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How it all started

I first started getting interested in hovercraft after looking into building a model one; I had built model powerboats and was looking for something different. I stumbled on the HCGB site and various others, which introduced me into this world where wheels are laughed at. From there I got ‘the hover bug’. 

Its scary how little I knew to start with. One day my Dad and I ended up with an MZ 125 motorbike, an old death trap that looked like a Steve Mc Queen special. After realising it better for a scrapheap than a hovercraft I got the constructors guide! (Lucky consequence was that my mates and I learnt how to ride even though it took two pushing to bump start and had no brakes). I looked at various types of craft like uh and some wacky ideas from the Internet but in the end I decided I would like to design my own with the constructors guide. After looking around, researching and going to a race I eventually ended up with a plan for a fairly typical first build, no point trying something crazy first!

The building and some racing

(I wont bore you with to many details because many of you have probably done this before!) 

So it started November ’03 with just the usual buying of materials and haggling with dodgy breakers. My craft was mainly built it in my school’s design & tech block where there is just about anything you could want to build a hover. By April it resembled a coffin and there was a grimy TZR on my bench. One of the reasons its turned into such a tank is that 6mm ply was used throughout- we all make mistakes. During summer 04’ it was at home in my shed and was varnished and painted. Before long the hull looked like it was built and I thought it was nearly done, oh so wrong!  Now everything else needed to be done.

I built my own duct, mistake, please don’t try this at home! Yup, the whole way. It involves making a big complex mould with wood and fillers then sanding, filling, painting, waxing for about 24hours. It almost got boring.  In the end I had a round but “organically” curved/bobbled duct ((821 mm). Never again. 

The engine frame being my first attempt at welding ended up slightly heavier and slightly more bent than id hoped (but it seems to work so far). Just the engine subframe probably weighs more than a decent thrust frame! Lots of bits and bobs were slowly welded/ cable tied on and the engine unit took shape. Thanks to Tony for the pulleys and various other transmission bits which saved me many hours on that lathe. Its surprising how many times you find yourself on the lathe, lots of little bits always need making. So the engine still hasn’t been tested and it’s nearly been a year and a half since I got it! Will it work? The tension is building and my only experience of 2-smokes was that old MZ, which didn’t fill me with confidence! I cleaned out all the bits I could but decided not to split the engine so it was all make or break for the test.

Meanwhile I acquired some skirt material for free, which was too heavy for fingers so I decided to be different and go for a bag. Keith Smallwood kindly designed me one and then I bought an ancient Singer for a tenner (which stills works to this day). It found the thick material tough going and every metre of sowing needed a rest. The contact strip (bit that touches teh ground) is the seatbelts from an old Rover 75.

It all started to come together Spring 05’ the duct and engine unit was all put in and various bits were put together like steering and general fiddly bits. Without the old GCSE exam leave it wouldn’t have been finished. The last week of school was frantic having to balance post GCSE parties with the last week of workshop time. On the last day it was ready (ready meaning really rough and ready- having a bloke holding two wires as the cut off). To my surprise it went after a few pulls! I was celebrating standing in the fan air and the craft spat out the tensioner at me. This was the first of many times its tried and so far failed to kill me, nonetheless I was amazed that it went and couldn’t wait to try fly in it! Big thanks go to Raf and my teachers at school who all helped a lot. 

Probably not a good first race to pick was the Claydon European race last summer. I spent the weeks leading up to it finishing bits in a stable! The first test run was on some school playing fields with Fred showing me how. It went for about 100m and I was chuffed!

The first day of Claydon was spent getting through scrutineering and fixing on safety bits, and bits that fell of when I tried to drive it. Nothing would have been possible without all the bits lent by and help from Fred, Nick, Barry, The Hydes, The Polfreys, Jon, most of the people in the pits and of course Rob my mechanic and my Dad. I managed to get out on the last novice race (not even expecting to get up the straight let alone survive the water entrance). Not only did I get round, I nearly managed the whole race (if a bit slowly) but crashed at the water exit. (Probably my fault for being too slow and got fouled up with a friendly French woman). I found out that my craft floated and had my first parade of shame down the pits. An awesome first meeting apart from Nick’s fancy dress!

The only other race I could get to was Wittlesey where I finished my first race! After an excellent weekend I finished a few races and got to know a few more hoverers. One funny moment (I’m told it happens to everyone at some point) was seeing the green light go and not going! All because of a rich mix; I learnt the hard way!

I plan to try and complete my novice races in my tank and then build something way faster for formula racing, or maybe even some costal racing, you never know. (Don’t worry Russ my current craft wont go near any shiny costal racers!)

Looking back it was probably more expensive scratch building something that wouldn’t outrun a cheaper second hand craft. In fact I had already realised halfway through building it. So what! It goes and I can say I’ve built it.  Now I know so much more about hovercraft than if I had gone the other way. When time and money permits I’m looking to build a beast. (Ideas in the pipeline since halfway through the last one). Same old homebuilder story I know but it works for me. My next one will be another baggy but I’m considering shaft-driven lift and its all one-piece construction with a floating thrust duct. But then it’ll all have changed by the time I start building. 

At the end of it all, after two years of building and then the ups and downs of racing it was worth it and Id do it again.
Peter Symes-Thompson (16)

