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 “Sometimes you wake up 
in the morning with an 
idea and you don’t know 
where it came from,” 
explains Sanjay Dhall, 
leaning forward on his 
chair. A bright blue hat 
covers his black hair and a 
puffy winter coat wraps his 
shoulders.  
 
The space heater whirs between us and a wall draped in clear plastic sheets. Behind him is a table 
cluttered with colored tape, a tangled tape measure, more plastic, and a collection of other tools and 
cans and supplies. A purple foam block with two humps and two dips sits next to a wavy fiberglass strip 
of the same shape.  
 
Sanjay had his idea spread out all around us, only he hadn’t just woken up one day with his idea – it was 
an idea that he saw in his dreams as a child, one influenced by his pastimes and one that nagged at him 
for years in his adult life. And two years ago, Sanjay’s idea of building a flying car began its way to 
becoming a reality. 
 
Childhood Fascination with Planes Plants the Seeds for Further Discovery 
 
Sanjay grew up in India, where he lived for the first 20 years of his life. As a child, he often played with 
model airplanes. Before he even turned 10 years old, he began noticing the differences between the 
planes with western designs coming from the UK and the U.S., and the ones with eastern designs 
coming from Japan. Built for strength, the western planes were much heavier; because of this strength, 
however, their own weight caused them to break if they hit a wall.  
 
The Japanese planes used bamboo sticks, and so were much lighter. Even though they felt much more 
fragile, their light weight allowed them to ricochet unharmed if they flew into a wall.  As he described 
these discoveries he made as a kid, he realized that he first learned engineering through that 
experience. 
 
He learned that engineering is about finding a happy medium. For example, plane engineers must find 
balance between strength and lightness. However, cars usually don’t need to consider lightness as 
much. A typical car weights 3,000 to 4,000 pounds, but in his flying car design he uses aerospace 
techniques, such as using carbon glass, carbon fiber, and foam-filled panels. He expects his final product 
to weigh only about 1,000 pounds. 
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Sanjay believes that three types of engineers exist – design, test and manufacturing engineers. He sees 
himself as a designer. However, he must do all three, and he sees testing and manufacturing as 
necessary evils to his work. Perhaps if he one day gets others working for him, he will have the option of 
sticking more to designing.  
 
For now, his current work seems to reside primarily in the first two of these categories — he keeps 
running simulations and testing his model, tweaking a few angles here and there and changing the 
balance just a little bit each time until he gets it right. As he goes, he finds ways to improve parts to 
make them better suited for his design. “Take a look at this,” he says, handing me a fiberglass spring he 
is working on that will replace the shock absorbers in his car’s front suspension. He had not found a 
spring both strong enough and light enough, so he just made his own. 
 
Inspiration Came from Unexpected Places 
 
As a designer, Sanjay finds inspiration in many ways. When he was younger, he found it in the Popsicle 
sticks and model planes he played with. Once when still living in India, he came across the carcass of a 
broken-down airplane. Seeing the inside of it, he realized how much the structure resembled a human 
bone – strong on the outside, foamy on the inside. To this day he sees the importance of observing 
nature to get ideas. If nature has already designed solutions to problems, humans can find those 
solutions and use them in our own designs. “Look at a tree,” he says, detailing how although a tree’s 
tapered limbs go from strong to flimsy, the thin, flimsy tip will not break no matter how much the tree 
branch sways in the wind. “Always look out for this stuff!” 
 
When Sanjay decided to design and build his own flying car, he didn’t want his ideas to come from 
others’ ideas and designs. He recognized when you see someone else’s idea, whether you want it to or 
not, it will influence your thinking. He actively tries to avoid this because he doesn’t want his thinking to 
be compromised and lose individuality because others’ designs have stuck somewhere in his head. 
However, he also does see the importance of studying ideas that haven’t been successful, so he can 
learn from others’ errors. 
 
Even more importantly, he stresses his flying car will be a seed, just like the bicycle and horse-drawn 
carriage and Model T, and modern-day cars have all at one point been the seeds of growth leading to 
the next great invention. He quotes Isaac Newton’s popular phrase, “We all stand on the shoulders of 
giants,” and even references a letter written by Wilbur Wright to fellow inventor Samuel Langley, asking 
if Langley has materials that Wilbur can borrow to better understand the current state of aviation so 
that a later person may build an airplane. Sanjay’s flying car may one day act itself as a link in the 
evolutionary chain of technology. 
 
‘The Ultimate Freedom Machine’ 
 
Sanjay stands up and points to the pink and gray test model lying on the floor. He carefully avoids the 
big, under-construction, rounded fiber glass part in the middle of the room. He points out the 
asymmetrical wings of the model, and how the front and back match up with each other. 
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Since running successful simulator tests, he has stuck with his asymmetrical design.  This miniature 
model has successfully flown, and he is still continuing the construction of the full-sized prototype.  
 
The model has yet to have a successful landing, but he wants to test it again as soon as the snowy winter 
weather gives way to better testing conditions. Other engineers have made their own attempts at a 
similar invention – Terrafugia, Molt Taylor, and Kitty Hawk are just a few other companies who have 
worked toward a flying vehicle in recent years. Terrafugia’s wings stow by folding up beside the body of 
the vehicle. The wings and tail of a Molt Taylor detach and can be towed in a trailer behind its body. The 
design of the Kitty Hawk Flyer, funded by Google-cofounder Larry Page, looks and functions much more 
like an oversized drone than a car or airplane. Sanjay had a much different concept in mind, however. 
He wants his design to truly be a car; he wants to make the “ultimate freedom machine.”  
 
A driver should have both the option to drive it into town to get groceries with one’s family, and to load 
it up with friends and fly to New York for a weekend trip.  
 
Perhaps the most noteworthy feature of Sanjay’s design is how he chose to store the wings. He didn’t 
like the look of the Terrafugia or the work needed to convert the Molt Taylor. Instead, he wanted 
telescopic wings that fold into themselves and store in the body of the car. He soon realized, however, 
that with many telescoping layers, the mechanism for retracting the wings quickly becomes very 
complicated. To maintain simplicity, he has made the wings asymmetrical, with one wing higher than 
the other so that they stack on top of each other when retracted. 
 
Engineering Adjustments Lead to Positive Results 
 
Asymmetrical designs have been used before, such as in the case of the BV 141 aircraft manufactured by 
Germans during WWII, which had a large engine adjacent to and separate from the smaller cockpit of 
the plane. But besides this and a few more examples, none have become part of common designs. Some 
six to eight months into Sanjay’s design process, digital simulator tests revealed that his model could not 
fly. “I was heartbroken,” he said, noting he thought he would have to give up. A day and half later, he 
realized one missing link: the relationship between the front and back pair of wings was more important 
than the left to right symmetry of the aircraft. He made adjustments to account for this, and the 
simulation records showed positive results. 
 
Others in the aviation arena have generally supported Sanjay’s ambition. The average person finds the 
concept of a flying car very appealing – after all, the concept has been presented in TV shows and 
movies and books for quite some time. Movies from the 1980’s such as Back to the Future and Blade 
Runner predicted that in 2015 and 2019, respectively, flying cars would be a common form of transport. 
Even 50 years ago the book and movie Chitty-Chitty Bang Bang revolved around the existence of a flying 
car. Other fictitious portrayals, such as Harry Potter, leave the existence of an airborne automobile up to 
the workings of magic. Despite all the interest, and despite it being assumed for decades that flying cars 
would become commonplace by now, not enough people have stepped forward to attempt to design 
one. 
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Deciding to Begin 
 
For a number of years, Sanjay found himself stuck in a rut of uncertainty that prevented him from 
starting his project. It took him many years of dreaming, both literally and figuratively, before he 
actually began the process of designing and building. However, in late 2015, he finally decided to begin.  
 
He reflected on this occurrence as being typical in many people’s lives, saying, “You see movies, you see 
hopes of people who all want to do everything, but something keeps people from actually doing it,” he 
said. “Like exercise and weight loss at the beginning of the year. People want to do everything but 
somehow circumstances keep you from actually achieving it.”  
 
However, when he did finally jump into the project, he didn’t let himself spend too much time on any 
one element. He wanted to avoid “analysis paralysis,” which he now considers a good thing, for if he had 
realized the magnitude of the project when he first began, he may have never done it. Instead of letting 
the uncertainties bog him down, he recognizes that it’s OK to not know the answers for everything right 
now, just as he didn’t know everything when he started – knowing what immediately comes next 
matters most, and if you know that, you’re heading toward all those other answers. 
 
One of Sanjay’s first goals was to present his design at Oshkosh Airventure, an annual airshow in 
Oshkosh, Wis., which was hosted by the Experimental Aircraft Association. The show lasts for about a 
week and its hundreds of thousands of visitors make it one of the largest shows of its kind.  
 
Some members of the aviation community at the show stick to tradition, and some follow much more 
adventurous innovation paths, so Sanjay hoped to go to Oshkosh to get exposure and reasonable 
feedback from all kinds of aviators. He attended Oshkosh summer of 2017. Within the next few months, 
some local organizations contacted him – The Detroit Free Press featured an article on him, and Quicken 
Loans asked him to bring his work to Detroit for a downtown mobility event. Next, the Detroit Chinese 
Business Association wanted his flying car displayed at one of their automotive events. Sanjay went 
hoping to potentially find investors, and his work received great deal of interest. 
 
‘Do Crazy Things and Make it Work’ 
 
Sanjay leads me out of the small heated work room, into the cold hangar. We squeeze past a table 
about a foot or two from the doorway. The large over-sized garage door in the front of the hangar rests 
closed, but that does little to stop the frigid 10-degree air from hitting us as we walk through the hangar.  
 
I walk slowly, navigating the tools on the ground and ducking under the wing tip of a plane in the hangar 
that belongs to Sanjay’s friend with whom he shares this hangar. We face his work-in-progress. Shades 
of gray that vary in shade and texture cover its dull body, marking his progress on the exterior. Peeking 
through the window, I see the slots where the wings will fold in lay visible beneath open floorboards. It’s 
obviously still incomplete, but his diligence is visible in the tools and materials scattered in and around 
the car. 
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When Sanjay grew up, he went through the rigorous school system in India, and came to America to 
complete engineering school. He noticed that people in America “do crazy things and make it work,” and 
he desired to take part in that, but not in an over-crowded environment like that of the country he lived 
in. So he settled in the Midwest with its abundance of open space. He worked for a software company 
and traveled all over the world, learning more about how other companies approach engineering. He 
now runs his own company, but he has dedicated his time to designing something for himself instead of 
for others. Now, he spends 50 to 60 hours a week working in his hangar, and he hasn’t gone to work in 
two years. He is finally following his greatest passion and is hopeful for what the future holds for him 
and his flying car. 
 
Sanjay has set his next major goal as having a flight in 2018. In the meantime, he hopes it will be possible 
to receive funding to work in a proper workshop. This winter marks his third year working in his hanger, 
toughing it out during the bitter cold of the season, and it has gotten harder and harder to do so. Even 
as we sat in the small, insulated and heated room of his hanger, I could not imagine working in that cold 
hanger for multiple hours every day, working in temperatures reaching well below freezing.  
 
He shares that if he gets a proper workshop, he would also want to have a dozen or so helpers to work 
with, and that even as he continues working toward completing his first design, he has already begun 
designing a second generation, one that will have vertical takeoff and require an electric motor. A 
problem-solving designer at heart with the true mindset of an engineer, Sanjay holds many future goals 
and appears well on his way to continue his dream and truly plant his seed of innovation among the 
aviation world.  
 

 

 

 

http://www.pdinnovation.ford.com/

