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Local man restores aircraft engines to musem quality
By Thomas Melville
Apex Herald Editor

Practice and thought might gradu- 
all\ forge manx an art.

'—Virgil, 70-19 B.C.

Graham White likes to say his 
wife, Diane, is the artist and he is the 
mechanic.

Her paintings cover the walls of 
their beautiful home in the White 
Bridge community of Apex. And 
she designs and maintains the well- 
manicured landscaping around the 
house.

But Graham is no less an artist. 
Just peek into their two-car garage 
and you will sec his sculptures that 
are breathtaking. Stand next to them 
and you can feel their power, coiled 
in an inertia-packed spring ready to 
pounce to life.

Graham White is an artist of 
pistons, crankshafts, and cylinders 

and he has created three master
pieces that reside in his personal 
museum.

The Rolls-Royce Merlin, Rolls- 
Royce Griffon and the Pratt and 
Whitney R-2800 WWII airplane 
engines are completely restored and 
in working order.

“i think I’m the only guy in the 
world who does this stuff." White 
said. “It’s therapy for me. What else 
am I going to do, sit around drink 
beer, eat pretzels and watch televi
sion?"

A small, fastidious man. White’s 
library is filled with volumes and 
memorabilia from the history of avi
ation. He has become such an expert 
on WWII airplane engines that the 
Society of Automotive Engineers, of 
which he is an active member, asked 
him to write a book about it. He did.

Allied Aircraft Piston Engines of 
World War I! came out in 1995 and 
is a bestseller for the Society of 
Automotive Engineers (SAE).

The book shows some of the his
torically significant technical devel
opments that were put into WWII 

, aircraft engines that directly con
tributed to the execution and tactics 
of the war, according to the book’s 
cover.

“The book has been surprisingly 
lucrative for me,” White said. “I had 
done some magazine articles about 
piston engines and mentioned to 
some people at SAE that I was 
thinking about writing a book. A 
^e.w weeks later they sent me a con
tract.’’ WhiW said. “But you know 
the old Chinese proverb about get
ting what you wish for?’’

The book took about 18 months to 
write and during that time he almost 
lost his job, his house, and did lose a 
chapter in a fried hard drive and all 
his specially designed tools. Oh 
yeah, he also got married and moved 
to North Carolina.

White is originally from England, 
but since 1969 has lived abroad, first 
in the Bahamas and then in south 
Florida.

He said he raced cars during the 
1960s and 70s, which piqued his 
interest in engines. But after reading 
about airplane engines he became 
fascinated about their high technolo
gy and power.

“Airplane engines are the ultimate 
hot rods," he said. “They are 
lightweight with high horsepower. 
Car engines are primitive compared 
to these things.”

While working as a mechanical 
engineer at IBM. Boca Raton, he 
became bored and needed some
thing more interesting than his little 
Cessna 150 airplane that he island 
hopped with.

After he sold his plane he noticed 
an advertisement in an aviation 
magazine for a Rolls-Royce Griffon 
aircraft engine and his curiosity got 
the best of him.

"The ad said it was in good shape, 
but is wasn’t. It was derelict," White 
said.

When he got the dented and cor
roded metal hulk home he made a 
life-changing decision—to restore it 
to working and exhibition condition.

“When I started to restore the 
Griffon it was a rude awakening to 
the complexity of aircraft engines," 
he said. He gathered all the manuals 
he could find and dived in elbows 
deep.

White’s next obstacle was where to 
find Rolls-Royce WWII aircraft 
engine parts. “Nothing is ever 
thrown away on Rolls-Royce 
engines. They just refurbish the 
parts," he said. “Even the ball-bear
ings are refurbished.”

That’s when he got know a lot of 
aviation people whom helped him 
out. "They were happy to see some
one interested in • preserving these 
things, so they have been a big 
help.”

After about two years he finished 
the Griffon and kept going. He 
found a Pratt and Whitney R-2800 
engine and got back to work. 

Another two years went by and

Engine facts
Rolls-Rovce Merlin
□liSOO horsepower 
Aircraft used in:
OU,S.P-51 
OSupennarine Spitfire 
□Hawker Hurricane 
□Avro Lancaster

Pratt and Whitnev R-2800
□2,500 horsepower 
Aircraft used in;
□Martin B-26 Marauder 
□Grumman F-6 Hellcat 
□Republic P-47 Thunderbolt

Rolls-Rovce Griffon
□4,500 horsepower 
Aircraft used in:
□Avro Shackleton 
□Late model Spitfires and 

British Navy aircraft
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MACHINERY MAN—Apex resident Graham White leans on his Rolls-Royce Merlin WWII aircraft engine that he restored to exhibition and 
working order. Behind him is the Pratt and Whitney R-2800 also restored to working condition. (Below) White’s bestselling book on WWII air
craft engines pivitol role in leading the Allies to victory.

another restored engine completed. 
“The Pratt and Whitney radial 
engine was very tricky to work on 
and T had to make a lot of the parts 
myself," White said. But all the time 
and devotion was worth it when he 
cranked the R-2800 engine for the 
first time.

"It was a real thrill to get one of 
these monsters running. I had to 
warn the neighbors because these 
engines are incredibly loud.”

The latest of his creations, the 
Rolls-Royce Merlin, is his favorite 
and took about 10-years of turmoil 
to finish- “It looked like someone 
had attacked it with a sledgehammer 
and it was corroded when I first saw 
it."

But when he got the engine home 
he found out the damage was main
ly cosmetic and the insides were in 
good shape. “The engine was manu
factured in 1942, but had an over
haul in 1943 and was never used 
after that.”

The Merlin engine is legendary in 
military history for the role it had 
during the Battle of Britain in 1940. 
All front-line Royal Airforce fight
ers used the powerful Merlin and 
out-maneuvered the German air
craft.

During restoration White found 
out the ignition system was shot, 
which his buddy A1 Marcucci 
rebuilt, and he needed parts that just 
could not be found.

So he improvised and made his 
own parts. At one point he used a 
dump truck air tank for an oil tank 
and a stainless steel mixing bowl, 
from his wife’s kitchen, for an oil- 
pump cover.

And he can thank • the Drug 
Enforcement Agency for the pro
peller. According to White, a DC-3 
on a drug run out of Columbia had 
some trouble on take-off and dam
aged its propeller. When the plane 
landed in Florida the DEA seized 
the plane, but the damaged propeller 
could not be used and was taken off.

When White found out about the 
damaged propeller he knew it would 
fit his Merlin so he grabbed it.

During 1993-94, in the middle of 
his restoration efforts. White inked 
his book deal and married Diane. 
Then, the same year, he found out 
his IBM job would be eliminated in 
two months. On his last day he 
nabbed a job in another part of IBM 
negotiating contracts.

But he had to move to Raleigh. 
The Merlin was put on the back-

burner along with the book as he 
emptied his house into three 40-foot 
trailers and headed for North 
Carolina.

“The first year here was traumat
ic,” he said.

First, all his costumed made tools 
for working with aircraft engines 
were stolen and then their house 
almost burned down. “The house 
was wired wrong and it shorted out.

- It was a tough start up here.”
After about a year of unpacking 

and getting organized, along with 
finishing the book. White went back 
to the Merlin. Only a few months 
later White warned his new North 
Carolina neighbors and cranked up 
the Merlin in his driveway.

Now, White is concentrating on a 
new book and thinking about restor
ing a Pratt and Whitney R-4360. He 
added that he would never sell any 
of his restorations.

“Along the way I learned never to 
criticize people’s hobbies no matter
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%APE)^ M OFF
1000s OF ITEMS 

Men’s • Ladies • Shoes
Suits • Sportcoats • Slacks • Sweaters • Dress shirts • Etc.

Thursday. Qct W
11am-7 pm

Friday Qct 31^
11am-7pm

Sat Noy 1^ 
10am • 4pm

211 S. Salem St.«Located at the old Medical Center Phatmacy»Downtown Apex

♦ HOLLYWOOD WANTS NEW WRITERS ♦
IF YOU’RE SERIOUS ABOUT SELLING YOUR SCREENPLAY

PLAN TO ATTEND 2 GREAT SEMINARS IN RALEIGH

HOLLW/oon
WALTER ADAMS...

Writes A Full Length Screenplay In 7 To 10 Days.
He has written 15 screenplays in the past 7 months, and is 

constantly working with producers on developing new projects.
♦ 54 TURDA Y, NOVEMBER 8TH: 10 AM TO 4 PM *

HOW TO WRITE A SALABLE SCREENPLAY
You Can Make A Fortune Using The Right Technique!

♦ SUNDA Y, NOVEMBER 9TH: 10 AM TO 4 PM *
HOW TO SELL YOTIR SCREENPLAY

Gain Critical Insight And Know-How For Success!

♦ BEST WESTERN CRABTREE ♦
6619 GLENWOOD AVE, RALEIGH

Saturday's fee is $ 150.00 • Sunday's fee is $ 150.00
Save By Coming Both Days - $225.00

WALTER ADAMS SEMINARS
PO BOX 34208, LOS ANGELES, CA 90034

Walter Adams also critiques screenplays, and directs you to 
the Hollywood market which is most likely to buy your script.

For a personal, in-depth review of your work, send your 
screenplay and a check for $350.00 to Walter Adams Seminars.

how oddball they may be. I feel I’m 
doing something useful.

“I’m preserving history that is 
important and that is what most col
lectors do.”

i Deliver” 
CALL TODAY 467-9176

Ths Treats Wood Experts Since 1956
TARHEEL WOOD TREATING

Hwy.54, Morrisville»M-F 7:30-5 SAT 8-12

Santa’s Workshop is located at
Pine Cone Stables

• Handcrafted Gifts by Hunter Younge <
10014 Chapel Hill Road ■ Morrisville, NC

(919) 380-8242

Rocking Horses 
Baskets • Swings ,1 

Children's Rockers I 
Porch Rockers X

I j^nwGRin’s I
I CLOTHING ______________ I

Warehouse & Sample Sale
REDUCTIONS UP TO

ilcome to 
four X four 101.

Toyota 4 Runner Ford Explorer Isuiu Trooper Oral lifnlrM. ijmitad Limit

ToHng HUlIi 

Ti.vrijig Capacin 

S Spi-aker .Sound Wl Subw-oler

SeadnA For Savon

e looking for a four-wheel-drive sport utility vehicle, you might w o look at .something else first.
This chart-
And should you want more information, just come in and see us. We’ll arm you with an unabridged coinpar 

son of 24 SUVs. As well as a layperson’s guide to 4x4 technology. And a glossary of 4x4 terms. We’ll even takt 
you on an off-road course so that you can experience 4x4 capability in action.

After all. Land Rover’s been making 4x4s and nothing but 4x4s for .SO years. So we 'wS^itvffw 
know that everybody learns about them eventually.

We’d just like to help you do it before- you buy one. DISCOVikY

Leith Land Rover
us 64, ONE MILE WEST OF US1 IN CARY AUTO PARK

800-868-0320 919-469-2699


