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INTRODUCTION
I must confess I hadn’t originally intended to write a Reference Guide for the BAC built
gliders. Yes, after Slingsbys and Elliotts of Newbury they were the third biggest UK manufacturer, an estimated 34 gliders of 9 types built – you can argue 10 types as the BAC
VII Mk2 was very much modified compared with the original VII . However, apart from a
replica BAC VII built by the late Michael Maufe not surprisingly none are left, so there’s no
connect with the modern day and the short lived era of BAC was a very long time ago – the
early 1930s.
Then out of the blue in July 2014 the GHC were contacted by Dawn Allen living in Australia
and asking for any information we could supply about her grandfather, C.H. Lowe-Wylde.
Charles Lowe-Wylde was one of the very earliest pioneers of the British gliding movement
and also the founder of the British Aircraft Company (BAC). So I decided to do a bit of
research and the story of BAC and its founder Lowe-Wylde I uncovered proved interesting
and I thought well worth writing up. This Reference Guide is the result. Note the BAC
company of the early 1930s has absolutely no connection with the British Aircraft
Corporation of today.
BAC were responsible for the design and building of the first British two seater, the BAC VII.
This was developed into the powered “Planette” in which Lowe-Wylde was sadly killed in
1933. The Planette/Drone was further modified by Robert Kronfeld and became a very
successful light aeroplane in the later part of the 1930s.

As to the sources my main ones have been:


Norman Ellison’s “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970” ISBN 0 7136 1189 8



The gliding magazines made available by the Lakes Gliding Club via their website –
http://www.lakesgc.co.uk/ - <Archive><Old Gliding Mags>



The “Merseyside 1970” publication



Also David Underwood who has updated me on the still existing Drones



Version 2 has a little new information + a few corrections thanks to Richard Cawsey

As always if you have new and interesting information and/or photos, else you believe there
are mistakes, please contact the author at FGBradney@outlook.com

Glyn Bradney.
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CHARLES HERBERT LOWE-WYLDE

(Sailplane & Glider 17th May 1932)
C.H. Lowe-Wylde was born in Newcastle-on-Tyne on the 4th February 1901. Originally he
was Thomas Harold Lowe but changed his name to Charles Herbert Lowe-Wylde when he
married Dorothy Elsie Wylde in 1924 He served an apprenticeship with the aviation
department of Armstrong Whitworth and Co Ltd and then spent 2 years in the RAF as a
technical instructor. From there he moved to become the works planning engineer with the
Blackburn Aeroplane and Motor Co in Phaleron, Greece, and came back to the UK as
experimental production engineer at Supermarine Aviation.
It’s stated that he learnt to fly as early as 1917 and undoubtedly he developed a great
interest in motor-less flight. He was definitely at the famous dinner at the Comedy restaurant
in London on the 4th December 1929 where agreement was reached to form the British
Gliding Association. Typically he was very fast off the mark and founded the Kent Gliding
Club on the 4th January 1930, their first flight taking place on the 23rd February 1930 in a
Primary designed by Lowe-Wylde which took the Kent GC members just 5 weeks to build. I
think I’m right in saying that the Kent GC was the first ever formed in the UK, it pre-dates the
London Gliding Club which was formed on the 20th February 1930.
There’s no question that he was a most energetic, far seeing, and innovative man who had a
huge influence on the development of gliding in Great Britain during those early years. Some
key points:
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He founded the British Aircraft Company sometime in July of 1930 and this became a
limited company in March 1931.



Lowe-Wylde was the very first holder of the British “A” certificate which he gained on
the 30th March 1930. His “B” followed on the 8th June 1930 and his “C” certificate on
the 1st April 1931.

Note besides Lowe-Wylde there’s a number of other very notable early British gliding names
in the above list – Latimer-Needham, “Mungo” Buxton, Flying Officer Mole, The Master of
Sempill.




Many of the family of BAC gliders he designed had interchangeable components and
were built with easy rigging in mind.
The BAC VII was the first British designed and built 2 seater. It was a BAC VII that
Eric Collins flew on the first UK cross country flight using thermals (6 miles) that took
place from Huish near Pewsey on the 3rd July 1933.
Lowe-Wylde pioneered auto-towing as a launching method. The first public
demonstration of this was at Hanworth on the 11th January 1931 although trials had
been carried out for several weeks before this. The novel idea was to have a winch
on the back of the launching car that would pay out the cable as the glider climbed.
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This method of launching a glider was suitable for both hill and flat sites, and the
BAC company ran instructional courses on how to safely auto-tow.

(Sailplane & Glider 23rd January 1931)

(Sailplane & Glider 16th January 1931)


Lowe-Wylde was amazingly pro-active in marketing and promoting his BAC gliders.
The BAC adverts in the Sailplane and Glider magazine changed on a very frequent
basis. During 1931 he toured the country with a BAC VII giving demonstrations and
flying passengers. It was quite normal for him to personally deliver a BAC glider that
had been sold and demonstrate it, even bringing back the wreckage to the Maidstone
works for repair if the new owners unfortunately crashed it! In 1932 he teamed up
with Sir Alan Cobham’s tour of Great Britain. See below an extract from the BGA
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President’s report on the 1932 gliding year.

(Sailplane & Gliding 3rd March 1933 – the RAF Pageant referred to was held at Hendon on
the 25th June 1932)

(Sailplane & Glider 28th November 1930)



BAC built the BAC VIII which was a “water glider” launched by a motor boat. It was
nick-named the “Bat Boat”.
In the autumn of 1932 Lowe-Wylde converted 4 BAC VIIs into light powered aircraft
by fitting a Douglas motor cycle engine mounted above the wing and driving a pusher
propeller. In the literature you will find these referred to as “Planettes”. It’s probable
that the name Planette was not devised by Lowe-Wylde himself but rather came from
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correspondence in the 20th January 1933 edition of Sailplane & Glider. It’s here that
the author of the letter discussing the merits or otherwise of powered gliders, P S
Foss, calls the motor assisted BAC VII a Planette. The powered BAC VII was already
being referred to as the “Drone” in March 1933.
Sadly it was whilst demonstrating the 4th Planette/Drone built that Lowe-Wylde was killed at
the Maidstone Aero Club, West Malling, on the 13th May 1933. The accident occurred during
his second flight of the day when after about 20 minutes the aircraft suddenly went into a
steep dive, made a partial recovery, but then banked over and crashed into the ground with
the engine still running. It’s been suggested he fell ill during the flight as it was known at the
time he was suffering from stress due to overwork. More likely the cause was a structural
one, else a failure in one of the control circuits.
THE BRITISH AIRCRAFT COMPANY
As mentioned already Lowe-Wylde formed the company in July of 1930. It became a limited
company (BAC Ltd) on the 4th March 1931.

The directors were Lowe-Wylde, K Barcham Green, and his wife Sheila. The premises were
a disused brewery sited in Lower Stone Street, Maidstone.

All rights Reserved | The Gliding Heritage Centre, Lasham Airfield, Alton, Hampshire, GU34 5SS|

GLIDING HERITAGE CENTRE

(The BAC Maidstone works, Sailplane & Glider 26th June 1931 – the £1000 refers to the
Daily Mail cross-channel competition which was won by Robert Kronfeld on the 20th June
1931)

(The BAC advert in the very first edition of the Sailplane & Glider, 6th September 1930 – the
glider referred to is the BAC II Primary)
Following the death of Lowe-Wylde the company was taken over by Robert Kronfeld who
further modified the Drone before putting it into quantity production. The factory moved to the
London Air Park, Hanworth, in 1935 and was renamed British Aircraft Company (1935) Ltd,
by this time the production of gliders had ceased. On the 21st May 1936 the BAC name
disappeared as the company became Kronfeld Ltd.
THE BAC GLIDERS

BAC I
The BAC factory only built one of these, BGA 164 (Note it would have been G164, it wasn’t
until 1938 that the “BGA” prefix was used) it was a Primary with 33 feet 9 inches span and
an aspect ratio of 6.75. It was identical to the Primary designed by Lowe-Wylde for the Kent
GC which their members built in 5 weeks and first flew on the 23rd February 1930 at Detling.
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This first Primary was named “Columbus” and had the honour of being the very first BGA
registered glider – BGA 101. Norman Ellison records that quite incredibly it survived the
1930s, was impressed into the ATC as NF746 during the war, and was still flying in 1953 at
No. 162 Gliding School, Hamsey Green. For a Primary glider that’s almost beyond belief!

(BGA 101 “Columbus” – Sailplane & Glider 24th June 1932)
BAC II

(Plan drawings of the BAC II, “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970”)
Based on the BAC I but rather than an open girder-type frame the BAC II had a box spar
fuselage. The prototype first flew at Lenham on the 21st September 1930. About 15 are
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believed to have been built which includes one that was sold to Jamaica, so this was without
doubt the first “club” glider in Great Britain. The number “15” makes sense as Merseyside
(1970) lists 14 BAC IIs with their BGA registrations.

(Sailplane & Glider 26th September 1930 – note the struts rather than bracing wires)
BAC III (and V)

(Plan drawings of the BAC III, “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970”)
Same wings and tail unit of the BAC II so 33ft 9in span and aspect ratio of 6.75. The
fuselage though was enclosed and hence the glider is classified as a “Secondary”. First flight
at Lenham on 12th October 1930. 2 or 3 believed to have been built, plus 3 BAC IIs were
delivered with alternative BAC III fuselages, an example of the interchangeability that BAC
looked to practice. When the III was fitted with twin mainwheels for auto-towed launching it
was known as the BAC V – Merseyside records just one, BGA 188.
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(Sailplane and Gliding, 17th October 1930 edition)

(Sailplane & Glider 20th February 1931)
See below an advert from the same S&G edition. BAC and Lowe-Wylde were really pushing
auto-towing as a launching method plus “interchangeability” at this time.

All rights Reserved | The Gliding Heritage Centre, Lasham Airfield, Alton, Hampshire, GU34 5SS|

GLIDING HERITAGE CENTRE

BAC IV (and VI)
This was an improved version of the BAC III which first flew in April 1931. The wings were
tapered and longer at 40ft 9in, which gave an aspect ratio of 9. The glide angle was stated
as “18” (which I think is a bit optimistic!) as against the “14” of the BAC III.
When the glider was fitted with a twin wheel fixed undercarriage to facilitate auto-towed
launching it was known as the BAC VI.

(Plan drawings of the BAC IV, “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970”)
Merseyside records two IVs and two VIs as being allocated BGA numbers – 181, 255, 120,
and 182 respectively.
It appears the IV was sold to a C M Turner of the Channel GC who had aspirations to cross
the English Channel in a glider. An attempt was made on the 18 June 1931 and this would
have been for the Daily Mail prize of £1000 already referred to. The glider reached 10,000ft
being towed by a Westland Widgeon but this was judged as not high enough and so the
attempt was abandoned.
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(Sailplane & Glider 16th January 1931)
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Above a curiosity I stumbled across in the 30th December 1932 edition of S&G. Did Bill
Manuel complete the work (effectively rebuilding the IV to become a BAC VII) and did it fly
one has to wonder?

(BAC VI, Sailplane & Glider 16th January 1931)

(Sailplane & Glider 22nd May 1931)
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(BAC advert in Sailplane & Glider 10th April 1931)
BAC VII

(Plan drawings of the BAC VII, “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970”)
This was the UK’s first 2 seater (tandem seating) and first flew on the 12th April 1931 at
Gillingham. The fuselage was of course new, but the wings were interchangeable with those
of the BAC IV/VI. A twin main wheel undercarriage was part of the design.
The design and production of the BAC VII was very much driven by Lowe-Wylde’s strongly
held convictions. Firstly auto-towed launching was a very efficient and safer method of
training. Secondly training pupils with a qualified instructor in the rear seat was very much
better than the then standard “Primary” method, which resulted in so much “crashery”.

(BAC VII, Sailplane & Glider 17th April 1931)
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How many BAC V11s were built is uncertain. Merseyside lists 10, although 4 of these were
converted by the factory into the motorised “Planette”. Richard Cawsey advises “about eight
factory built” and “a further six or seven from kits or plans”. Two at least were built from
components supplied by BAC, one by a Mr Isaac of Rugby at the London GC, the other in
Palestine by Captain Robert Yates. Additional non factory builds are attributed to Short
Brothers at Rochester, the Preston GC, the Southdown GC, the Manchester R.Ae.S, and
possibly one by the Channel GC.

(The Palestine BAC VII, Sailplane & Gliding 28th October 1932)
BAC VII Mk 2
An improved version of the original BAC VII. Span extended to 42ft 11in increasing the
aspect ratio to 9.5, the tailplane was considerably revised to be all-moving and of the
cantilever type, rather than strutted as previously. Small spoilers were fitted to the leading
edges of the wings to assist approach control, another first for a British designed glider.
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(Plan drawings of the BAC VII Mk2, “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970”)
How many Mk2s were built is uncertain. The Sailplane & Glider magazine reports that all
three of the BAC VIIs that flew at the Hendon RAF Pageant on the 25th June 1932 were
Mk2s. However, see the picture below:

(Look at the tail, most definitely an original BAC VII. S&G 17th May 1932 edition)

BAC VIII

(Sailplane & Glider 14th August 1931)
Another startling and pioneering Lowe-Wylde design.
This was a BAC VII with the fuselage very considerably modified so that it could take off and
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land on water. The first flight took place sometime in August 1931 where the glider was
launched behind a motor boat on the River Medway at Rochester. I haven’t seen it in writing
but I have seen a Pathe Newsreel film of the maiden flight and the BAT crashes and turns
upside down when making its landing on the Medway. Almost certainly the pilot was LoweWylde himself, and he escaped unhurt - albeit rather wet!

(First flight of the BAC VIII, Sailplane & Glider 14th August 1931)

(Sailplane & Glider 18th December 1931 – this is the Welsh Harp reservoir at Hendon, 12
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successful flights were made on the 7th December 1931). The last we hear of it is the
fuselage and tail being offered for sale in November 1932.Not surprisingly it was never
registered with a BGA number.
BAC IX
This was the last glider type designed by Lowe-Wylde. It was very much aimed at the “Build
your own from the components” market.

(Sailplane & Gliding 14th October 1931)

(Plan drawings of the BAC IX, “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970”)
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Some definite resemblance to the Abbott Baynes Scud 1 one would have to say – tailplanes
and the rudder were interchangeable just as the Scud 1. Wing span 35 feet with an aspect
ratio of just 8.1. Only one definite flight is known and this was on the 4th October 1931 when
the prototype was flown from Basildean.

(Sailplane & Glider 14th October 1931)
I suspect only one BAC IX was ever built, there’s no IX recorded as being registered with a
BGA number. There’s a Kent GC “News” update for S&G in a 1933 edition where it’s said
they were shortly looking to take delivery of a BAC IX. Whether this happened and it
subsequently flew I currently cannot say.
THE BAC “PLANETTE”
This wasn’t really a glider at all of course, it was an ultra-light powered aircraft developed
from the BAC VII glider. I will use the name “Planette” even though as I’ve described earlier
in this article I don’t think the name “Planette” was ever devised or officially used by LoweWylde and the BAC factory.
BAC converted 4 BAC VIIs by removing the rear cockpit and mounting a 600cc Douglas
motor cycle engine developing 6 hp mounted on a pylon on top of the wings, this drove a
pusher propeller.
The four Planettes were all registered with BGA numbers – BGA 186, 196, 197 (G-ADSB,
later re-registered as BGA 609, and 198 (G-AENZ).
The maiden flight took place in the autumn of 1932 with 2 Planettes featuring in a
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demonstration at the London Air Park on the 27th November 1932. The 25th November 1932
edition of S&G mentions Lowe-Wylde as already having done over 30 hours in the type.

(Sailplane & Glider 25th November 1932)
The author suspects that Lowe-Wylde was starting to fall out of love with pure gliding as
BAC moved into 1932, and that the powered aircraft world started to become more
appealing from the commercial aspect. The last “gliding” advert that BAC posted in S&G was
in the 15th February 1932 edition. Below the short advert which appeared in the 25th
November 1932 S&G edition that strongly suggests that “That’s it!” re BAC continuing to
manufacture pure gliders.

Perhaps BAC VII sales never achieved expectations, and/or perhaps the seeming failure of
the BAC IX to sell tipped the balance away from making gliders.
As briefly mentioned earlier in this article Lowe-Wylde was killed flying the 4th built Planette
on the 13th May 1933. Below a more detailed account taken from the “SussexHistoryForum”:
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“The Drone was the fourth of its type to be built, and had met with a mishap at
West Malling in the first week of May, on its third or fourth flight there. It was
returned to the works at Hanworth for repairs, then transported by road back to
West Malling for reassembly - Thomas Lowe actually carried out most of this
work himself.
The pilot embarked on the first flight that day at about 1745 hours and remained
in the air for only a few minutes. On landing, he expressed himself as being
quite satisfied with the machine except in regards to the rig of the control
column which was a little too far forward, and the Air Speed Indicator which had
not been connected up. As soon as he had attended to these two matters, the
pilot took off again. The aircraft, after completing a few turns near the ground,
climbed steadily to a height of about 800 feet and then started to descend in a
straight and somewhat steep dive towards the centre of the aerodrome. This
was a "Power-dive", that is a dive with the engine running on open throttle. The
dive, though steep, was not very prolonged, the engine being throttled down
and the aircraft apparently starting to level-up after a loss of height amounting
to little more than 300 feet, but the manoeuvre developed into a wide turn to
the left during which the machine gradually assumed a vertically banked attitude
and started to side-slip. At this juncture the engine was opened up again. In a
steep side-slipping attitude, and thus losing height very rapidly, the aircraft
continued to descend until it struck the ground, the pilot to all appearances
making no attempt to correct the side-slip. The engine appeared to be 'On" up to
the last moment.
According to the statements of those closely associated with Lowe, he had
recently got into a low state of health as a result of overwork combined with lack
of sleep and regular meals.”
And further comments:
"It was whilst flying one of these [a Planette] at Maidstone on May 13th, 1933,
that the 32 year old Lowe-Wylde was killed under uncertain circumstances: the
coroner avowed at the inquest that he was taken ill in the air or fainted and
fallen onto the controls, but from eye-witnesses and subsequent information it is
more likely that newly-adjusted aileron and elevator controls had played a major
part in the loss of control prior to hitting the ground and might even have
become detached."
Following the death of Lowe-Wylde the BAC company was taken over by Robert Kronfeld.
The three remaining Planettes were modified with a streamlined pylon plus other
improvements, and the type put into series production as the Drone. Those with a 23 hp
Douglas Sprite engine were known as the Super Drone. David Underwood advises that 2
still exist today now fitted with Bristol Cherub 3 engines. These are G-AEDB (once owned by
Mike Russell) and G-ADJP, though it’s not known if they’re still flying.
One example known as the Drone De Luxe was made which had a water-cooled 4 cylinder
Carden Ford car engine. I should say “has” as this aircraft, G-AEKV, has been preserved. It
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is owned by the Brooklands Museum and has been kindly loaned to the Gliding Heritage
Centre at Lasham Airfield where it is on display.

(The Kronfeld Drone De Luxe at Brooklands. Courtesy of Dave Oliver)
The company, by then Kronfeld Ltd, closed down in 1937 after an estimated 33 Drones had
been built. The most notable Drone flight is of Colonel the Master of Semphill who flew GADPJ from Croydon Airport to Berlin in 11 hours in April 1936, a truly epic flight for a light
aircraft in those days. The return took just 9 hours.
THE REPLICA BAC VII
This was built by Michael Maufe and completed in the summer of 1991. The first flight was at
Sutton Bank during the 25-31st August 1991 Slingsby rally. The fuselage and tail were built
completely new, but the wings, which required substantial renovation, were from a 1935
Kronfeld Drone – and of course these were the same as used for the original BAC VII.
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(Replica BAC VII in the latter stages of construction, VGC News Summer 1990)

(Completed BAC VII at the Dunstable rally September 1991, VGC News Autumn 1991)

(Michael Maufe in his replica BAC VII, VGC News Summer 1992)
Michael Maufe died in 2004. An obituary to this remarkable gliding man can be found in the
Spring 2005 edition of the VGC News.
[25th January 2015]

,
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