
50 KiwiFlyer Magazine Issue 28 www.kiwiflyer.co.nz

Autogyro Adventure

The ‘Real’ 
Air Safari
IT WAS mid-winter last year when the 
email circulated; “anybody interested in 
providing gyroplane flying instruction in 
Kenya please contact…”. Well I had fond 
memories of  flying in Kenya both in a 
Piper Cherokee and a McDonnell Douglas 
DC8 so I had to reply. I was asked to quote 
for teaching three men to fly a new Magni 
M24 that was to be based on a remote 
tented Camp near the Masai Mara game 
reserve. A web page for the Camp was 
provided which blew away any ideas of  a 
hardship posting and in fact it turned out to 
be the haunt of  film stars and the moguls 
of  industry.  See what I mean at www.
cottars.com

Sue and I offered our services in return 
for airfares and accommodation for the 
three weeks that I estimated it would take 
to accomplish the mission. I gather the 
only other interest that was expressed 
wanted some $30,000 more so maybe we 
undersold! Kenya sits astride the Equator 
and although there are seasonal changes it 
is hard to find a bad time to visit. We were 
required in January which worked very well 
except that Gyrate is exceptionally busy at 
that time, thus I owe a lot to Andy Hares, 
who came out from the UK to hold the 
fort and to Elton Haakma who took over 
instructing for a month. 

The client chose the air carrier and so 
we routed Auckland-Sydney-Dubai-Nairobi 
which took longer than going to Europe! 
On arrival we were met at an airport that 
had not changed since my last visit in 1980 
and the immigration forms were identical 
third world documents requiring fees to 
enter the Country. The sharp contrast from 
the modern airliner to basic lifestyle in the 
space of  50 metres was the first of  many 
eye-opening moments. The high density of  
traffic, much of  it dilapidated and dented, 
mixing with smart Mercs and BMW 4x4s, 
was the next. No matter who you were, you 
were going to fight over pot-holed roads 
until the new Highway was completed by 
the Chinese contractors. Next morning 
I was introduced to the M24 gyro at a 
private airfield some 15miles out of  the city. 
Standing next to its twin, the two aircraft 
had just arrived by container from Italy and 
had been checked over and test flown by a 
local Magni pilot who had been flying an 
M16 out of  Nairobi for 10 years. 

Gyro training in Kenya with spear weilding Masai Warriors looking on. They also carry mobile phones.

KiwiFlyer invites readers to send in contributions that will be of general interest to the NZ aviation community. Call us to discuss. 51

KiwiFlyer

Armed with 20 litres of  finest auto fuel from a very iffy gas 
station, my first student and I set about aviating. I have owned a 
Magni gyroplane since 1992 and so having had a check out on the 
M24 in the UK I was not uncomfortable, that is until I squeezed in 
alongside a 100kgs plus student. This airfield is 5000’ AMSL and 
longer rotorblades had been fitted to compensate. This proved to 
provide the same performance as I had experienced at sea level in 
the UK. Take-off  was from a hard surface but with considerable 
loose chipping which is always an issue with a pusher prop. I took 
things carefully and used a fair amount of  room but we flew as 
steady as a rock. In fact it felt like I was lifting a large rock until I 
discovered that applying aft trim for 15 seconds prior to take off  
was the only way to be neutral in flight with 2 on board. We did a 
few circuits and agreed to position 100 miles west the following 
day. Better rested and armed with more fuel we departed with only 
a PLB registered in New Zealand and my trusty Garmin Pilot III 
to cross the wild Rift Valley and who knows what, to who knows 
where - just stop before the Tanzanian border.

Such is the wonder of  modern science and Rotax that we had 
a great trip, the M24 was as stable as it was compact and reached 
8500ft with no complaint. The scenery was spectacular. Within a 
mile of  take-off  we crossed over splendid properties on the edge of  
the Rift Valley escarpment which dropped away some 3000ft.  This 
is the land where the oldest known human bones have been found 
and it has an impact that is somehow primeval. It is also a land of  
huge variations, sparsely populated, dramatic and largely hostile to 
light aviation. In this regard not unlike parts of  New Zealand!

The plains of  the Masai Mara finally came into view and a slim 
scar between two large hills marked Cottars Camp airstrip which 
was going to be Magni base. The field is currently used by small 
scheduled operators in Cessna Caravans delivering tourists and 
supplies to various Camps and Lodges around the Mara.

The full title is Cottars 1920 Safari Camp. The family came to 
Kenya then complete with the first Rolls Royce in Africa. The 
theme continues with vehicles modified to replicate the era and 
the furniture and hunting trophies resplendent in today’s setting. 
We manhandled the Magni into a covert hangar purpose built and 
‘hidden’ between Acacia trees, before being driven the couple of  
miles to Camp over terrain reminiscent of  a 
4X4 test track.

Our status and accommodation was 
at this stage uncertain but we seemed to 
have been accepted as guests and from this 
moment on we enjoyed five star living and 
every amenity available. When Sue arrived 
via the Cessna Schedule her eyes lit up 
at the sight of  an en-suite bathroom and 
infinity swimming pool.

Work commenced early next morning 
with introductory lessons for the three 
students. The early morning call at five 
was accompanied by tea and homemade 
shortbread, the tent unzipped and the 
wildlife that had been climbing on the roof  
disappeared. In the shadows Antelope, 
Zebra and Warthog melted away as dawn 
approached. African dawn is special, 
usually very calm and quiet and even the 
Landcruiser didn’t disturb the giraffe and 
Buffalo grazing near the track. Our routine 
became established to enjoy flying before 

contributed by Tony Unwin, Gyrate Tauranga

The gyro hangar. Safari vehicles in the foreground.

Longer rotors were fitted for high altitude ops. 

Giraffe, Buffalo, Antelope and Zebra all grazed near the airfield and Hippo’s swam in the local river.

The trip to the Cottars Camp airstrip covered spectacular and hostile ground, some 8500 feet AMSL.

Fine dining at the Cottars 1920 Safari Camp.

Mud huts on the Masai Mara Plains.

Join the NZ Autogyro Association for just $35 pa.  www.autogyro.org.nz
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Very affordable fun: Vintage Gliding
AS I WROTE about in the last issue, 
soaring is not always about faster/
higher/further. Local flying can be 
just as enjoyable, and often more so 
than the “big” flights, some of  which 
require large degrees of  planning and 
preparation. Gliders too, don’t have to 
be the expensive, shiny white, modern 
fibreglass machines. There are heaps 
of  serviceable older gliders around 
and some are still being used by clubs 
around the country. Learning to fly 
in a wood and fabric glider is just as 
effective as training in a fibreglass 
two seater. As well as the older gliders 
flying in clubs there is a thriving 
vintage gliding movement, both in New 
Zealand and world-wide. 

Fibreglass gliders have in fact been 
around since the 1960s and the most 
popular early models are still flying. 
The recently world record breaking 
ASH 25 glider, variants of  which have 
been seen by thousands displaying at 
Classic Fighters and Warbirds Over 
Wanaka, is in fact around 25 years old. 
The first one of  this type of  glider 
was seen in New Zealand in the early 
1990s. It is still considered a “hot” 
ship and these gliders are still the glider 
of  choice for pilots wanting to set 
speed and distance records. But they’re 
also really expensive for the average 
pilot. There are three of  these gliders 
currently for sale in NZ, asking price, 
around $200,000. A single seat Libelle, 
the original fibreglass single seater can 
be picked up for a lot less. There is 
one for sale for $20,000. Libelles are 
still winning Club Class competitions 
around the world.

Wood and fabric gliders however can 
be picked up for a song, and depending 
on your expectations, you can have just as much fun flying these. 
The Ka6, a real “hot ship” of  its time has similar performance to 
the Libelle. Performance drops off  as you go older but you have to 
remember that back in the ’50s and ’60s pilots such as New Zealand 
soaring pioneer Dick Georgeson and his wife Helen were setting 
high altitude and distance records, some of  which still stand, in 
exactly these gliders. It is possible, just not very comfortable, and 
much more difficult than flying modern gliders to do this again, 
should you really want to challenge yourself. You can pick up a 
wood and fabric glider, in flying condition for less than $10,000. 
That’s cheap flying. 

Mostly these gliders are great for just enjoying being in the sky. 
The Ka8 that I spent many hours flying in the ‘80s, thermalled 
in the barest puff  and could stay airborne as long at the pilot’s 

posterior would allow. It had the 
penetration of  a falling leaf  however 
so cross country flights became a real 
adventure and you made sure there were 
landing areas close. I loved flying that 
glider.

The Vintage Kiwi group have 
regular rallies around the country where 
enthusiastic pilots, owners and restorers 
come together to enjoy these lovely old 
aircraft. They find that as people clear out 
old sheds and hangars they are “gifted” 
with more antique gliders than they 
have the funds or personnel to restore. 
Vintage Kiwi have a partnership with 
the Classic Flyers museum in Tauranga 
and have several gliders on display there. 
There is a beautifully restored Slingsby 
Prefect glider hanging in the ceiling of  
the Queenstown Airport. The Prefect’s 
registration is ZK GAB – so the 2nd 
glider registered in the country. 

While it is lovely to see these museum 
pieces looking shiny, Vintage Kiwi is 
much more interesting in restoring these 
antiques to flying condition and then 
actually flying them. That is what their 
rallies are all about. If  what you’ve just 
read sounds interesting, and especially 
if  you have wood and dope aircraft 
restoration skills, Vintage Kiwi would 
love to hear from you. Contact Roger 
Brown at sailplane@xtra.co.nz.

I’m Jill McCaw and I’m the editor and 
publisher of  SoaringNZ, New Zealand’s 
premier gliding magazine. To learn more 
about gliding and to find clubs in your 
area see Gliding New Zealand’s website. 
For subscriptions to SoaringNZ visit 
www.mccawmedia.co.nz

A Ka8, much loved by the author.

The Ka6 contest scene in NZ in the 1960s.

A recent vintage rally at Taupo.

A Ka6 restored by John Currie of Rotorua.

New Zealand Soaring
contributed by Jill McCaw

of  which the Masai herd thousands, enabling wildlife to regain 
territory. Poaching of  Elephant and Rhino horn is another major 
concern and night vision cameras are to be fitted to endeavour to 
police this foul habit.   

Training proved uneventful, other than for large vultures soaring 
on the downwind leg. Cross country flights were stimulating and 
three solo pilots a great reward for an intense three weeks. Bring on 
another interesting Email!     Tony Unwin, Gyrate Tauranga
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the heat of  the day degraded performance and again after lunch 
and a siesta, when the cool of  evening improved conditions. I had 
allowed three weeks to achieve 60hours of  flight training and this 
turned out to be an accurate estimate of  what was needed to reach 
a comfortable solo standard all round. A small hiccup occurred 
when the dreaded curse of  Africa, dirty fuel, blocked a filter and 
we lost a couple of  days. The good news was that in the process 
of  stripping the machine an errant, or should that be Italian, 
screwdriver showed up from under a floor cowling, lurking with 
intent to jam a control. Beware what lurks near aircraft!   

Two days grounded meant time for a Game Drive. I have 
enjoyed driving vehicles through many of  Kenya’s Game parks but 
to be chauffeured by a Masai Warrior guide was something else. 
This guy had been born in a local mud hut, he discussed world 
affairs in perfect English and drove a Landcruiser with expertise to 
admire. Like most of  the Masai he wore a traditional red cloth wrap 
with knife and spear to hand. On his belt were mounted two mobile 
phones. The telecom network is sophisticated in coverage and 
capability. You can do banking by phone and load a sim-card with 
money as a means of  payment. This can then be cashed at a bank 
or used for another transaction.  Africa is full of  surprises!

Calvin Cottar, whose grandfather guided the then Duke and 
Duchess of  York on hunting trips, is now passionate about 
conservancy. The impact of  modern civilisation on wildlife is 
so damaging that urgent action is required to ensure that what 
we enjoy seeing today is available for future generations. The 
autogyro is seen as a significant tool to monitor activity in a newly 
established conservancy area adjacent to the Mara Game Reserve. 
An agreement has been signed to control the movement of  cattle, 

EAGLE-EYED readers may have noticed that in our last issue 
of  KiwiFlyer we accidentally substituted a picture of  a model F4 
Phantom and called it a Panther. Here is the actual award winning 
Panther along with its pilot Colin Austen.

At the recent Tokoroa ANZAC jet event, the overall best scale 
jet award was won by Colin with this scratch built 24% Panther 
(2.7m long & 2.7m wingspan). The project took Colin 3.5 years 
to complete from scaled up Nic Zirolli plans. It is powered by a 
Behotec (German) turbine that produces 18kgs thrust and the 
model itself  weighs 23kg.

With such a massive wing area, the flying characteristics of  the 
model are very docile and it slows down to a crawl when landing. It 
is great to watch it being flown in a scale manner.

Since the Tokoroa event, Colin has made a remote controlled 
sliding & opening canopy hatch for the Panther which is operated 
via a compressed air ram system. He even machined the ram 
himself. The cockpit has now been fully fitted out in fantastic scale 
detail, complete with a handmade ejection seat unit and pilot.

Colins attention to detail is outstanding and the effort he has put 
into this project made him the well deserved winner.

Best Scale Jet Award

Colin Austen with his award winning Panther. The 2.7m long model is 
powered by turbine engine producing 18kgs of thrust.

Biplane Fly-in Report
           Contributed by John Nicolson
RANGITATA Island aerodrome (located between the north and 
south branches of  the Rangitata River in South Canterbury) hosted 
a Bi-plane Fly-in on Sunday April 28. 

The day was billed as a post-ANZAC social event in honour of  
two near-new replica bi-plane warbirds, but as everyone knows, any 
old day will do for a fly-in for hosts Russell and Lynda Brodie. A 
good number of  aircraft of  all shapes and sizes turned up on the 
near perfect temperate day in spite of  a menacing nor-westerly sky. 
The gathering was complete with the appearance of  a pair of  very 
well turned-out Airdrome Aeroplanes Fokker D-VII (80%) replicas 
- ZK-FKG and FKR, being the first of  type here. The chromatic 
Fokkers are powered by a 2180cc air-cooled VW engine and were 
registered as Class 1 microlights in 2012. The Fokker D-VII fighter, 
which first flew in 1918, was said to be the finest fighter of  WWI.


