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this month we meet tracey Curtis-taylor,  display pilot in her ryan st3 and aerial 
adventurer.  Tracey is best known for her flight from Cape Town to Cairo at the end of 

2013 in her beautifully restored stearman, The Spirit of Artemis, commemorating a record-
breaking flight made by Lady Mary Heath in an Avro Avian in 1928. She then continued 

on to England, encountering some quite awful European winter weather before landing at 
Goodwood on New Year’s Eve after 7,500 miles over 32 legs.

Tracey with her Cape to Cairo 
Stearman, the Spirit of Artemis
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Can you tell us about your 
current/past career?
My career has been a mixed 
bag. My first job was as a trainee 
diamond grader/valuer with 

De Beers which I left to join the Diplomatic 
Service at the Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office in Whitehall. I eventually left this job 
too, in fairly short order, as my main desire at 
the time was to go to Africa. I did this under 
my own steam in 1982 and worked there for 
several months before travelling overland 
back to London in a Bedford truck – a 
gruelling five-month journey which was to be 
a life-changing experience. 

In 1983 I went to New Zealand to be with my 
twin sister and initially worked in Queenstown 
as a photographer. This is where I started to 
learn to fly but eventually ended up in Auckland 
where I completed my commercial pilot’s 
license and instructor rating. I worked in this 
capacity for three years, and then joined an 
aerial photography and mapping company as 
marketing manager before returning to the UK 
in 1997. 

Since then I have variously worked in 
marketing and event production, which included 
two years with the Fighter Collection at Duxford 
organising the Flying Legends Air Show. More 
recently, I qualified as a gemmologist, and set 
up my own jewellery business, but I always 
seem to get distracted by flying old aeroplanes.

What fired your enthusiasm for aviation?
My interest in aviation was fired at an early age 
when we would go to the occasional air show 
on the west coast of Canada where we were 
raised. I had my first flying lesson at the age 
of 16 when my twin sister and I went back to 
British Columbia for the summer in 1978. What 
was intended as a brief ‘introductory flight’ went 
on all afternoon as the pilot was unable to get 

rid of me and finally relented and took me with 
him on a charter out to Vancouver Island.

When and where did you learn to fly?
I started flying in earnest when I was 21 at 
Ardmore near Auckland. I could just about 
afford a lesson a week but it made for fairly 
slow progress. It took a further five years 
before I was able to fly for a living, but flying 
vintage aeroplanes became a passion early 
on. I joined the New Zealand Warbirds and 
started to fly taildraggers shortly after I soloed. 
On completing a private license I immediately 
did an aerobatic rating and later had my first 
experience of formation flying. I have been 
fortunate in being trained predominantly by 
military pilots in spite of not being able to join 
the airforce myself on the grounds of gender.

Over the next few years I became closely 
involved with the NZ Warbird Association 
and bought into various aircraft syndicates 
including Piper Cubs, an Se5a replica and a 
North American Harvard. It was my intention to 

buy into a Ryan syndicate 
which was being formed 
but I left New Zealand 

before this could happen.

You clearly have a passion for old 
aeroplanes and I know you did eventually 
acquire a Ryan ST3. Can you tell us 
something about that?
Having returned to England, I acquired my own 
Ryan in 2005 and it has been based at Old 
Warden with the Shuttleworth Collection since.  
I have regularly flown there in air shows. It is the 
only extant prototype for the PT-22, hence its 
designation 1001. It will henceforth be based at 
Goodwood with my Boeing Stearman, which is 
the aircraft I have just flown across Africa. My 
total flying time is some 1,400 hours and this is 
predominantly on taildragger types, all single-
engine VFR flying of course!

The Cape to Cairo recreation of Lady 
Heath’s 1928 flight, and then the return to 
UK was a tremendous achievement. How 
did that all come about in terms of getting 
the project off the ground?
I have always been interested in the early 
pioneering aviators and was very moved by 
the Lady Heath story. She was a superb pilot 
and made a name for herself in the air races of 
the day but became an international celebrity 
after her record breaking solo flight from Cape 
Town to Cairo in 1928. She was involved in a 
terrible crash in America shortly after and died 
in obscurity several years later, completely 
forgotten by history.

My flight to recreate her route up the eastern 
side of Africa was a tribute to her achievement 
and courage. I have some affinity with her 
struggle to carve a career for herself as a 
professional aviator against an entrenched 
and often obstructive male establishment. ›

“On completing 
a private license 
I immediately did 

an aerobatic rating 
and later had my 
first experience of 
formation flying”
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Tracey displays her Ryan at 
Old Warden
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Sadly, Mary Heath never achieved this, but her 
legacy is one of dauntless aspiration and equality.
It took four years to organise my Africa flight. 

Key to this was finding the right aircraft: I 
have always loved the Boeing Stearman as 
the ultimate, iconic biplane and after several 
futile attempts to hire one I decided to have a 
1942 model fully restored and customised for 
the expedition, which was carried out by 3G 
Classic Aviation in Hungary. My Stearman has 
a Lycoming 680 engine with 300hp, a fairly rare 
configuration which was perfect for the hot, high 
density altitudes in Africa. I could have done with 
some supercharging to get over the peaks of 
Kilimanjaro and Mt Kenya but in the event had to 
skirt around them at rather lower altitudes.
The other and most difficult aspect of the 

flight was getting enough financial support 
through sponsorship to make it all possible. 
Boeing Aerospace came on board as my first 
sponsor and also Execujet Global Aviation, 
who were a huge logistical help in Africa. The 
real breakthrough was securing the support of 
Artemis Investments. My aeroplane was thus 
christened The Spirit of Artemis which perfectly 
captured the female ethos of the flight and was 
also inspired by another famous flying lady, the 
wonderful Spirit of Ecstasy.

Did you follow the same route as   
Lady Heath?
The logistical complexity of flying up Africa 
across such vast distances and through some 
very politically troubled areas is a long and 
dramatic story. I was not able to fly that part 
of the original route which went across North 
Africa through Libya because of a worsening 
security situation there, but the rest was a close 
approximation of what Lady Heath flew in 1928. 

I understand there will be a film about  
your trip?
Yes. I had a support aircraft, a Cessna Caravan 
provided by Phoenix Aviation in Nairobi. This 
transported a four-man film crew, an engineer 
and a logistics manager, and would take off 
after I had got airborne and usually landed 
before me at the destination airfield. I rarely saw 
it in flight because of the different performance 
parameters, apart from when we converged for 
air-to-air filming but it was reassuring to know 
that it would be my first point of rescue if I had 
had to force land anywhere. 
I also had seven cameras on the Stearman 

which ran the whole time I was flying, so the 
footage will be some of the most spectacular 
ever shot of an entire continent from a vintage 
biplane. The resolution of this filming is so good 
it is as if the viewer were actually in the cockpit 
with me. Nylon Films is in the final stages of 
editing the documentary feature film of my flight, 
intertwined with Lady Heath’s remarkable story. 
Details of the film release date will be soon 
appear on www.CapetowntoGoodwood.com. 

I hope your exploits will serve as an 
inspiration for young and not so young 
people and promote aviation as a career and 
sporting interest. 
I would love to think it might be possible to 
inspire people by doing such a flight. I have 
myself been hugely inspired by the early 
aviators and the great adventure and romance 
of the record breaking flights of the 1920s and 
30s. I think flight, and the idea of it, is a powerful 
metaphor for aspiration and freedom like nothing 
else. It may be our finest achievement and 
should be celebrated as such. ■
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