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Understanding the Corvair Engine and Its Role in
Aircraft Conversions

Corvair engine Corvair aircraft engine conversion has become a popular topic among aviation
enthusiasts and DIY aircraft builders. The Corvair engine, originally designed for use in Chevrolet
Corvair cars, has found a second life in the realm of experimental aircraft. This article delves into
the origins of the Corvair engine, its unique features, and the process involved in converting it for
aviation use.

The Corvair Engine: A Brief Overview

The Corvair engine is a flat-six, air-cooled engine that was produced by General Motors from 1960 to
1969. Its design was innovative for its time, featuring a lightweight construction and a compact form
factor. As a result, the Corvair engine became attractive for various applications beyond
automobiles, particularly in the experimental aviation community.

Key Features of the Corvair Engine

1. Air-Cooled Design: Unlike many aircraft engines that rely on liquid cooling, the Corvair engine's
air-cooled system simplifies maintenance and reduces weight.

2. Lightweight Construction: Weighing in at around 300 pounds, the Corvair engine is lighter than
many traditional aircraft engines, making it an ideal choice for homebuilt aircraft.

3. Versatility: The Corvair engine can be found in various configurations and displacements, allowing
builders to select an engine that fits their specific performance needs.

4. Affordability: Due to its origins in mass production, the Corvair engine can often be acquired at a
lower cost than conventional aircraft engines, making it accessible for hobbyists.

Why Convert a Corvair Engine for Aircraft Use?

The decision to convert a Corvair engine for aviation purposes is influenced by several factors:

- Cost-Effectiveness: Building or purchasing a traditional aircraft engine can be prohibitively
expensive. The Corvair engine offers a budget-friendly alternative.



- Availability: With many Corvair engines still in circulation, parts and components are often easier
to find than those for more specialized aircraft engines.

- Community Support: A thriving community of builders and enthusiasts exists, providing resources,
shared experiences, and advice on Corvair engine conversions.

Benefits of the Corvair Aircraft Engine Conversion

1. Performance: When properly modified, Corvair engines can deliver impressive power-to-weight
ratios, making them suitable for a range of aircraft.

2. Simplicity: The straightforward mechanical design of the Corvair engine allows for easier
modifications and repairs.

3. Proven Track Record: Many experimental aircraft have successfully utilized Corvair engines,
providing a wealth of data on performance and reliability.

The Conversion Process

Converting a Corvair engine for aircraft use involves several crucial steps. Each phase requires
careful attention to detail, and it's essential to follow established guidelines to ensure safety and
performance.

1. Selecting the Right Engine

Not all Corvair engines are created equal. When choosing an engine for conversion, consider the
following:

- Engine Type: The 110 and 140 horsepower engines are popular choices among builders, but the
180 horsepower variant also offers increased performance.

- Condition: Look for an engine with minimal wear and tear. A well-maintained engine will require
less work and yield better results.

2. Disassembly and Inspection

Once you've selected an engine, the next step is disassembly and thorough inspection:

- Remove Unnecessary Components: Strip the engine of all non-essential parts (e.g., the cooling
shroud, exhaust system, and accessories) that are not required for aviation use.

- Inspect Internal Components: Check the crankshaft, pistons, and cylinders for wear. Any damaged
parts should be replaced to ensure reliability in flight.



3. Modifications for Aviation Use

The Corvair engine requires specific modifications to meet aviation standards. Key modifications
include:

- Crankcase Modifications: Rework the crankcase to accommodate an aircraft propeller hub and to
ensure proper oil circulation.

- Fuel System Adjustments: Replace the automotive carburetors with aviation-grade counterparts to
ensure reliable fuel delivery under various flight conditions.

- Ignition System Upgrade: Install a dual ignition system to enhance safety and reliability in case of a
malfunction.

4. Installation of Components

After modifications are complete, it's time to install the necessary components:

- Propeller Hub: Ensure that the propeller hub is compatible with the modified crankcase.

- Exhaust System: A custom exhaust system may be required to ensure proper exhaust flow and
minimize noise.

- Cooling System: While the engine is air-cooled, additional considerations may be necessary to
ensure adequate airflow during flight.

5. Testing and Tuning

Before flying, thorough testing and tuning are essential:

- Ground Testing: Conduct extensive ground tests to check for leaks, vibrations, and operational
issues.

- Flight Testing: After ground tests are satisfactory, conduct test flights to monitor engine
performance and make necessary adjustments.

Challenges and Considerations

While converting a Corvair engine for aircraft use can be rewarding, it also comes with challenges:

- Regulatory Compliance: Ensure that your conversion complies with local aviation regulations and
guidelines. This may involve additional inspections or certifications.

- Technical Expertise: A strong understanding of both automotive and aviation mechanics is crucial.



If you're unfamiliar with engine modifications, consulting with experienced builders or professionals
is recommended.

- Time Investment: The conversion process can be time-consuming. Planning and patience are key to
a successful project.

Conclusion

The Corvair engine Corvair aircraft engine conversion represents an exciting opportunity for
experimental aircraft builders and aviation enthusiasts. With its lightweight design, affordability,
and community support, the Corvair engine is a viable alternative to traditional aircraft engines.
However, it requires careful consideration and meticulous execution during the conversion process.
By following the outlined steps and seeking advice from experienced builders, you can unlock the
potential of the Corvair engine and embark on a rewarding aviation journey.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a Corvair engine and why is it popular for aircraft
conversions?
The Corvair engine is a flat-six engine originally designed for the Chevrolet Corvair automobile. It is
popular for aircraft conversions due to its lightweight design, simplicity, and the availability of parts,
making it an attractive option for homebuilt aircraft enthusiasts.

What are the key modifications needed for converting a
Corvair engine for aircraft use?
Key modifications for converting a Corvair engine for aircraft use include upgrading the cooling
system, modifying the ignition system for reliability, adding a suitable propeller reduction drive, and
ensuring the engine meets the required safety and performance standards for flight.

What are the advantages of using a Corvair engine in aircraft?
Advantages of using a Corvair engine in aircraft include its cost-effectiveness, ease of maintenance,
good power-to-weight ratio, and the large community support for builders. Additionally, it has a
proven track record in experimental aviation.

Are there any common issues faced during Corvair engine
aircraft conversions?
Common issues during Corvair engine aircraft conversions include potential overheating, vibrations,
and ensuring the engine is adequately supported and mounted. Builders must also address legal
requirements and airworthiness standards.



How does the performance of a Corvair engine compare to
traditional aircraft engines?
While the Corvair engine may not match the performance metrics of high-end traditional aircraft
engines, it provides a good balance of power, weight, and cost. Many users report satisfactory
performance in light sport and experimental aircraft.

What resources are available for individuals looking to convert
a Corvair engine for aviation?
Resources for converting a Corvair engine for aviation include online forums, dedicated websites
like the Corvair Aircraft Engine website, instructional books, and local builder groups that share
information and experiences about the conversion process.

Is the Corvair engine suitable for all types of homebuilt
aircraft?
The Corvair engine is best suited for light sport and experimental aircraft due to its power
characteristics and weight. It may not be ideal for heavier aircraft or those requiring higher
horsepower or specific performance capabilities.

What is the typical cost range for converting a Corvair engine
for aviation?
The typical cost range for converting a Corvair engine for aviation can vary widely, generally falling
between $5,000 to $15,000, depending on the extent of modifications, components used, and
whether labor is involved.
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