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INTRODUCTION
This is a guide to the “Bill Manuel” gliders. Some he both designed and built, one he
designed and helped build, the remainder he sold plans for. Overall I’ve come up with an
estimated total of 21 covering 9 types, though one has to wonder because of the “sold plans”
aspect whether the true total might be greater – only very recently did I find reference to a
possible New Zealand example built from plans that did indeed fly in NZ, though I’ve not
seen it included in any of the normal sources.
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



Scale Soaring http://www.scalesoaring.co.uk/



Dear old “Google”! Very occasionally a seemingly dead-end link leads to a treasure
trove!



Richard Cawsey who has supplied a good deal of valuable information for this
version 2



Much appreciated advice from VGC members: Ted Hull, Richard Moyse, Howard
Torode, and David Underwood

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
Change from v.2 to v.3 concerns the Manuel VII Primary

Glyn Bradney.
6th August 2014, version (4) – a picture of Chris Wills with the Willow Wren, plus an
additional one of the Manuel Gnat added. 14th August 2014, version (5) – more on the
Manuel VII Primary
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BILL MANUEL


William (“Bill”) Lancelot Manuel was born on the 27th January 1903. He served an
apprenticeship with the Vickers Aircraft Company at Weybridge during WW1 which
included working on the modified Vimy (ex bomber) in which Alcock and Brown made
the first non-stop flight across the Atlantic 14/15th June 1919 – St Johns,
Newfoundland, to Clifden, County Galway, Ireland.



He then joined the RAF sometime in the early 1920s and spent 5 years in Egypt. On
his return he was posted to RAF Hawkinge, Kent, as a corporal in early 1929 which
was where No 25 squadron was based. It’s very clear he was by this time both a
highly skilled carpenter and very much an aviation enthusiast.



He helped establish the Channel Gliding Club founded on the 28th June 1930, one of
the very earliest of the British gliding clubs. The starting initiative for this came from
(Wing Cmdr) Leo Stewart during a dinner at the Hawkinge Officers Mess one
evening.The club flew from a number of sites near Folkestone, the gliders being
stored at RAF Hawkinge – the advice from an October 1930 edition of Sailplane and
Glider is “Meet at the Valiant Sailor pub”!



Whilst at Hawkinge he was given considerable encouragement by the CO and other
officers of 25 squadron to design and build gliders which he was already passionate
about. Some of the officers subsequently flew them – with mixed results!



Believed he left the RAF in 1933 as he’s recorded as having a small workshop at the
London GC, Dunstable in that year where he built his second Willow Wren – known
as the Blue Wren. At that time he was advertising Willow Wrens for £90 and Primary
gliders for £45. Drawings for the Wren were £5 5 shillings.



1934 – 1936 he was the co-owner of Luton Aircraft Ltd and the Dunstable Sailplane
Company with C.H. Latimer Needham.



Instrumental in founding Barton-le-Clay airfield near Luton in 1935.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Barton-Le-Clay_Airfield



Post 1936 a big gap in our current knowledge. It’s been suggested he worked for
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General Aircraft Ltd in quite a senior position, possibly during WW2, but that needs
confirmation.


He retired in January 1968 from his position of Chief Planning Officer at AC Cars Ltd.



His passion for designing and building gliders very much continued into his
retirement, he died in July 1987.

(Bill Manuel and his second Crested Wren. Probably taken at Brooklands in 1986.)
THE BILL MANUEL GLIDERS
MANUEL BIPLANE
A 22 feet span primary type biplane glider very much based on the Octave Chanute glider
(1896) and built by Manuel in 1929. It’s recorded as first flying on the 18th May 1929 at
Hawkinge. Norman Ellison tells the interesting story of several of the flights at Hawkinge
being carried out operating as a kite with the glider tethered by a 20 feet tow rope to a
Gloster Grebe fighter (I’ve also seen references to a Siskin) where the engine was run full
throttle on the ground for a few minutes. During one of these “kite” flights another pilot
recorded as being a Flt Lt Fox-Barrett lost control and crashed. The glider was quickly rebuilt
only on its next flight in October 1929 to be written off by the CO of 25 squadron.
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(Plan drawings of the Manuel Primary Biplane “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970”)

(Only known picture of the Manuel Primary Biplane. Sailplane and Glider September 1934))
MANUEL VI PRIMARY
Designed and built in 1930 by Manuel with a 39 feet span, the first flight was at Hawkinge on
the 30th August 1930. The next day it flew several times at Dover Hill. I currently don’t know
why it was styled “VI”. The 12th December 1930 edition of Sailplane and Glider records that
the Manuel VI was destroyed whilst in ground transit to Ditchling in October. It’s then said
that Bill Manuel was in the process of building a Manuel VII Primary as a replacement
though it’s not mentioned in Norman Ellison’s “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970”.
Richard Cawsey advises that the VII is mentioned in an article on the Channel Gliding Club
in the August 1986 edition of the “Bygone Kent” magazine – see postscript at the end of this
document.
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(Plan drawings of the Manuel VI Primary - “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970”)

(Sailplane and Gliding, 17th October 1930 edition). This will be Flying Officer F.Read of RAF
Hawkinge who at the time was a leading member of the Channel Gliding Club.
CRESTED WREN
This was a genuine sailplane with similarities to the German Professor, it can be argued that
it was the second British designed and built “sailplane” as against “glider”. Built during 1931
at a workshop in Folkestone with a 40 feet span, it was first flown at Hawkinge in July 1931.
Bill Manuel first soared the glider in November 1931 using the hills near Folkestone, it
belatedly became BGA 178 in September 1934. Note that Wrens 162/178/201/202 are all
recorded as receiving their first CofA in Sept 1934. Richard Cawsey thinks this coincidence
is explained by all of them being entered in the Sept Sutton Bank competitions and the rules
saying all competing gliders had to be certified.The wings were strut braced, just a main skid
no wheel (as was conventional at that time), and also no airbrakes/spoilers. Sometimes
referred to as the “Red Wren” because of its colour scheme, and there might be confusion
here with the listed BGA 243 (see under Willow Wren). Richard Cawsey thinks that BGA 178
and 243 are one and the same glider.
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(Crested Wren under construction. Sailplane and Gliding 8th May 1931 edition)

(Plan drawings of the Crested Wren - “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970”)
The glider bore a charmed life it being recorded in the London GC News as flying very
regularly indeed at Dunstable up to 1936 without any prangs, when it was moved to be
based at the Derbyshire and Lancs GC at Camphill. The Crested Wren participated in the
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1937 Nationals held at Camphill starting 29th August flown by L.C.Withall.
After that it’s referenced it was flown regularly by Eustace Thomas in 1938 at Camphill,
beyond that nothing. The best assumption is sadly like so many gliders it was stored in poor
conditions during WW2 and deteriorated to such an extent that it could not be restored.

(Courtesy of Scale Soaring UK)

WILLOW WREN
This was a development of the Crested Wren and first flew at Hawkinge in December 1932.
Again 40 feet span, the cockpit was deeper so the pilot was less exposed and modifications
were also made to the tail.
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(Plan drawings of the Willow Wren - “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970”)

Bill Manuel himself built 2 Willow Wrens (Yellow and Blue) and sold the plans for at least a
further 4, perhaps 5. Details as follows, note most of these gliders came to be known by their
colour scheme:
The Yellow Wren, BGA 162, was the first built. Remarkably this glider has survived and
today is a display exhibit in the Gliding Heritage Centre, Lasham, being on loan from the
Brooklands Museum.
If you browse through the 1933 and 1934 editions of Sailplane and Glider you’ll see that both
the Crested and Yellow Wrens get many mentions when being flown from Dunstable. Not
too surprising as unquestionably the London GC was far and away the leading club in the
country at that time. Notable is the 30th July 1933 when Flight Lieutenant Edward Mole
established a new British duration record of 6th hours 55 minutes, this only lasted until
November. Not so good on the 6th August when Kit Nicholson badly crashed it – repairs took
to mid November, carried out by one Fred Slingsby in Scarborough, this could well have
been when the “Yellow” Wren became “Green”!
As of January 1936 the glider is reported as being owned by the Duke of Grafton (killed in
August 1936 driving a Bugatti in a Limerick motor race) and R.C.G.Slazenger based at the
Cambridge GC, though it certainly flew regularly at Dunstable. Renovated by the Dart
Aircraft Co. it was sold to the Read (L and E) brothers at Dunstable in August 1936. They
were still the owners when WW2 broke out.
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(Willow Wren at Brooklands 29th September 2012 on the event of their Aviation Day. All
three of their gliders were rigged and on display for the first time in many years. Photo, the
author.)
Things then become rather sketchy as to what subsequently happened to the Yellow Wren
(now coloured green).
 There are reports that it was stored throughout the war in the rafters of the London
GC hangar. I don’t believe this is correct, much more likely it was stored in its trailer
and kept near to Dunstable (possibly at Tim Hervey’s farm – manager and CFI).
 However, after the war it certainly returned to Dunstable and took up residence in the
hangar rafters. Ted Hull confirms it was there when he first joined the London GC in
1958. Likewise Tim Newport Peace in 1962.
 1964 the glider is returned to Bill Manuel who restores it. Likely this is when it was
purchased by Norman Jones of the Tiger club.
 It’s flown, though only occasionally, at the Tiger club, Rochester airport, until 1971 –
it’s very last flight by Charles Mackenzie of the Civil Service GC.

 Advertised for sale February 1974 in the VGC News.
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 Purchased by Mike Russell for the Russavia collection after encouragement from
Philip Wills. Ted Hull reports it as being on display at the Shuttleworth event in June
1975 – it had been entered by Mike Russell, Bill Manuel, and Chris Wills.

(Willow Wren in Mike Russell’s garden, not Mike in the cockpit. This glider was never flown
once owned by Russavia, it was just part of their collection and for display only.)
 Advertised for sale by Mike Russell in the autumn of 1992 after Mike Russell realised
his vision of a National Gliding Collection at Duxford was not going to happen.
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(VGC News, Autumn 1992)
 Sold to Mike Beach who restored the fuselage at Brooklands, separately Peter
Underwood restored the wings. This was to an airworthy standard though the
decision was taken the glider was too important to risk so it was not flown (last flight
1971).
 Sold by Mike Beach to the Brooklands Museum in 1998.
 2013 loaned by the Brooklands Museum to the Gliding Heritage Centre and on
display in the GHC hangar at Lasham.

(Willow Wren in the GHC hangar at Lasham, Slingsby Gull 3 immediately behind it. Photo,
Paul Haliday)
Below a nice picture of Chris Wills standing in front of the Willow Wren taken in November
1980. You can see the reference, the bottom of the three inscriptions, on the fuselage to Bill
Manuel having restored the glider himself in 1964.
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(Courtesy of Geoff Moore)

The Blue Wren, BGA 201. Some wash out incorporated into the outer sections of the wings
so as to try and improve the spinning behaviour – note all of the pre war Bill Manuel
designed gliders had a definite propensity to spin, and a number met their end this way. This
glider first flew on the 5th March 1934 (Richard Cawsey believes this should be the 5th May)
at Dunstable, J.P.Dewsbury making several notable flights in it in the following months, first
owner A.E.Slater. Sold to South Africa in November 1937 (ZS-GAW), written off at Liefde en
Vrede April 1949.
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(Blue Wren being rigged Xmas 1937, at the Cape Pioneer GC, 18 miles from Cape Town.)
The Golden Wren, BGA 202. Built from plans by G.O. Smith and A.L.Slater of the
Derbyshire GC. Enclosed cockpit, modifications to the ailerons, and fuselage stiffened.
Believed this first flew at the Sutton Bank meeting on the 3rd September 1934 – in fact all of
the Crested, Yellow, Blue, and Golden Wrens flew at this meeting, though not all on the
same day. You find many mentions of this glider flying at Camphill home of the Derbyshire
club in Sailplane and Glider editions. The Golden Wren survived WW2 no doubt through
being well stored. It’s recorded as flying a good deal in the immediate post war years but
was eventually condemned because of glue failure.

(At the Sutton Bank comps Sept 1934. Sailplane and Glider October 1934)
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The Red Wren, BGA 243. This is a mystery Wren as only a couple of mentions found and
none referring to it actually flying or who the owner(s) were. Firstly it’s listed in the 1970
Merseyside publication with a first CofA date of January 1936. The author wonders whether
this might be the Crested Wren where the BGA number was changed from the original 178.
This is supported by Wikipedia listing 6 Willow Wrens that were built, 2 by Manuel himself
and 4 from plans. However, the Dunstable Sailplane had an advert first published in the
February 1938 edition of Sailplane and Glider that suggests the Red Wren did indeed exist.

The White Wren, BGA 245. Built by D.M.Moreland and H.L.Richardson at the London GC.
This first flew at Dunstable on 3rd November 1935. It did a great deal of flying at Dunstable
until it was sold some time in 1938 and moved to the Portsmouth and South Hants GC. No
mentions discovered of it flying there or what its eventual fate was.
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(H.L.Richardson flying the White Wren, Sailplane and Glider May 1937)

Wren, BGA 278. Built by T.H.Palmer according to Merseyside 1970, first CofA August 1936.
Another “mystery” Wren as I’ve not seen any mention of a “T.H.Palmer” nor of a British
based Wren that I can’t identify. However, Richard Cawsey advises that a “Tom Harry
Palmer” gained his “B” certificate at the Essex Aero Club on the 8th August 1932.
Wren built by Felix M. (“Phil”) Hamilton in Australia. This first flew at Stanwell Park near
Sydney on the 8th March 1935. It was written off through spinning in at Kiama, NSW, on the
5th December 1937 - though not being flown by Hamilton.

Wren built from plans by the Reverend Evans in New Zealand, though whilst cited as a
Wren this could have been a Dunstable Kestrel. He actually taught himself to fly in this glider
despite several accidents along the way. He’s quoted as being New Zealand’s first glider
pilot. On further thought this Wren could alternatively have been both home built and a home
design, and the name Wren in the context of Bill Manuel designed misleading. Doing
research to try and establish exactly what this Wren was.
Link to a terrific article on Wrens by Martin Simons, courtesy of the Australian Gliding
magazine via Scale Soaring UK.
http://www.scalesoaring.co.uk/VINTAGE/Documentation/Wren/Wren.htm
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DUNSTABLE KESTREL
Only one Kestrel is said to have been built by the Dunstable Sailplane Co themselves. This
was effectively a Blue Wren with a small number of modifications. However, they did sell
plans at £6 6 shillings and 5 definitely were built from these.

(Sailplane and Glider February 1935)
The factory built glider was BGA 221 and received it’s CofA in August 1935. Peculiarly
Merseyside comments “Withdrawn from use in 1935”. The London GC club news in the
November 1937 edition of Sailplane and Glider says a new Kestrel arrived from the
Dunstable Sailplane Co. and it was soared in October by Murray. Also it had been sold to a
club member who at the time had progressed no further than doing hops in a Primary. A
“New Dunstable Kestrel” was offered for sale by a Mr J. Browning in June 1938, later readvertised by the same gentleman in January 1940. Was this BGA 221? - if not it leaves us
with a mystery as to the identity of this “New Dunstable Kestrel”. Richard Cawsey says that
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BGA 221 went to the Norfolk & Norwich Aero Club in December 1937 where it was
presented to the club by the then chairman Alan Colman – subsequently crashed and written
off in 1938.

(Sailplane and Glider June 1937. Interesting a Wren is dearer than a Kestrel)
The “Built from Plans” Kestrels
BGA 371 built by W.E.Godson. Not sure of the date of the first flight but it was first rigged at
Camphill on the 3rd September 1938.

(Sailplane and Glider October 1938)
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Sadly the glider was written off and Godson killed when it spun in on the 11th July 1939 at
Camphill where Godson was competing in the 1939 Nationals.
Australian Kestrels
Three were built from plans.
The “Percy Pratt” Kestrel. Details from the link below:
http://www.australianglidingmuseum.org.au/documents/display%20sheets/4Pratt_Kestrel_glider.pdf
This glider is now at the Australian Gliding Museum in Melbourne
The “Ric New” Kestrel. Details from the link below:
http://www.australianglidingmuseum.org.au/documents/display%20sheets/5New_Kestrel_glider.pdf
Also in the Melbourne museum.
The “R. Balsillie” Kestrel. Built by Balsillie in Horsham, Victoria. Badly pranged at some
point and rebuilt by the Iggulden brothers. This glider is today registered as “stored” at the
Australian National Aviation Museum, Moorabbin Airport, near Melbourne, Victoria. Its
condition is not currently known.
United States Kestrel
The July 1937 edition of the (US) Soaring magazine has a very grainy photo of a Kestrel
built by Leslie Barton, Stanley Hrulinski, and Thomas Nilon of Newark, New Jersey. The
registration number was G17893. Nothing more known about this glider, but given the
reference to New Jersey one has to wonder if it was flown at Harris Hill, Elmira.

MANUEL HAWK
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(Plan drawings of the Manuel Hawk - “British Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 – 1970”)
Bill Manuel built the Hawk as a retirement project in 1968/69 at Fairoaks airfield. It has a 42
feet span and is quite a sleek looking glider!
I won’t write too much on the Hawk as you’ll get full details from the article written by Howard
Torode and accessed from the following link:
http://www.glidingheritage.org.uk/documents/articles/ghc_article_manuel_hawk.pdf
Very briefly the glider first flew at Cranfield on the 25th November 1972 flown by Howard
Torode. After satisfactory testing it was certified as BGA 1778 in February 1973. It had flown
over 500 hundred hours when it was placed in storage in the early 1980s. Not believed to
have flown subsequently. The Hawk was donated to the Gliding Heritage Centre at Lasham
by its long time owner, Tom Caldwell, in 2013. It’s a display item in the GHC collection, no
intention at all of looking to get the glider airworthy again.

(Manuel Hawk at Lasham, 8th October 2013, on its way to the GHC hangar where it is on
permanent display. Photo Paul Haliday)

Howard Torode took the glider .to the Aboyne GC, Deeside, believed to be the Autumn of
1973, where Dave West of the Imperial College GC took it to 12,000 feet in wave.
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(Manuel Hawk at Aboyne, courtesy of Howard Torode)
MANUEL CONDOR
This was a 2 seat side-by-side 50 feet span Primary built in the style of the 1926
Poppenhausen glider (which was tandem).

(The Manuel Condor, courtesy of John Sullivan)
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The story behind this is that a group of aero-modellers asked Bill Manuel to design them a
large model of a 2 seat Primary. He responded “I’ll do better than that, I’ll build you the real
thing!” I’m advised that he thought at the time that hang glider pilots should have a 2 seater
elementary glider of this type on which they could be given appropriate training. The Manuel
Condor was actually built in 1975/1976 by Colin Inwood, his brother, and Bill Manuel in the
back garden of Colin’s house in Walton on Thames, sheltered under a polythene tent! It was
first flown in July 1976 at Cranfield where it was taken for evaluation. The testing, much of it
carried out by Howard Torode, went on to March 1977, latterly at Dunstable, the result being
it was given an “Experimental” CofA and became BGA 2161.
The aircraft was at the 1986 International VGC rally held at Lasham and entered by Barbara
Read and Chris Duffy James. Ted Hull advises that the Condor did “…hundreds and
hundreds of winch launches during the eighties” at Dunstable. I happen to have access to
the BGA file on this glider and note that Bill Manuel himself carried out the 1987 CofA. The
BGA form 267 he submitted was signed and dated by himself 27th April 1987 so this must
have been his last gliding task in an involvement that covered at least 68 years.
The last CofA recorded was carried out by Colin Inwood and dated 17th May 1997. Nothing
further after this though we do know this glider’s fate. Very strong winds at Lasham on 3rd
November 2012 resulted in a trailer parked on the southside of the airfield being blown over.
It turned out that this contained the Manuel Condor which had been there for very many
years, though few if any in the Lasham VGC group knew this. Besides the blow over
damage inspection showed that weather had got into the trailer and the glider was beyond
repair. Colin Inwood came along and removed a few parts and then the remains were burnt.

(Demise of the Manuel Condor at Lasham. Photo Richard Moyse)
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MANUEL GNAT
It’s somewhat of a puzzle as to why Bill Manuel built this glider. The Hawk was definitely a
“modern” glider but the Gnat was a regression. Possibly BM got a little fed up with the time it
took to get the earlier Hawk certified. The 44 ¼ feet span wing was built very much as per
the Hawk. However, the open cockpit fuselage was a box structure very reminiscent of the
Wrens. It first flew on the 27th July 1980 at Twinwood Farm, Howard Torode was the pilot. A
number of problems were identified in the initial testing and we don’t hear anything more
until Chris Duffy James is in touch with the BGA in June 1983 with a view to getting it (BGA
2675) flying again – Bill Manuel himself did the CofA and it was granted a “Permit to Fly” in
September. The testing programme was carried out by Chris Duffy James and suffered a
number of delays such that it wasn’t until October 1985 that the Flight Test Report was
submitted to the BGA.

(Manuel Gnat. Place and time unknown. Photo courtesy of Howard Torode)
As to performance the Gnat was rated a little better than a K8. Along with the Manuel
Condor the Gnat flew at the 14th International VGC rally at Lasham in August 1986. The last
CofA was dated the 2nd August 1986, and currently we have no further details of its eventual
fate beyond that the fuselage is recorded as being stored at Lasham in 1990.
A rather better picture of the Gnat believed to be taken at Dunstable, date unknown.
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(Courtesy of Geoff Moore)

THE SECOND CRESTED WREN
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(Second Crested Wren under final construction at Brooklands, almost certainly taken in
1986. Bill Manuel himself standing by the cockpit. Photo courtesy of Scale Soaring UK)
As Graham Saw has pointed out to me it’s not really correct to call this a replica as it was in
fact built by the original designer himself. In 1985 Bill Manuel started building a new Crested
Wren for Barbara Reed and Chris Duffy James, much of the work was carried out in his
retirement flat in Walton on Thames.
The finished components were taken to Brooklands for final assembly. The glider was
finished in time for it to be taken to the 14th International VGC rally at Lasham in August
1986 where it was on display. It had to remain as a “display only” glider as it was built in a
hurry and not sufficiently soundly such that it could be safely made airworthy.
One hears a good number of apocryphal stories of old and rare vintage gliders being
discovered hidden away in barns. A few of them turn out to be actually true, and that’s the
case here. Towards the end of May 2013 the Gliding Heritage Centre was advised of a
damaged and seemingly very old glider being found in a barn in Worcestershire. Further
enquiry revealed it was a Crested Wren! For a short time we thought the impossible had
happened, and it was indeed the original Crested Wren. However, with advice from Graham
Saw we established it was in fact the second one completed by Bill Manuel in 1986. As of
August 2014 the GHC at Lasham has purchased this glider for restoration as a display item.

(Second Crested Wren in the barn near Strensham, Worcestershire. Photo courtesy of David
Prophet / Colin Simpson)
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Was there a “Manuel VII Primary”?
There are references to a Manuel VII Primary and a couple of pictures in the August 1986
edition of the Bygone Kent magazine. Did the VII exist or is there confusion with the Manuel
VI?

(Courtesy of “Bygone Kent”)
The picture of the glider being launched on the 18th September 1930, with the pilot stated as
being Flt Lieutenant F.Read RAF, surely has to be that of the Manuel VI If you look at the
picture above and compare it with that of the Manuel VI earlier in this document – they both
must be derived from the same original picture!

(Courtesy of “Bygone Kent”)
However, if we take “1931” as correct in the second picture above then it appears to prove
Bill Manuel did indeed build a subsequent Primary, the Manuel VII, as mentioned in the 12th
December 1930 edition of “The Sailplane and Glider”. Note we know that the Manuel VI was
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written off in October 1930. Whilst the second shot is a very grainy picture it does look that
the tail unit of the VII differs to that of the VI. So I think that Bill Manuel did indeed build a
Manuel VII Primary, though it would be nice to have bit more evidence to be completely
certain!

[14th August 2014]

,
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