
W.D. “Billy” Parker
was born in Oklahoma City on January 3, 
1899. His parents, Milton E. Parker and 
Mamie Newman-Parker, had come to 
Oklahoma in 1889 to establish a claim 
on 160 acres of land that now is part of 
the Capitol Hill complex. Milton would 
eventually move the family to Ft. Collins, 
Colorado in search of employment 
opportunities. 
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As soon as Billy received his engine, he began fitting it to the airframe that 
he had built. Once it was installed and all of the fittings and flying wires were 
checked and re-checked, it was finally time for its first test flight. Billy’s family 
couldn’t afford to pay for flying lessons, never mind the fact that the closest 
flight schools were nearly a thousand miles away from Ft. Collins. The only 
alternative was to teach himself to fly!  

The airplane was hauled to a nearby pasture and under the watchful eye of his 
mother, Billy began to taxi his airplane. It was exhilarating as he applied more 
and more power with each bumpy run down the field. He was getting the feel 
of the controls and how they affected each moveable part of the airplane. His 
confidence soared with each pass until he finally pulled back on the control stick 
and the craft lifted from the ground! It was a very short flight due to the fact 
that it took him by surprise when it left the ground and he immediately pushed it 
forward again, causing it to gently return to earth. Billy had flown and now,  
the sky was the limit!

Billy was still a young boy when his mother took him to an exposition 
that featured an airplane. Billy was enthralled! From that day forward Billy was 
into everything aviation. He was only 14 years old when he began designing 
and building his own airplane. His first was a glider that he would launch from 
a hillside. It was strong, lightweight and most of all, controllable. He made his 
first flight of 300 feet in his glider. His next airplane was going to be powered. 
Calling it the Model 1912, he built it after researching other aircraft and builders, 
including the Wright Brothers and Glenn Curtiss. Billy’s design was the type 
known as a “pusher”, meaning that the engine was in the rear, rather than in the 
front. He used a motorcycle engine to power it but it was so underpowered that 
it would barely get off the ground in the high altitude of Ft. Collins. He needed a 
more powerful engine. With his mother’s help and encouragement, he was able 
to locate and purchase a suitable engine from a French firm known as Gnome 
Engine Company. The aviators in France were using the Gnome rotary engine in 
many of their airplanes due to its light weight and considerable power. 
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In the summers, Billy would barnstorm around the western United States, 
exhibiting his airplane and skills to crowds at small fairs and carnivals. During the 
winters, he built other airplanes that he sold to would-be aviators. He built and 
sold several airplanes while he was still a teenager but he would keep the Model 
1912 and the Model 1914.

In 1916, Billy Parker enlisted in the U.S. Army and joined General John J. Pershing 
at the Mexican border to help in the pursuit of Pancho Villa. At the age of just 
17, Billy flew in the unsuccessful search for the Mexican revolutionary and his 
Villistas. He would later train pilots for the U.S. Signal Corps. Prior to America’s 
entry into World War I, Billy would be commissioned as a Major in the British 
Royal Flying Corp as a test pilot and engineer.

By 1917, Billy Parker was home from overseas and he was sent to the small town 
of Dewey, Oklahoma where Joe Bartles was constructing a flight school and 
aircraft assembly plant to build Curtiss JN-4 Jenny trainers for the war effort. 
The company was named, The Dewey Airplane Company and Billy was named 
manager and chief engineer of the facility. The government would furnish the 
parts and engines and the plant would perform final assembly. The first Jenny 
rolled out of the plant in December of 1917. Billy decided to test fly the airplane 
on Christmas Day. After giving the craft a thorough inspection, he took it up for its 
first successful flight. Parker and Bartles decided that they would make a public 
demonstration flight on New Year’s Day with Billy at the controls and Bartles in 
the second seat. Overall, the company built ten JN-4s before the end of the war. 
Billy Parker would continue barnstorming throughout the early 1920’s as well as 
building, flying and improving his airplanes. One of his engineering firsts was an 
early concept of a variable pitch propeller for which he received a patent in 1921. 

Frank Phillips of Phillips Petroleum of Bartlesville, Oklahoma, contracted with 
Billy to fly his salesmen to appointments and engineers to oil rigs across the 
country. In 1926, Frank Phillips hired Billy to head his aviation sales division. 
Billy and his team at Phillips would develop the first aviation-specific fuels. 
Previously, aircraft used the same fuel as automobiles but with larger and more 
powerful engines being developed, they required higher octane additives to 
reap the power that they were capable of producing. 

In 1927, James D. Dole, Hawaii’s Pineapple King, offered a $25,000 prize to the 
first person to successfully fly from Oakland, California to Honolulu, Hawaii. 
Frank Phillips would sponsor two aircraft in what would become known as The 
Dole Derby. Phillips would take Billy to Oakland to oversee the maintenance and 
fueling of his two entrees in the race. The two aircraft, the WOOLAROC, flown 
by Art Goebel and the Oklahoma, 
flown by Bennett Griffin, would 
be fueled with Phillips Petroleum’s 
Nu-Aviation fuel. Art Goebel 
would ultimately win the Dole 
prize, flying the WOOLAROC fueled 
with Nu-Aviation fuel.

Oklahoman Wiley Post, the 
first person to fly solo around 
the world, wanted to break the 
altitude record of 47,560 feet, 
that was then held by an Italian 
military pilot named, Renato Denati. Denati died less than 24 hours after the 
flight due to the thin oxygen level at high altitude. Wiley knew that he could 
not pressurize his airplane, the Winnie Mae of Oklahoma, because it was made 
of wood. He realized that he would have to pressurize himself. There was a lot 
of work to be done and he needed money. He contacted his friend Billy Parker 
at Phillips Petroleum to see if he would convince Frank Phillips to sponsor his 
high-altitude flights. Billy promised that he would and a few days later he called 
Wiley with the good news, Phillips would sponsor him and provide his new 
Phillips 77 aviation fuel and oil for the flights.

Billy Parker was put in charge of helping Wiley get the Winnie Mae ready for 
the flights. Wiley had designed his pressure suit with the aid of B.F. Goodrich 
but he would need assistance to get in and out of the suit each time he made a 
flight. In order to lighten the airplane, Billy redesigned the landing gear to be 
jettisoned on take-off and he designed and installed a retractable wooden skid 
for landing. With Billy’s and Frank Phillips’ help, Wiley would ultimately set the 
new world’s record at 50,000 and above.

W.D. Billy Parker worked for Phillips Petroleum for 40 years, all the while 
promoting aviation and advancing engineering and technology in aviation.



The Parker Model 1912 frame is built primarily out 
of spruce from the Pacific Northwest. Spruce was the preferred wood by early aircraft builders due 
to its light weight and straight, strong grain. The wings and tail surfaces are covered with Irish linen 
and then coated with a varnish known as dope. The dope shrinks and tightens the linen as it dries, 
creating a tough, water-tight covering. The landing gear framework is constructed out of steel tubing 
for strength and reliability. The engine is a Gnome-Rhone, 70 horsepower rotary that replaced the 
original Gnome 50 horsepower rotary engine. The fuel tank is located atop the wing so that fuel is gravity 
fed to the engine. The airplane cruises at 60 miles per hour and takes off and lands at around 35 miles 
per hour.

Billy donated the airplane to the Tulsa Airport Authority and it was first suspended from the ceiling 
of the terminal in 1968. Billy Parker was on hand for the celebration and he got to see his creation 
hanging where millions would see it as they would pass through the terminal to board their flights 
over the years to come.

The Parker Model 1912 Pusher Airplane

Dedication of Billy Parker’s Pusher to the 
terminal building November, 1968 
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