitts type confi gura-
tion. Harold fl ew the Krier Kraft in the 1964 world competition 
held in Spain. That same year he sold the Krier Kraft to Charlie 
Hillard. Charlie fl ew the Krier Kraft in the 1966 world com-
petition held in Russia. Charlie later sold the plane to Pappy 
Spinks, who in turn donated the plane to the Pioneer-Krier 
museum in Ashland, Kansas, where it is on display today. 
Knowing that the monoplane was the up and coming plane 
on the aerobatic scene, Harold picked the de Havilland 
DHC-1 Chipmunk for his next aerobatic mount. With boat 
trailer in tow he headed north to Canada to pick up a surplus 
Chipmunk. Harold along with his brother, Larry, again modi-
fi ed the Chipmunk to suit his needs. The team clipped the 
wings, enlarged the rudder, and installed a 200-hp Ranger 
engine. Harold competed with the Super Chipmunk in 
the World Aerobatic Championships in 1966 and 1968. He 
later re-powered the Chipmunk with a Lycoming 295-hp 
GO-480 G2D6 from a Twin Bonanza.

Harold was a master mechanic, builder of airplanes, and 
instructor, but he happily gave it all away to anyone who 
asked for help; he was a mentor to all pilots. He was a 
quiet man whose fl ying spoke for him. He fl ew for the 
pilots, not the crowd, and only the pilots in the crowd 
could fully appreciate the skill and smoothness with which 
he could perform any acrobatic maneuver. Perhaps 
more than any other individual, Harold Krier was 
responsible for the revival of aerobatics in this 
country in the ’50s and early ’60s.

The whole restoration took 20 months, 

which was 16 months longer than Todd had 

wanted it to be. 

“The airplane is part of the family, and it 

drove me crazy not being able to fl y it,” he 

said. “There seemed to be an abundant 

amount of nice fl ying days when this thing 

was apart than any time in Kansas aviation 

history, and that only made me want to get it 

done even sooner. 

“I recognized Harold’s accomplishments, 

and that’s why I chose his markings on the 

side of the airplane as a lasting tribute to 

him. I was hesitant to even add my name to 

the side of the airplane, but Amber insisted 

and said I had earned it. The main thing I 

emphasize about this airplane when people 

ask me about it is the fact that I consider this 

Harold’s airplane; it’s not about me, it’s 

about keeping his legacy alive.” 

Jim Busha, EAA 119684, is an avid pilot and longtime 

contributor to EAA publications. He is EAA director of 

publications and editor of Warbirds and Vintage Airplane 

magazines, and the owner of a 1943 Aeronca L-3.
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Harold Krier posing with the Cub in one of several paint 

schemes it’s worn over the years. 
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