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GYROS THEN AND NOW!
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By Angela Smith                        

When we arrived home, Mum said that she wasn’t going to have a bar of it, and of course on the farm at twelve years old, I could drive a vehicle as well as anyone. I drove the car and Dad was in the Gyro glider with about a hundred feet of rope at the back, and he learned to fly it. Then we swapped around, he drove the car and I learned to fly. This was about 1961 or 1962.

Soon we became a bit more adventurous and we would drive around the gravel roads. I would drive the car at the age of twelve, slide around the corner; dad would be like a water skier going out to keep his air speed up.

We used to do this sort of thing then, but if someone said that they were going to do it today, well of course we would stop them. But this was back in the pioneering days of old Gyroplanes.

So then dad eventually put a motor on, and I can remember him one winter, just hopping along the paddock for about three months in the cold wet winter up near Ballarat, about 10 to 50 feet, He would land at the other end, taxi back, and be quite pleased with himself. I remember him saying to Mum “Come down and have a look!” which she did, and she actually got in. The plane took off and landed at the other and end taxied back. Dad looked very proud of himself.

“You don’t sort of fly around?” said Mum, and dad replied “Well maybe it’s time to start to start now”, and at that point he flew his first circuit.

For the next couple of years he did about 70-80 hours, having numerous two-stroke failures in the mycolic drone engines that were around in those days. He also bent a couple of sets of blades, and kept adding brakes, which made everything to heavy, he just didn’t know what aviation was about!

Anyway, eventually, he decided that he would learn to fly “real” aeroplanes, and I think he learned in a Cessna in 1964 at Ballarat Aero Club, and I started there the following year at age sixteen in a Victor. By my seventeenth birthday, I had my licence, which was a licence to fly, but I could not yet drive at this stage.

I was at home on the farm, and was really interested only in flying and working the farm. I studied all my commercial exams and passed. I was about to do Commercial Flying at the age of twenty, and had just been up through the centre of Australia in a 182 with a     few friends and came back to find out I had diabetes, and that sort of threw a spanner in the works. No GA allowed with that sort of thing, so I gave flying away for about eleven years, left the farm, got married and settled down.

Gyroplanes and Ultralights had started to happen at this stage, and dad was still into flying. He built a Bob Hogey Wing Ding, and got a hold of a gyrocopter and tried to get it going. 

He did manage to have a bit of a fly in it. Naturally, I wanted to see what was happening, so I went outside to find a two-seater being towed behind the car. I hopped in and went for two trips down the paddock. Eleven years of getting this bug out of my system, and guess what? – back into it again!

So out into the shed at the motel, building and grinding, drilling holes etc, and got mobile around 1982, and I’ve been flying ever since.

In those days there were not too many fatalities, the planes were much heavier weight machines, and you had to be fairly experienced in doing a lot of hops along the ground, so much so, that you eventually got enough expertise to get the machine out of ground effect and fly a circuit. Quite a lot of rotorblades got bent, but no one was ever killed.

Then came the advent of the two-stroke engine, the Rotax. They blamed the Air Command as being a fatality machine but it was really the two-stroke power to weight ratio. People could actually get into the air without any knowledge at all.

It was bad luck if they happened to get their rotors spun up on their first flight, the next thing they’d be at 300ft, and couldn’t fly.

I realised then that I would have to do something about two-seat training with the advent of this two-stroke 532 engine. I built a home made two seat machine, and got it working reasonably well, and then imported an Air Command so that I had something that was basically the best available in the world, as we were pretty much an illegal situation at the time to help people so they wouldn’t kill themselves.

I am a great believer in following the rules, so if the rule is wrong then I don’t mind bending it as long as I am in the process of getting the rule changed, and so I took on the National Presidency of ASRA and within three months I had a new air navigation order that allowed us to train legally in two-place gyroplanes. That was the greatest advance that we had made to the saving of lives. We now have very few fatalities, and wouldn’t average one a year in the continent, and usually that is due to someone perhaps having a heart attack, a guy running into some trees through his own fault, being silly. People will always do things like that.

So we’ve go the fatality rate down to an acceptable level and people still of course recall the earlier years when they were falling out of the sky every six to eight weeks. It was good once we got training up and running, which was difficult at time due to  the politics involved. I have just been training people for the last few years, with my open frame two-place. I have trained a lot of people from New Zealand Malaysia and all over Australia.

The rules then changed, and we had to upgrade our two-seaters to a new set of standards equivalent to the Jabiru style AUF certification. I decided to import from Canada the Rotary Air Force RAF 2000 that I am flying at the moment. That’s been great fun because it’s been certified under a permit to fly in England, meets Australian certification standards easily and has saved me a lot of work having to develop flight manuals as this comes with it’s flight manuals and all the legal documents that CASA require.

So now this is the first fully approved two-seat gyro in the country. We’ve got exemption that will allow every RAF that comes in to Australia, if I myself inspect it as per the factory drawings and tested that they will all come under that certification which means now that we can have passenger-carrying endorsements, which is something that we couldn’t have in the past. We had to become instructors to carry a passenger. We are now evolving into what the ultralights did five or six years ago, where somebody can use it as a general touring aircraft into licensed airfields up to 5,000 feet, and take their friends for a fly.

So that’s basically what’s happened over the last number of years. These days now ASRA, which is the controlling body under the umbrella of CASA, to look after Gyroplanes. We now have a training syllabus, all the necessary documentation and a path for people to become instructors. People can now learn to fly correctly and safely and be out enjoying their flying. I’ve thoroughly enjoyed the last eight years, in particular getting the two- seaters up and running. Now we are becoming part of the general aviation fellowship, and are not looked upon as crackpots when we turn up in our Gyroplanes. We are now disciplined people with the knowledge of the air rules and thoroughly enjoying the airspace with everyone else.
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Gyrogliding along behind a car on a country back road in 1960
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Lin Bruty flying a Wing Ding [image: image4.jpg]



Lin Bruty with his modified “Bee Aircraft” 1962

Paul relates back to when he was about twelve years old when his father who had always been keen on flying, but had never as yet had the opportunity, bought a Bensen Gyro Glider.


The Gyro was picked up from Melbourne. It came with a book ‘Learn to Fly’ and of course a generation ago, people seemed to have more patience and would take perhaps six months to achieve flight, whereas nowadays everybody wants to do it yesterday.





I caught up with Paul at the Wimmera Sport Aircraft Fly-In and recorded this interview with him.
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