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INTRODUCTION  
 
To-date Iôve written 6 Reference Guides on the British built and designed sporting gliders of 
what I might term the ñwoodenò era ï Slingsbys, Elliotts of Newbury, Abbott Baynes (Scuds), 
BAC, the Scott gliders, and the Bill Manuel gliders. These account for at least 98% of all the 
wooden gliders ever built in Great Britain. There are of course a few smaller manufacturers, 
especially in the formative days of the British gliding movement in the early 1930s, RFD and 
Cloudcraft are two of these. Additionally thereôs a plethora of ñone offsò, principally Primaries, 
again mostly built in the early 1930s. 
 
I donôt propose to write these up as for the great majority of the remaining 2% weôre talking 
80 years ago at least, and thereôs no connect at all with the modern day and consequently 
very little interest unless itôs for the outright gliding aficionado. 
 
However, whilst theyôre most definitely not sporting gliders there is one subject I think there 
is a justification to cover, and thatôs the one of British military gliders. 
 
Spawned by the Second World War military gliders held centre stage for only a very few 
years, the advent of the troop carrying helicopter consigning them to history.  
 
Note all of the British military gliders were named after famous military figures whose name 
began with an ñHò. 
 
As to the sources my main ones have been: 
 

¶ Norman Ellisonôs ñBritish Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 ï 1970ò ISBN 0 7136 1189 8 
 

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

¶ Wikipedia sourced articles 
 

¶ David Underwood for details of what British gliders are still in existence and where 
they are 

 
 

 
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.  
 
 

http://www.lakesgc.co.uk/
mailto:FGBradney@outlook.com
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THE BEGINNINGS 
 
This has to be the assault on Fort Eben-Emael at dawn on 10th May 1940. Fort Eben-Emael 
lay on the Dutch/Belgium border near the Dutch city of Maastricht. The fort, which was seen 
at the time as virtually impregnable, protected via its artillery three key bridges over the 
Albert Canal, one at least of which needed to be captured intact if the surprise German 
invasion of the Low Countries was to proceed to plan. 
 
Eben-Emael has the distinction of being the first target for what was an entirely new method 
of attack in warfare, that of landing the assault force close to the target in troop carrying 
military gliders. In this first instance the landing wasnôt ñcloseò to the target, it was actually 
inside it! The gliders used were DFS 230s, 9 of the 11 gliders assigned to the fort landed on 
effectively what was its roof using arrester parachutes to slow and steepen their approach. 
 

 
 
(Courtesy of Wikipedia, article on the DFS 230 glider) 
 
The DFS 230 was designed by the famous Hans Jacobs (The Rhonbussard, Rhonsperber, 
Habicht, Kranich, Weihe, and Meise are just some of the sporting gliders he also designed) 
and first flew in 1937, the glider had a 72 feet 1 inch span and could carry up to 9 soldiers. 
The acronym ñDFSò translates in English to ñGerman Research Institute for Sailplane Flightò. 
 
The airborne assault took the defenders of the fort completely by surprise and the majority of 
the artillery pieces meant to protect the bridges were disabled very quickly. This materially 
helped the additional glider based attacks on the three key bridges all of which were taken 
and held despite Belgian counterattacks. However, the defenders had at least managed to 
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blow up the bridge at Canne, but the remaining two were captured before they could be 
destroyed. Capture of these two bridges intact allowed the German panzers and 
mechanised infantry to bypass the other frontier defences and rapidly thrust into the heart of 
Belgium. The sudden and strategically vital German victory at Eben-Emael undoubtedly was 
a major factor in the defeat of France, the Maginot Line was simply outflanked. All of this as 
a consequence of the pioneering use of about 50 DFS 230 troop carrying gliders. The attack 
on the fort and the three bridges it was protecting was brilliantly planned and brilliantly 
executed. It ushered in a short but epic era where gliders went into battle. 
 
In London once the facts started to become known the response of the Prime Minister, 
Winston Churchill was predictably fast. On the 17th June he fired off a memorandum to the 
War Office ordering very urgent investigation into creating a corps of 5000 parachute troops, 
and also the possibility of using gliders to transport troops into battle as had happened at 
Eben-Emael. As a consequence the Central Landing Establishment (CLE) was formed at 
Ringway airfield, Manchester, a few days later. 
 
This article is focussed principally on the actual gliders, so I wonôt go into details of how the 
formidable airborne forces that landed troops on D-Day, Arnhem, and then the Rhine 
emerged and developed from the humble, and in the beginning somewhat haphazard, early 
days of the CLE.  
 
Suffice it to say that several books have been written on the subject, the best from the Great 
Britain perspective the author sees as Lawrence Wrightôs ñThe Wooden Swordò - ISBN: 
9780236177769 
 
Also hereôs a link to a terrific article on the early days of CLE and RAF Thame at 
Haddenham, where training of the pilots for the Glider Pilot Regiment first began. 
 
http://www.haddenhamairfieldhistory.co.uk/gliders.htm 
 
(<Ctrl> + Click to access the above link) 
 
 
THE GLIDERS 
 
 
Not too surprisingly once the details of the Eben-Emael operation started to become known 
the very first Air Ministry glider specification issued in July 1940, X.10/40, was for an aircraft 
very similar to the German DFS 230. This was for a glider capable of carrying 7 troops in 
addition to its crew. 
 
As far as Iôm aware only two bids were submitted, one by Slingsby of Kirbymoorside, 
Yorkshire, and the other by General Aircraft Limited (GAL) of Feltham, Middlesex. 
 
It was the bid from GAL that succeeded resulting in the Hotspur. The Slingsby submission 
was never built following the failure of the factory bid, but for the sake of completeness Iôll 
include details.  
 

 
 

http://www.haddenhamairfieldhistory.co.uk/gliders.htm
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THE SLINGSBY TYPE 17 
 

 
 
(Plan drawings of the Slingsby Type 17, ñBritish Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 ï 1970ò) 
 
A span of 70 feet and aspect ratio of 12. The pilot and co-pilot sat in tandem with 6 troops 
behind them. As already stated following the success of the GAL bid this glider was never 
built. 
 
 
THE GAL 48 HOTSPUR (Mk 1) 
 
General Aircraft Limited won the Air Ministry tender for X.10/40. With a span of 61 feet 10 
3/4 inches it was similar to the Slingsby T.17 in that it carried 8 personnel including the pilot 
and co-pilot (who sat in tandem). The prototype first flew on the 5th November 1940 
according to the Wikipedia article on Hotspurs. Note  the first Hotspur arrived at RAF Thame 
on the 3rd April and first flew there on the 9th April 
 

 
 
(Plan drawings of the Hotspur Mk 2, ñBritish Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 ï 1970ò) 
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The Hotspur I wasnôt an ideal training glider as it had been designed and built as an assault 
glider to be released at 20,000 feet and then glide up to a 100 miles to its target landing 
area. Under a cloud street it could, and indeed on occasions at Haddenham was, soared 
during a training flight. 
 

 
 
(Hotspur Mk 1 on final approach, note the long wingspan) 
 
Only 18 Mk 1ôs were built, 10 by General Aircraft Limited and 8 by Slingsbys. 
 
 
HOTSPUR Mk 2 
 

 
 
(Hotspur Mk 2, wingspan was 16 feet shorter compared to that of the Mk 1) 
 
The lessons learnt on the Mk 1 resulted in the Mk 2. Whilst of the same length the fuselage 
was strengthened, exit/entry doors fitted, and a braking parachute added. The major change 
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was shortening the span to 45 feet 10 Ĳ inches, which meant ñno more soaringò! 
 
One of the problems with the Hotspur Mk 2 was its very long landing run which was 
exacerbated if it was a ñno windò day, this especially so if the glider was fully loaded. This 
became a big problem with the training being carried out at RAF Thame which was only a 
small airfield. After a number of near things the inevitable happened with a very bad 
overshoot, amazingly no one on board was badly hurt. 
 

 
 
(The Haddenham Hotspur Mk 2 crash, what you donôt see ended up on the railway below!) 
 
As a consequence of this what was now named Number 1 Glider Training School moved to 
RAF Croughton, Northamptonshire, on the 1st August 1942. 
 
50 Mk 2 Hotspurs were modified to become Mk 3s, better equipped for training. The key 
modifications being fitting dual controls, better instrumentation, and a strut braced tailplane. 
 
Overall 1015 Hotspurs were built. 18 Mk 1s, 946 Mk 2s plus 50 Mk 3s (conversions from Mk 
2s) all by the Harris Lebus company, and a single prototype GAL 48B ñTwin Hotspurò which I 
will describe shortly. For a glider thatôs always associated with General Aircraft Limited itôs 
surprising that out of the total of 1015 the GAL factory only built 11.  
 
No Hotspur ever flew operationally. Their use was in fact considered during the planning 
stage of Operation Overlord, this for delivering cargo/equipment into Normandy, but the plan 
never went ahead. So the usage of the Hotspur glider during WWII was solely for initial 
training on troop carrying gliders.  
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(Hotspur Mk 1 launch at RAF Thame) 
 
The Hotspur was a ñknee-jerkò reaction to the German DFS 230. After consideration it was 
appreciated that a single military glider really needed to carry more personnel into battle than 
the maximum of 8 that the Hotspur could carry. A single powered aircraft towing 2 Hotspurs 
was considered, but was dropped when the extreme difficulty of towing at night or through 
cloud was taken into account. Accordingly the Air Ministry issued specification X.25/40 for a 
glider capable of carrying 14 troops + pilot, and then (on the 12th October 1940) X.26/40 for 
a glider to carry between 24 and 36 fully armed troops. 
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(Plan drawings of the GAL 48B Twin Hotspur, ñBritish Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 ï 1970ò) 
 
A curiosity I think most would agree, the Twin Hotspur was possibly GALôs submission to 
X.25/40 which was in fact won by Slingsbyôs Type 18 Hengist. The Twin Hotspur was two 
Hotspur Mk 2 fuselages joined together by a short centre section. The overall span was 57 
feet 11 inches, the glider being flown from the port cockpit as its starboard counterpart had 
no controls. It was designed to carry 15 troops in addition to the pilot. Only one prototype 
was built, this by the GAL factory, the first flight taking place in August 1942 towed by an 
Armstrong Whitworth Whitley. 
 

 
 
 
SLINGSBY TYPE 18 HENGIST 
 
The X.25/40 contract was won by Slingsbys with their Hengist. It was partly a back-up in 
case problems occurred with the Airspeed Horsa which had won the X.26/40 contract. The 
principal initial worry with the larger Horsa was having a sufficient number of aircraft capable 
of towing it when fully loaded. 
 

 
 
(Plan drawings of the Slingsby Hengist, ñBritish Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 ï 1970ò) 
 
The Hengist first flew at Dishforth in January 1942 towed by a Whitley bomber. The span 
was a considerable 80 feet and it was designed to carry 15 people inclusive of the pilot. The 
original concept of the Hengist appears to have been to carry parachutists, such that after 
they had jumped over the target landing area the glider would be towed back to base to pick 
up the next load. Not surprisingly the advent of the American C47 Dakota put paid to this 
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strange idea. Strange because a key justification for using a glider to transport troops is that 
they would all be together on landing, rather than parachutists being dispersed to a lesser or 
greater degree dependent on dropping conditions. 
  

 
 
(Courtesy of Wikipedia {Public Domain}, Hengist on tow at the Airborne Forces Experimental 
Establishment (AFFE), Sherburn-in-Elmet, 25th April 1943) 
 
The second prototype was written off at Dishforth and as a consequence of this a Mk 3 was 
produced with a strengthened undercarriage. Overall Slingsbys built 18 Hengists but they 
never saw any operational service. Two were used by the Glider Pilots Exercise Unit and a 
small number by AFFE, the majority were kept in storage until after the end of the war when 
they were all scrapped. 
 
 
AIRSPEED AS 51 HORSA 
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(Plan drawings of the Airspeed AS 51 Horsa I, ñBritish Gliders and Sailplanes 1922 ï 1970ò) 
 
Unquestionably the most famous of the British built military gliders, it was the winner of the 
Air Ministry X.26/40 specification. Having an 88 feet span it carried up to 25 troops plus the 2 
crew. The first flight took place on the 12th September 1941 towed by a Whitley at what is 
now Heathrow airport.  
 
5 prototypes were built, the first two by Fairey Aircraft which were used for flight testing, and 
the remaining 3 at the Airspeed Portsmouth factory which were for loading tests. A 
production order from the Air Ministry for an initial 400 Horsas was received in February 
1941. 
 
The overall number of Horsas built is not known. Itôs certainly a minimum of 3800 and some 
sources say as many as 5000. Just under 700 were built by Airspeed at their Christchurch 
factory, the others by a number of contractors, mostly furniture manufacturers, who built the 
components ï the Horsa was almost completely built of wood, and was made up of 30 
separate components. Factories such as Harris Lebus and Elliotts of Newbury made their 
specific components which were then transported to RAF Maintenance Units for final 
assembly. Austin Motors was another major manufacturer of Horsa components. 
 

 

(Courtesy of Wikipedia {Public Domain}, Horsa I on tow) 
 
Instead of troops the Horsa I could carry a jeep or a 6 pounder gun. 
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The Horsa II (AS 58) had a hinged nose to allow the direct loading and unloading of 
equipment. The floor was also strengthened so as to be able to take the load of heavier 
vehicles. Finally the towing cable was attached to the nose wheel strut rather than the twin 
wing connections used with the Horsa I. 
 
OPERATIONAL USE OF THE HORSA 
 

¶ First use the night of the 19/20th November 1942 when 2 Horsas towed by Halifaxes  
attacked the German heavy water plant at Rjukan in Norway, this was Operation 
Freshman. The operation failed due to bad weather, both Horsas and one of the 
Halifaxes crashed. None of the personnel in the gliders survived, those who werenôt 
killed in the crashes were executed on the direct orders of Hitler. This sadly included 
Sergeant Malcolm Strathdee the first Army glider pilot to go solo at RAF Thame. 

 

 
 

¶ Operation Husky, 19 Horsas were used in the invasion of Sicily on 10th July 1943. 
Husky included 2 separate glider landings as part of its overall plan. Operation 
Ladbrooke to capture the Ponte Grande Bridge near the town of Syracuse, and 
Operation Fustian to capture the Primosole Bridge.  Ladbrooke used 8 Horsas (and 
136 Waco CG-4As), Fustian 11 Horsas (and 8 Wacos). Both operations have to be 
seen as unquestioned failures from the glider perspective, though much was learnt 
from the subsequent post mortems which was applied in following glider operations. 

 

¶ D-Day invasion on the 6th June 1944. A mass of Horsa landings but the most 
spectacular was Operation Deadstick where the objective was to capture the 
bridges over the Caen canal (later named the Pegasus Bridge after the airborne 
forces who captured it) and the river Orne. The capture of these two bridges intact 
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was vital else the 6th Airborne Division could have been cut off. 6 Horsas were used 
taking off from Tarrant Rushton towed by Halifaxes, the objectives were duly 
captured before the Germans could destroy them, it was subsequently described as 
ñone of the most outstanding flying achievements of the warò. 

 

 
 
(Caen canal bridge, 9th June 1944, Horsa gliders in the background. Courtesy of Imperial 
War Museum {Non Commercial Licence}) 
 

¶ Operation Deadstick has been described as the ñcoup de mainò of Operation Tonga 
which was the airborne assault of the British 6th Airborne Division being a key part of 
Operation Overlord and the Normandy landings on the 6th June. The Operation 
Tonga objective was to secure the area around the city of Caen and create a 
bridgehead until it could be linked up with the advancing ground forces from the 
invasion beaches. Additionally to destroy the coastal gun battery sited at Merville 
which threatened Sword Beach where the seaborne British troops were to land. 
There were 4 phases to the glider landings on D-Day. a.) 1st phase of 6 Horsas 
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(Operation Deadstick) landing just after midnight b.) 2nd phase 17 Horsas landing 
approx. 01:00 c.) 3rd phase 71 Horsas (and 4 Hamilcars) landing 03:00 ï 04:30 d.) 4th 
phase (Operation Mallard) 226 Horsas (and 30 Hamilcars) landing 21:00.  
 

¶ Phases 1,2,3 used Halifaxes, Albemarles, and C-47 Dakotas as tugs were launched 
from Tarrant Rushton, Harwell, Down Ampney, Blakehill Farm, and Brize Norton 
airfields. Phase 4 used the same towing aircraft plus Stirlings, airfields used were the 
same as Phases 1-3 apart from Blakehill Farm, with Broadwell, Fairford, and Keevil 
also taking part.  
 

¶ Despite experiencing bad towing weather during the initial stages Operation Tonga 
was a major success and by the end of D-Day the 6th Airborne Division had achieved 
all of its objectives. As example in Operation Mallard 246 of the 256 gliders that took 
off from England reached their designated Landing Zones. 

 

 

(Courtesy of WiƪƛǇŜŘƛŀ ϑtǳōƭƛŎ 5ƻƳŀƛƴϒΣ IƻǊǎŀǎ ƻƴ [ŀƴŘƛƴƎ ½ƻƴŜ άbέ Σ hǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ aŀƭƭŀǊŘύ 
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¶ Operation Dragoon. The invasion of the South of France, Cote dôAzur, by Allied 
airborne and ground forces on the 15th August 1944.The great majority of the gliders 
involved in Operation Dragoon were Waco CG-4As, 450 of them flown by US pilots. 
However, there were also 36 Horsas piloted by members of the Glider Pilot 
Regiment. The reason for the Horsas is that they could carry both a jeep and a gun 
whilst it took 2 of the smaller Wacos to do this. The Horsas took off from Tarquina 
airfield to the north-west of Rome, but were recalled over Corsica because of mist 
blanketing the Landing Zones, the Wacos continued. This caused confusion as some 
of the troops thought they were in France when they landed back at Tarquina. The 
quick and dirty way to get your jeep and gun out of a Horsa was to just drive it out 
through the tail thereby destroying the glider. A number were only just stopped in 
time from doing this. The gliders and their tugs were rapidly re-marshalled at 
Tarquina and took off again at 14:30. This time there was no recall and the gliders 
reached their Landing Zones at 17:45 landing without enemy opposition. Operation 
Dragoon was a success, it caused the German Army Group G to abandon Southern 
France and retreat to the Vosges mountains. 

 

¶ Operation Market Garden. The 1st Airborne Division landings at Arnhem which 
began on the 17th September 1944. The plan primarily devised by Field Marshal 
Montgomery was to by-pass the northern end of the German defensive Siegfried Line 
and force an entry into Germany over the Lower Rhine. The expectation was that if 
the operation was successful the European war would be over by Xmas of 1944. The 
key objective was to capture a number of bridges intact, the most important of which 
were at Arnhem, which would then allow a rapid advance into Northern Germany by 
armoured units. ñMarketò was the airborne assault using paratrooper drops and 
gliders, ñGardenò was the land attack by the forces who had already taken Brussels 
and Antwerp.  
 

¶ 336 Horsas were used in the initial assault on Sunday 17th September (plus 13 
Hamilcars and 10 Hadrians). 276 of the glider force managed to land on the 3 
Landing Zones with another 34 very close, so purely from the glider perspective a 
considerable success. 18th September saw a second airlift of reinforcements. These 
were 279 Horsas and 15 Hamilcars tasked to land on the Arnhem ñXò and ñSò 
Landing Zones, 256 either landed in the Zones themselves else in close proximity. 
The third and final airlift of gliders went ahead on the 19th September, 43 Horsas and 
1 Hamilcar with their objectives Landing Zones ñLò and ñSò. 31 Horsas managed to 
land in the Landing Zones but their personnel took very heavy casualties as they 
landed in the middle of a battle. 
 

¶ Market Garden ended as a failure. There were two key reasons for this. Firstly the 
presence in the Arnhem area of 2 battle hardened Panzer divisions who were 
refitting. Dutch Intelligence did report this to the British but it was not believed. 
Secondly also in the Arnhem area was Field Marshal Model, one of the most capable 
officers in the German Army High Command. He actually witnessed the initial assault 
on the 17th being at the time only 3 miles away from the Landing Zones, and 
immediately ordered the Panzer divisions into action. Thus the British troops were 
fighting against well- equipped and numerically superior forces from the very start of 
the operation, which had not been expected. The key bridge, a single span steel one, 
over the Lower Rhine River that had to be captured was actually in Arnhem itself. 


