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make the explanation simpler. In reality,
when thinking of new things, my thoughts
were not that linear, quite to the contrary. So
I tried to reconstruct how this thought
process works. And I found out that my
thoughts were on a level much more abstract
than existing technologies and machines. I
don’t think in collections of bolts and nuts,
but more in desired functions. For instance, if
you want to lift something in the air, you
should not think of a wing immediately, but
think of how you can create a lift force with
natural phenomena. That is much more
abstract, but much more useful, since a wing
is not the only way to create lift. The next
step is to find those natural phenomena.
That happens through mental models,
which you learnt earlier. Sometimes inven-
tors talk about a sudden flash in which they
have a whole new idea, out of the blue. I
think these flashes can happen, but they
always use knowledge you already had. A
toddler cannot invent a rocket, because it
simply does not have the basic knowledge.
And this combination of thinking at an
abstract level with the mental models is
what I call imaginative theory.

Is it a process that happens, or more like

a method you can apply?

I think of it as more of a theory, a hypothesis

about how my thoughts and ideas work. I
also do not know if it happens like this with
other people. So far I have only had one test
person for my theory, which happened to be
myself.

You invented the famous ornicopter, and

to improve your understanding about

how this vehicle performs, you took 

helicopter lessons.

When I look back, I should have started with
these helicopter lessons twenty years ago, it
would have been a lot easier then. I have
always believed that at Aerospace
Engineering, people who work here should
be able to fly themselves; they should know
how the ‘real’ world works. Years ago, when I
was a student, all students could also learn to
fly, which is really valuable for a good engi-
neer. The faculty paid for that.

The former dean, Ben Droste, introduced

a reward for people completing their first

year in one year: they receive four free

flying lessons.

A lot of people really had to get used to that
idea, but Ben and I worked hard to get it
through. 

It was your idea?

Yes. As I said before, you would not be a good

engineer if you do not have an understand-
ing about the real thing. You would be like
an automotive engineer without a driver’s
license. When you fly yourself, you see how
an airplane really behaves, including the
things you do not learn in class. For example,
in lectures we always draw the wings at a
ridiculous angle of attack. When students
then fly themselves, they ask: “That really
small angle difference, is that really it?” That
is an eye-opener. 

After more than forty years, you are

definitively leaving this faculty. Do you

have any grand views about the future of

Aerospace Engineering?

I really am not that kind of person, who has
an opinion on everything or who can look
into the future. I have always felt at home
here, and if other people keep sharing that
feeling, then I am happy. Once, a girl graduat-
ing at my department told me the story that
when she had a bad time - when her
boyfriend broke up with her, when she failed
her exams - that she would go to the
Vliegtuighal, and just wander around this
old collection of rusty parts for comfort. And
I recognised a lot in that story.

The passion for everything that flies.

In the end, that is what I am doing this for.


