
INTERESTI G GLIDERS
 
by PETER NI. BOWERS 

The accident last year invol ving 
the one and 0 n I y "Dragontross" 
sti rred up considerable interest in the 
actual details of this ship and the 
accident (SOARING, Sept.-Oct., 1957). 
In view of the considerable amount 
of misinformation that was circu­
lated. this column will be devoted to 
a discussion of the shi p. 

Newspaper descriptions referred to 
the sailplan~ as a "Hybrid." This is 
true, since Nelson Dragonfly wings 
were fitted to the pod, boom, and 
tail surfaces of a standard Bowlus 
Baby Albatross. A:; used in the press: 
however, the word "Hybrid" carried 
a derogatory implication when actu· 
ally the reverse was true. The comhi­
nation resulted in a hetter sailplane 
than either of the 06ginals. 

The Bowlus was originally fitted 
with lightweight wings using the 
deeply-undercambered Gottingen 535 
airfoil. This was compatible with the 
des i g n philosophy prevailing in 
1933, when the BowIus was designed 
and the object was to keep 'em light 
and fly 'em slow. The Baby's main 
advantage over its contemporaries 
was that it could soar in weak lift 
that would not sustain heavier "hips. 
However, in later years: the Baby 
was at a disadvantage when compet­
ing with other ships, especially in 
cross·country and upwind work, in 
that the light wing loading and the 
airfoil characteristics resulted in very 
poor penetration. 

The Dragonfly: also designed by 
Hawley Bowlus, was an auxiliary-
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powered two-seater that appeared 
shortly after World War 11. In ad­
dition to being designed to higher 
load factors as a result of changed 
design philosophy: a two-man crew: 
and the weight of an auxiliary 
powerplant, the Dragonfly wing used 
the NACA 4412 airfoil which had 
much better speed and penetration 
characteristics than the Gottingen. 

This wing from the root fittings 
out was of the same size and plan­
form as the original Bowlus wing, 
and very little work was required to 
fit it to a Bowlus boom. This was 
done by owner Stanley Graham, not 
with the primary intention of pro­
ducing the improved sailplane which 
actually resulted, but because the old 
pre-war Bowlus wings were unair­
worthy and a set of Dragonfly wings 
was available. 

The resulting combination was a 
very satisfactory sailplane. While 
the weight was slight!y higher wi th 
the new wings: the handling charac­
teristi cs were the same as the BowIus. 
The author flew the Dragontross for 
over an hour under the marginal 
conditions that favor the Bowlus and 
found that the extra weight was no 
handicap. Penetration was greatly 
improved: and control force:; and set­
tings w~re found to be the same as 
for the Bowlus by direct comparison 
with another Seattle-based Bowlus. 

Both the Bowlus Baby and the 
Dragonfly were type-certificated sail­
planes, but the Dragontross was fly­
ing on an experimental license main-

Iy because of the paperwork prob­
lems involved in combining the mao 
jor parts of two separate designs. 
There was no question of the strength 
factors of either component or the 
aerodynamic characteristics of the 
combination. At the time the author 
flew it, the stall characteristics of 
the Dragontross were most gentle as 
a result of still having the original 
Dragonfly stall-strips on the inboard 
leading edge. 

The fact that the Dragontross 
broke up in the air should not in 
itself be counted against it. The ship 
got caught in weather that was too 
much for it. Tn this light, it is inter­
esting to consider how much sooner 
the standard wings, or any equiva­
lent lightweight prewar wings with· 
out spoilers, would have let go under 
the same conditions. Eye-witness ac­
counts indicate that shortly before 
the accident, Stan was headed back 
to El Mirage. A 1-26 at his altitude, 
14,000 feet, had to drop his nose 
sharply at cloud base to avoid being 
sucked into the storm cloud. The 
Dragontross, placarded a g a ins t 
cloud-flying, had no spoilers and 
could not safely increase its rate of 
sink enough to get out of trouble. 
Once caught in the storm, the Drag­
ontross ""as destroyed by forces that 
would have seriously damaged much 
stronger ships. 

1958 DIRECTORY AVAILABLE 
The 1958 edition of the SSA Soar­

ing Directory is now being printed 
and will be available in mid-May. 
All voting members of SSA will 
automatically receive a free copy in 
the mail. Distribution to others is 
limited to Associates and Student 
Members of SSA at $2.00 per copy. 
Included in the 1958 edition are 
lists of SSA Officers, Directors, Com­
mittee Chairmen, Governors, U. S. 
Soaring Clubs (including address, 
officers, publication: meeting fre­
quency, time and place: soaring site 
and location and three contact per­
son's addresses and telephon num­
bel's), World Class and U.S. iTation­
al Soaring Records, U.S. holders of 
Silver, Gold and Diamond C badges, 
the complete SSA membership roster 
as of April 18, 1958 (alphabetical 
by name within each state), and a 
map of the U.S. outlining the 12 SSA 
regions and indicating the distribu­
tion of soaring clubs. Size will again 
be 511zx8 inches, just right for carry­
ing with you for handy reference 
wherever you may be. 
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