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By Carl Whiteley
A RECENT visit to the Bristol
Aeroplane Company at Filton brought
back many memories for 74-year-old
Major Frederick Bernard Fowler, of
East Close Cottage, Hinton.
He was paying his first return visit to the
company since 1912 when he bought a
Bristol Boxkite—the first aeroplane ever
built at Filton—for which he handed over
the princely sum of £280.
A single Britannia propeller costs about
25 times as much as this today! The
Boxkite was delivered, carriage paid, by
G.W.R. from Temple Meads to
Eastbourne.
Major Fowler, who taught himself to fly
in the pioneering days of aviation, was given a tour round the Britannia assembly hall, the vast aeroengine factory and finally enjoyed a cup of tea with Bristol's assistant chief test pilot, Godfrey Auty.
Major Fowler visited the factory at the invitation of Mr. P. E. Gordon-Marshall, who is now
an executive of Bristol's, having formerly been a sales director of Airspeed Ltd., Christchurch, and
responsible for the sale of the Christchurch built Ambassador to B.E.A.
Born at Eastbourne and son of a farmer, Major Fowler flew for the first time in 1911,
his interest in aviation being aroused by Bleriot's cross-channel flight.
After leaving school he was a pupil for five years with Vickers and during the latter part of
this period took a keen interest in internal combustion. Vickers were then producing the 20 h.p.
Thorneycroft car and Major Fowler became an experienced turner and fitter.
He left Vickers to work for the Climax Motor Company in Coventry, but returned to
Eastbourne when the firm closed down.
FLYING SCHOOL
Major Fowler then decided to start his own flying school at Eastbourne. But first he had to
fly himself. He bought his first machines from a Mr. McArdle, a well-known Bournemouth man
who, with a partner, was operating a flying school at Beaulieu. Major Fowler was given permission
to use the hangars and airfield at Beaulieu while his own airfield was being constructed at
Eastbourne.
He took on two of Mr. McArdle's mechanics to maintain his three Anzani Bleriots and two
50 Gnome aircraft and then set about the task of teaching himself to fly.
"At first I tried to operate the machine on the ground, keeping a straight line,"
recalled Major Fowler. "After getting the feel of the controls I ventured up to between 30 and
40 feet, still keeping a straight line, and when eventually I got the hang of the controls I did a
circuit. I didn't smash a thing, but it was more luck than anything else!"
In the meantime, his airfield at Eastbourne had been completed so he decided to fly one of
his Gnomes from Beaulieu to Eastbourne. "That was disastrous. I ran into fog, completely lost
myself and eventually crashed into the sea between Calshot and Cowes.
"But again I was extremely lucky. At that time there was a gunnery depot at Calshot Castle
and they heard the aircraft crash into the water. And although still very foggy a rescue party set out

in a launch and found me just as I was almost finished. It was goodbye to the Gnome and nearly
goodbye to myself."
Major Fowler got the rest of his aircraft to Eastbourne and started his flying school with
rnainly military and naval pupils.
SLOW PROCESS
His machines were all single seaters and after a time he found this very expensive for all his
pupils had to be taught the same way as himself. It was a slow process and some of the pupils were
not as careful as they might have been. So he bought a Bristol Boxkite, capable of carrying two
people.
In 1914 Major Fowler joined the Royal Naval Air Service and served until 1922 when he
retired with the rank of Major. He spent the latter two years of his service in Japan as a member of
an Air Force Mission to re-organise the Japanese naval air force.
He and his wife came to this district in 1934 when they took over East Close and opened it
up as a hotel. They retired from the hotel two years ago.
One of Major Fowler's most thrilling moments during his visit to Filton was when he sat at
the controls of a Britannia airliner.
He was astonished at the mass of switches, knobs, levers and handles which make up
the intricate controls—"It's a young man's job flying one of these", was his comment.
Barely two pieces of equipment were familiar to him—the joystick and rudder control.
Aviation, he thought, had made great strides since he first took to the air.
But there was one point about the early flying days which he was proud to recall: ''I have
had many crashes and seen many, but on only one occasion have I seen a machine catch fire".
THRILLS AND EXCITEMENT
Major Fowler was thrilled with his visit to Bristol's. It was an experience he would not have
missed. But he will never forget his young days in the old open-air cockpit. "Flying," he said, "is
much safer today, but for thrills and excitement you can't beat the old machines."

