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Watched by the eye in the sky

Virginia Tech aircraft design firm stands on the outer edge of the future

By Joanne Anderson

The March 30 press release
from AVID, LLC begins: “A
potential terrorist slips across the
U.5. border under the cover of
darkness. Unchallenged, he
disappears into the night—or so
he thinks. Unknown to this
intruder, he’s been detected all
along—from 20,000 feet. And
now, as he rests behind a rock,
he’s being watched by a 2-foot
wide unmanned aerial vehicle
hovering quietly a few feet away.”

What used to live in the imagi-
nation and be fodder for science
fiction is reality for the small
Blacksburg firm of AVID, which
stands for Air Vehicle Integrated
Design. The four-year-old com-
pany specializes in unmanned
aenial vehicle (UAY) technology,
aircraft design consulting and
software creation for advanced
aircraft development and analysis.

Each of the three business
owners is living a dream. Nanci
Hardwick, chief financial officer,
always hoped to start and build a
company. She attended Virginia
Commonwealth University for her
accounting degree and was told
that she must po with one of the
big six CPA firms to achieve
success in the CPA arena.

“These jobs are the workhorse
positions of the industry,” she
explains. “They involve lots of
travel, and as a single mom, it was
not an option for me.” Instead,
Hardwick took part-time book-

Soldier readying an MAV (micro afr
vehicle)

keeping jobs where she observed
and got involved in small business
management on the inside track of
a company.

Satting in her
bright, corner
office at
Virginia Tech's
Corporate
Research
Center,
Hardwick, 34,
exudes confi-
dence, opti-
mism and enthusiasm for the daily
operations and challenges of
managing AVID.
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“I"'m the ‘Type A’ of the bunch
and comfortable being involved in
everything from human resources,
finances and general management
to project deadlines and public
relations,” she explains.
Engineers

Sam Wilson, president, and
Paul Gelhausen, chief technical
officer, are former NASA engi-
neers enamored with aircraft
mnovation. Their singular dream is
to see the United States stay at
the forefront of aircrafi design.
Wilson, 31, holds a Virginia Tech
bachelor’s depree in engineering
science and mechanics and a
master's degree in mechanical
engineering from Stanford Univer-
sity.

He has an impressive back-
ground in micro air vehicles
(MAN), organic air vehicles
{OAV) for the future combat
systems (FCS) program and
collision avoldance systems. His
research and design experiences
inchude very small air vehicles that
cin perform reconnaissance
mussions and vehicles with sensor
systems that autonomously fly in
and around buildings and inside
tunnels and caves.

Gelhansen, 49, 1s a graduate of
the University of Michigan and
Stanford University with
bachelor’s and master’s degrees,
respectively, in aerospace engi-
neering and aerospace sCiEnces.
He has a breadth of knowledge in
systems analysis of military fighter/
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