


THE REBIRTH OF A LEGEND 
THE RESTORATION OF AVRO ANSON Mk II, RCAF 7401 

Bruce W. Gowans 

Creating a Unique Exhibit for 
the Aero Space Museu1n of Calgary 

M ore than one visitor ro the 
Aero Space Museum of 
Calgary has been surprised 
to see on display , a com­

pletely restored Mark II Avro Anson. In 
l 982 when I\1o lso n and Taylor wrote 
Canad ian A ircraft since 1909 th ey re­
marked that wh il e "the rema ins of some 
.~till survive - - no complc:t.e exampl e ex ­
ists of a type tha t contributed so sub-

stantia ll y to the success of the BCATP." 
Not all aviat ion enthusiasts are aware 

that the RCAF operated Ansons than ant 
other rype of aircraft. In fact a tota l of 
4,413 (Mk l to Mk VI versions) were op­
erated by the HCAF from 1939 to 1953 
The Mk 1 Anson was developed by the 
Avro Company in England. The airc raft 
was acrua ll y derived fro m the Fo kk er 
FY!l/.'3111 which w:1s built in England as 

the Avro JO, a high-wing aircraft pow­
ered by three 225 hp Wright or A.S. Lynx 
engines. On the other hand, the Anson 
was a twin-engine low-wing aircraft pow­
ered by two 350 hp Armstrong Siddeley 
Cheetah IX engines. Construction of the 
Anson followed the Fokker practice of a 
we lded stee l tube f~selage and an all­
wood wing. The Anson , which was de­
signed for civ il transport , first flnv in 
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l 9j5 . Later the :1ircra i't w:1., :1dop1.cd hy 
the RAF for coasta l reco r111:.1iss:.111 ce. 

In 1939 when the British 
Commonwealth Air Training Plan 
<BCATP) was estab li shed in Canada, 
the Anso n was se lected as the standard 
twin-engine train er. Canada was to pro­
duce wings for the aircraft, w ith the 
engines and airframes supplied fro m 
England. By May of 1940 , with the fall 
o f France imminent, it became apparent 
that Engl and would not be ab le to sup­
ply the p revious ly agreed-to pans This 
led to the deve lopment of the Mk II 
Anson. (See "Grow ing Pains. " by Alan 
G. Wingate. CAHS Journal, Vo! 34 . No 
3. Fall '96) [n th e me:1n t ime , the RC:AF 
decided co loo k into the acquisition of 
th e Cessna Cra ne to supp lement twin­
engin e pilot training. 

Heading, top: Anson II (RCAF 7 40 I) on display at the Aero Space 
:Museum of Calgary. Heading, bottom: a wartime shot of Anson 
II RCAF 11534. The red fuselage band denoted an aircraft involved 
111 instrument landing training. Below: RCAF 7 40 I at the ASMCs 
50th VE Day anniversary celebration. Bottom: the remains of a Mk 
II Anson on the Kaehler farm at C!aresholm, Alberta, in the Spring of 
1985. Parts for 7401 came from the remains of same two dozen 
aircraft. All PHOTOS VIA G. RYNING. 
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The Mk JI Anson w a, , in re: 1'11.y , a .Vlk 
An so n built in C 1n:1da, powered by 

two Jacobs 330 hp L6Mll engi nes . Three 
cha nges made to the aircraft that we re 
much appreciated by the crew were: the 
inco rpo ration o f better heating, hydraulic 
brakes and the use o f hydraulics to raise 
and lower the undercarriage . Oth e r 
changes included the use o f wooden 
components (e.g. wing fill ets and nose 
cone) in place of aluminum which was 
expected to be in short supp ly. A total o f 
1,833 Anson lls was built in Canada from 
1941 to 1943. The project was under the 
direc tion o f Federal Air c raft Ltd o f 
Montreal with components supplied from 
the fo llowing companies: Boeing Aircra ft 
of Ca nada , Canadian Car & Fo undry . 
Cockshutt Plough Co Ltd, de Havillancl o f 
Canada, ,'vl acDona ld Bros Air craft , 
M:1ssey-Harris Co Ltd , National Steel Car 
Co Ltd , Ottawa Car & Aircraft and White 
Canadian Aircraft Ltd. 

While the Mk I Ansons were used by 
the Air Observer Schools ( AOS) with a 
normal crew of four. almost all Mk II 
Ansons were allocated to the B CATP 
Serv ice Flying Training Schoo ls (SFTS) 

for twin engine pilot training. This 
was due to the fact that the Jacobs 
engine developed lower pmver than 
the Chee tah engine in the Mk I 
Anson. During training the Mk II 
Anson had a crew o f two, a Flying 
Instructor and student. The Anso n 
!Is were initially supplied with 
fixed-pitch wood en prop e ll ers 
which we r e later replaced by 
Hoover variable-pitch propellers. 

The Mk Ill A nso n designation 
was applied to Mk I Ansons that 
had their Cheetah engines replaced 

by the J1 coh, Tl1 c.: Mk IV dc.:.,ign:1ti on 
was u.,cd for MK I An,on., th:.it had their 
Cheetah engines rep la ced by 420 hp 
Wright R-975 engines. With one excep­
tion , no new Mk Ill o r IV Ansons were 
built in Canada. The exceptio n was the 
prototype ,vlk IV Anson CHAF R9816 and 
later RCAF 10257) . Thi s aircraft was con­
verted in England and th en shipped to 
Canada. One hundred and fifty Ansons 
were converted to Mk Ills and 70 to Mk 
IVs. 

Ansons (M ks 1 to IV) were used by 
the fol lowing BCATP schoo ls 

Service Fl ying Training Schoo ls (S FTS) 
20 o f the 29 sc hools used the Anson 
Air Observe r Schools ( AOS) 
All ten sc hools used th e An so n ex­

clusively 
Air Nav igation Schools (A i\'S) 
All five schoo ls used the Anson ex­

clus ivelv 
General Reconnais san ce Schools 

(GRS) 
The two schools used the Anson ex­

clusivel y 
Bombing and Gunners Schools 

(B&GS) 
All 11 schools used the Anson 
Operational Tr:iining Cnits (OTU) 
T wo o f the six schoo ls used the Anson 
Flying Instructors Schools (FIS) 
All three schools used the Anson 
Th e Ans o n was also u se d by the 

Centra l Flving School (CFS) and the 
Centra l Navigation School (CNS) 

The Anson, by all accounts, ·was wel l 
liked and performed its duties wel l. Some 
reco rded comments fo llow: 

"The Anson had an amazing reputa­
tion for safety." 

"Steady, reliable, and totally com­
fortable. " 

"Forgiving characteristics, good v is­
ibility. It was an interesting and pleas­
ant aircraft to fly." Al Wingate 

"There were many forgiving air­
CL1ft , bu t the Anson w :i s downright 
lovable." John Griffin. 

The Mk V Anson was a much im­
proved version o f the ea rlier model. 
The majo r improvement was the use 
of the 450 hp Pratt & Whitney Wasp Jr 
engine and a comp lete ly new fu se­
lage made from moulded plywood, a 
process which h:1cl been developed 
by Eugene L. Vidal. The fuselage was 
made in fi ve sections ancl bolted to­
gether. The first l 00 fuselages \Vere 
supplied by Universa l Moulded 
Products Corp of Rochester, NY with 
the ba!:lnce from Cocksh utt Moulded 
Aircraft of Br:1ntforcl , Ontario. A total 
of 1,049 Anson Vs were supplied to 
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the RCAF fro m 1943 to 1945. The first 
Anso n V w as Take n On Strength ( T QS) 

o n 15 Febru arv '43 (RCAF 11 58IJ and 
the last an 15 Ma rch '45 (RCAF 12628). 
With the added power and streamlined 
fuselage, the Mk V Anson was a mu ch 
imp roved aircraft . Fo r the first time the 
Anson had reasonable single-engine per­
fo rnunce, and the cruising speed went 
fro m 140 mph (Anson JI) to 175 mph. In 
addi tio n to the improved perfo rmance , 
the aircraft was mu ch quieter than the 
prev io us mode ls . clu e to the w ood e n 
fuselage . 

A Mk VJ Anson was developed at the 
sa me time as the Mk V. This aircraft was 
equi pped w ith a do rsal g un turre t. The 
turre t ,-vas nor successful a nd the pro ­
jec t was sc ra pp e d. O nl y o n e Mk V J 
Anson (RCA) l3881, TOS 10 Decem ber 
'43) was built . 

Those se le ct.eel fo r pil o t tra ining in 
th e BCATP were fir s t sent to a n 
Elementary Fl ying Training School (EFTS) 
w he re th ey lea rn e d to fl y o n a Ti ge r 
Moth or Fairchild Corne ll (Other a ircraft 
such as the Fleet Finch and Fl eet Fawn 
were used to a lesser extent). Upo n grad­
uating fro m an EFTS the pilot was sent to 
an SFTS where he was trained as a fi ght­
e r or bo mber pi lo t. Fighte r pil o ts re ­
ce ived th e ir tra ining o n th e Harvard 
whereas bomber p ilots ,ve re g ive n tw in­
engine training an e ither the Mk II Anson 
o r Cessna Crane (RAF p il ots ,ve re g ive n 
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the ir tra ining a n the Oxford) . 
While ma ny individuals were involved 

in rhe resto ration oi the Museum's Anson, 
the p roject's prime mover was George 
Ryning. George was bo rn in Alberta in 
1922 and g rew up on the famil y fa rm at 
Rowley , some 75 mi le s no rth ea s, of 
Calga ry. From 1943 to 1946 George was 
an airframe mecha nic w ith the RCAF. 
After that he returned to Ca lga ry w here 
he enro lle e! in the Aerona uti cs course at 
the Provincia l Inst itute of Technology 
and Art (s ince re named the Southe rn 
Albe rta Institute of Techno logy or SAIT) . 
After graduating in 1949 George was em­
ployee! by Avro in Toronto and late r re­
turned to Ca lgary w here he work ed fo r 
Canadian Pacific Airlines Repairs (CPALR) 
at the RCAF No 10 Repair D<'.'pot (1 0 RD). 
In 1955 he joined SAIT as an Aeronautics 
Instru ctor. He remained a t SAIT until his 
retire me nt in 1985. George obtained hi s 
private pilot 's li cense as we ll as a g lider 
pilot's license. Fo r ma ny years he supe r­
vised the Cu Nim Glid ing Club's aircra ft 
main tena nce. Fo r this a nd othe r contri­
butio ns he was awa rd ed a life member­
ship in the club. 

In th e m ea ntim e t h e Ae ro Sp ace 
;'vluseum of Ca lga ry had established it­
se lf at the Calga ry airpo rt ancl was in ­
terested in crea ti ng a disp lay ro ho no ur 
the BCATP. Bill Watts , th e e n e rge tic 
Preside nt and retired commercial p il o t, 
was to uring so u the rn Albe rt a in hi s 

Cessna 180 looking for arti fa cts fo r the 
m ti~c um The project Anson had come 
from t he ,•. s ·--1 •~ " i ,_1J Ltr,·•1 :,, Se,·en 
Pe rsons in 1994. Two o the r airframes 
we re locat e d o n a farm eas t o f 
Claresholm. \Vhil e dere lict fuselages were 
quire o btai tia L, le the ::<t:ne could nor be 
sa id of the woode n w ing. 

\Vh e n th e mu se um lea rn e d of 
George's re tire me nt they asked him if 
h e would lea d the Anson Resto rati o n 
team. He eagerl y accepte d a nd o n 4 
February 1985, wit!1 a crew of fi ve, beg:in 
wo rk o n the project. M:111 y othe r volun­
teers jo ined the projec t.. Some came and 
went . w hil e o the rs took o n a pa rticula r 
t:1sk, such as instrumenta ti o n o r e lectri ­
ca l work. Amo ng the vo lunree rs v-·e re 
some re tire cl me mbe rs fro m the g liding 
club includ ing Owen Wright, Bru ce I-lea , 
and Garth Sc hie b . Lo ui s Torto re lli , a 
skilled metal wo rke r, resto red all o f the 

''After lying on these 
f arnis for over 40 

years) little was left 
of the wooden wing 

structures." 
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metal work to Its origi nal shape . O ilie r 
vo lwnteers included Arnold Bohni. Don 
Heiken, and Erni e Taube. This li st is l':tr 
from complete and does not do justi ce to 
the many other individuals that co n­
tributed so much to the project. 

In most cases when th e surplus 
Ansons were purchased by farmers, the 
w ings were cut off at the root w hich 
made transportation to the farm possible. 
After lying dereli ct on these farms for 
over 40 years, little was left of the wood­
en wing structures. To further compli­
cate the issue, no factory drawings for the 
Anson w ing cou ld be found. The muse­
um was fortunate in finding a complete 
wing spar o n the Stangey farm near 
Claresholm; w hile it could not be used in 
the pro ject, the spa r did provide a pat­
tern . In 1996 w hen George and his w ife 
were on an extended holiday, they vis­
ited the Royal New Zea land Air Force 
.'vlu seum in Chr istch urch where th e 
restoration o f an Anson was in progress. 

This mus,~um h:td hcen wo 1·king wi th 
about 15 o riginal fa cto ry drawings. 
George located some more w ing draw­
ings on a subsequent visit to the South 
Afri can Air Force Museum in Preto ria. 
They were also working on the restora­
tion of an Anson. Bo th museums pro­
vided copies of their drawings for the 
Calgary project. Thus the Anson project 
took on lnrernational dimensions. 

The construction of the wing received 
a boost when, in 1987, Ted Dicks o n 
joined the restoration team. Ted, anoth­
er retiree , was an excellent draughtsman 
and woodworker. Using the information 
assembled by George , Ted gen erated 
drawings for the two wing spars and all 
the wing ribs. After th e completion o f 
all the drawings. work could begin on 
the 56-foot-six-inch w ing. A large work­
tab le was constructed and the w ing slow­
ly took shape. The starboard wing was 
covered with plywood shee ting , and 
painted in RCAF colours. Plywood sheet-

Opposite, top: composite photo of aircraft remains, mostly Ansons, stored at Nanton, Alberta. At mid­
dle/left, the fuselage of a Bristol Bolingbrake is identifiable. Opposite, bottom left: George Ryning, 
a "prime mover" in the proiect, sews Anson fuselage panels. Opposite, bottom right: the uncovered 
starboard wing and engine nacelle. Right: the wing under construction, upside down. Ted Dickson, 
draughtsman and woodworker extraordinaire, personally built about 90% of the one-piece mainplane. 
Below: rhe uncovered fuselage of 740 I as of December '86. Bottom right: May '91, the starboard 
Jacobs engine of 7 40 I being run up on a test stand. All PHOTOS VIA G. RYNING. 

SU!VIMER 2000 

ing was lcl't oil of ill <..: pon w ing ancl it 
was cover<..:d with cl ear plasti c thus view­
ers ca n see details of its con struct ion. 
The drawings for the wing and its con­
structi o n took fiv e years to complete. 
Since compl eting the wing drawings, 
copies have been distributed to at least 
three other av iation mu seums. 

M eanwhil e work continued on the 
fuselage. The Anson from Claresholrn 
had a better rear structure so it was mat­
ed to th e o n e obtained from Seven 
Persons. Volunteers visited many Anson 
fu se lages in southern Alberta , each of 
which contributed some miss ing item , 
such as a fl oorboard o r a miss ing panel. 
A complete rudd er was donated b y 
Gordon Willdig , who had stored it in­
side since 1946. A complete tailpl:.tne 
was also acqu ired and. alth o ugh th e 
wood had deteriorated , drawings for a 
new o ne were m ad e from it. Ro n 
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Jackson took on the task of building a 
nev-1 one. 

RCAF 740 1 was se l ec ted for th e 
restoration as this Anson had served w ith 
No 19 SFTS at Vulcan, the closest air sta­
tion to Seven Perso ns from \v here th e 
Anson airframe had been retrieved. The 
m anufacturer 's plate on the mu seum's 
aircraft was too corroded to be read . 

The Anson, al though not completed , 
was first displayed to the public during 
the 50th anni ve rsary ce lebrations of VE 
clay. The next two yea rs were u sed to 

complete the interior of the ai rcraft. 
The Anson o n display is a wonderfu l 

tri b ute to th e m any volunteers ancl the 
hours they put in on the p roject. It also 
se rves as lasting recognitio n of Canada 's 
contrib ution to the I3CATP :rncl th e many 
pil o ts trained in this historic ai rcraft. The 
Federal Government's Ne" · H ori zons pro­
gra m prov ided the m useum \,•ith mu ch 
need ed fin ancial sup po rt. It is b eli eved 
that An son RCAF 7401 is the onl y Mk 11 
Anson o n d ispla\· in the world. 
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ce ll ecl ukeoffs for the night. and \,e 
went out to the scene . Next m orning , 
ne\'t'I' \\ as an aircr:1fr chec k ed or run 
up so th o rou g hly :.is was o ur s. 

O verl oad-heavy, we used the entire run­
w ay b efore lifting o ff over th e \\·incl ­
tossecl Atlantic Ocean. 

Gibr::iltar n ext sto p -- but that' s an­
o ther story . (See Wellington Rennaisance 
by A. B. \Xlahlroth. CAHS J ou rna l. Vol 
21, No l , Spring '83). 
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continued from P.65 

Top: turning the one-piece moinplane (span 56ft. 6in.) top-sided up with the aid of two mobile crones. Bottom: lowering the fuselage af 
RCAF 7401 onto the cradled moinplane in Morch '95. G.RYNING 
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