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WILLIAM WALLACE GIBSON: A CANADIAN 
PIONEER OF THE AIR.* 

This story begins some fifty years ago. If we could go back 
to the early nineties and visit a certain farm on the Canadian 
prairies, we would sooner or later see a young lad indulging in 
the ancient art of kite-flying. The boy would lie for hours on 
the prairie grass as he held the taut string, watching and wonder­
ing. Often kept home from school to herd his father's cattle, his 
main hobby at such times was flying kites. He became very 
adept at making them, and learned to keep them aloft when 
hardly a breath of wind was blowing. On windless days he would 
gallop his pony for miles over the open prairie in order to create 
a breeze, and tow his kite behind, just to see it fly. It was then 
that the thought came to him that if his pony could supply the 
energy to keep a kite aloft, why could not some way be devised 
of applying the power directly to the kite itself ? 

The young lad was William Wallace Gibson, who had been 
born in Ayrshire, Scotland, and had come to Canada with his 
parents when they decided to cut the old home ties, cross the 
ocean, and settle on the prairies. Amongst other things, he 
learned quickly that a kite with a backward sweep on either side 
of its centre stick would fly much more steadily than one with a 
flat surface. So for a number of years the boy experimented, 
making innumerable kites and thinking deeply as to why they 
flew. 

The years slipped by and young Gibson grew to manhood. He 
moved to the village of Balgonie, 15 miles east of Regina, where 
he bought a general store. Balgonie was then a tiny hamlet in 

* EDITOR'S NOTE.—In October, 1939, Mr. Frank H. Ellis contributed to 
the Quarterly an article entitled " Pioneer Flying in British Columbia, 
1910-1914" (III., pp. 227-61). This included some account of the experi­
ments conducted by William Wallace Gibson, but the information then avail­
able was very incomplete. Moreover, there seemed to be little hope of filling 
in the picture, as Mr. Ellis had been informed, on what appeared to be good 
authority, that Mr. Gibson had died some years before. Happily this was 
not so. Mr. Gibson is still very much alive, and the present article is based 
largely upon data and photographs that he himself has kindly placed at Mr. 
Ellis's disposal.—W.K.L. 
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the district of Assiniboia, a part of the Northwest Territories. 
It was not until September, 1905, that the area became Saskat­
chewan and a Province of the Dominion. 

When the Wright brothers made their first flight in Decem­
ber, 1903, William Gibson read of it in the newspapers. It was 
then that he made up his mind to start experimenting with a 
man-sized craft of his own design. His first preliminary models, 
made during the winter of 1903-04, were simply of paper. They 
were based entirely upon ideas gleaned from his kite-flying days, 
for it was not until three years later that he first saw a picture 
of an airplane. 

The wing-tips of his models were given a sharp upward angle, 
similar to those of his early kites, as he had learned that this 
gave them greater stability in flight. The front wing was adjust­
able, so that the degree of lift could be regulated, in order to 
control the model in flight. In his search for the motive power 
required to fly his models Gibson displayed great ingenuity. He 
used the spring end of a window-blind roller, cutting it off three-
quarters of an inch beyond the spring; and into the wooden end 
he drilled a hole, inserting a length of bamboo to form the rest of 
the " fuselage." The wooden part of the roller around the spring 
was lightened by whittling it down to a thickness of less than 
one-sixteenth of an inch. The metal part which protruded was 
also filed down to reduce weight, and a suitable screw was sol­
dered to the end of it. To this in turn was attached a pusher pro­
pellor, carved from Spanish mahogany. The propellor was at the 
rear and rotated between two rudders. For launching the model 
a chute was fashioned, made from a 9-foot board, 10 inches in 
width. Along the centre of the chute was a guide. Skids were 
fitted to the model that kept it clear of the chute. They were used 
also for landing purposes. The surface of the chute was var­
nished and highly polished; it was built on four legs, the two in 
front being 3 feet in height, the rear ones but 12 inches. This, 
then, was the starting device. 

In addition to the store at Balgonie, Gibson by this time 
owned a hardware store at Craven and another branch at Cupar. 
As a respected citizen of those communities, he realized that if 
the residents in general, and his banker in particular, came to 
hear of his experiments they might well think that he was some-


