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What’s going on at Sywell?
The question has been asked frequently of late, but answers have been few and far
between. Pat Malone talks to the aerodrome’s owner

ll is not sweetness and light at Sywell
Aerodrome. Rumours are on the wing.
Individuals have been kicked off the
field, a stalag-type fence has been erected
around it, the management plays ducks and
drakes with the licensing, and the biggest and
best flying school has upped sticks and moved
to Peterborough Sibson. Sywell’s owners have
been blocked in their attempt to build a hard
runway, and the future is widely said to be
bleak.
Some say it’s all part of a Machiavellian plot
to drive aviation out of Sywell and turn it over
to industrial use. Alienate all the people, put in
for planning permission for a runway you
know will never be granted, then claim the
place is unviable and apply for a change of
use. But the pieces don’t quite fit; if this is
somebody’s cunning plan, the sub-plots and
double bluffs would certainly baffle
Machiavelli.
Plotter in chief would have to be Michael
Bletsoe Brown, largest shareholder in Sywell
Aerodrome Ltd and hands-on operator of the
field. He doesn’t come across like an evil
genius; he has an answer for almost
everything and seems bemused by
circumstances beyond his control. It’s not hard
to see how he could alienate people, though –
he’s very much the owner of the aerodrome,
and there’s only one right way to do things.
Sywell, he says, has been in the family for
78 years and he is not about to wind it up.
However, the aerodrome has never made a
profit; it is supported by the industrial units on
site – 60 of them, all providing lucrative rents.
But, says Bletsoe Brown, that’s the way life is.
“It is not part of the plan to turn over the
aviation sector to industrial units,” he says. “I
could not do that even if I wanted to. The local
strategic development plan – which this
company campaigned for – sees Sywell as an
aviation asset, and we would not have
supported that if we had plans to the
contrary.”
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So will Sywell still be an aerodrome ten
years from now? Momentary pause. “I don’t
see why not. We would never shut aviation
down at Sywell. But maintaining a licence
might be a problem. It costs us £150,000 a
year just to run the tower.
“But look, whether there’s aviation here or
not, the demarcation line between the aviation
side and the industrial side is sacrosanct, and
we could not build on the aviation side. That
was something that we ourselves fought for in
the Structure Plan back in 1988. We would
not have done that if it was our intention to
change the use.
“If aviation was moribund it would make no
difference. It’s not a brownfield site. The
reason these buildings are here is because it’s
an airfield. It would otherwise be classed as
‘development in open countryside,’ and these
buildings could not exist. They were built for
aviation but have been converted to light
industrial use. If we were forced to close we
might well try to change the plan, but that’s
not on the agenda at the moment.”
Sywell Aerodrome was established by

Bletsoe Brown’s
grandfather Harold
Brown and a group of
enthusiasts in 1927
and remains
substantially in the hands of the Browns and
the Shaws, the two families who were in at the
beginning. In the 1930s, as well as being a
base for private flying it attracted scheduled
flights in Rapides and Fox Moths to the Isle of
Man, Channel Islands, Bristol, Norwich and
elsewhere. In 1935 Brooklands Aviation
moved in armed with a War Department
contract to train pilots, and 120 Tiger Moths
operated here as 6 EFTS. Later they set up a
maintenance facility for the Wellington and
began assembling Mk 2 Lancasters, and later
still they picked up a contract to maintain
Vampires. In the late 1940s Derby Airways ran
DC-3 and Ansons out of Sywell, before moving
to Castle Donington and changing their name
to British Midland.
Mr Bletsoe Brown speaks wistfully of those
days, and it is clear he has in mind some
updated version of that operation in mind. “I’m
thinking of corporate aircraft,” he says. “There
are a significant number of businesses in
Northamptonshire that would benefit from a
base for corporate aircraft.
“A lot of business aircraft are going to be
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displaced from places like Luton – they pay
£20,000 a year to park at Luton, and they’re
being chased out by cost. We would like to
attract that traffic, but obviously we won’t do it
without a hard runway. We can’t see any
serious fixed-wing business here without a
hard runway.”
Sywell did in fact gain planning permission
for a hard runway two years ago, a decision
that was rescinded at a judicial review. There
is a lot of opposition to the development, some
from pilots who want to see Sywell retained as
a grass airfield. But is that economically
feasible, and how far are we entitled to dictate
what an owner does with his asset?
According to Bletsoe Brown the current
runway is in a miserable state. “It’s rough, and
we have regular waterlogging problems. To reestablish the grass runway would take the
runway out of commission for three or four
years, and you can’t move it because of
existing buildings.
“A hard runway would cost £1.25 to £1.5
million, and we’ve already spent £300,000 of
that in legal fees, environmental studies and
consultancy fees. People claim we’re trying to
create a regional airport – this ‘Luton comes to
Sywell’ scaremongering – but we don’t have
enough land. We can squeeze 1,000 metres
in with displaced thresholds. Sywell is a finite
resource.
“They ask us why we’re trying to get a
runway when houses or industrial buildings
would fetch millions more, but this is a 78year-old family business, still controlled by the
families. If we had been intent on turning this
into a development, we would not have been
pushing the Strategic Plan. In the local plan,
Sywell Aerodrome is an important local
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amenity, and that was put in there at our
instigation.
“We see a second tier of aviation
development coming back into this country.
There are a lot of people in Northamptonshire
who use aircraft like the King Air for business.
That’s the way of the future – if we had a hard
runway. We are concerned at the potential
development of Deenethorpe, near Corby, for
aviation use because its hard runway is a
serious threat to us. We couldn’t compete, and
our viability would be compromised.”
Bletsoe Brown has invested a lot of money
in Sywell, and continues to do so. He has
installed an automatic fuel-dispensing facility,
which is easy to use. A new hangar costing
£600,000 is just becoming operational, and
significant sums have been spent refurbishing
older hangars.
Much of the investment, unfortunately, is
aimed at facilitating only microlight activity,
which costs much less money to handle. You
don’t need a tower for microlight training, so
that could be a £150,000 saving straight
away. Sywell started a new company,
Brooklands Flying School, in 2005 after trying
and failing to buy Northampton School of
Flying. They have two aircraft on order, the
Polish-built Aero AT3 R100, which is a Very
Light Aircraft approved by the CAA for Group A
training.
“You have to concentrate on what you’re
good at,” says Bletsoe Brown. “We’re in a good
position in the middle of the country, we’ve got
a leading microlight school and they don’t

need a licensed airfield. We have a helicopter
centre of excellence at Sloane, and we want a
fixed-wing centre of excellence to go with it.”
And is general aviation to be caught
between the rock of corporate jets and the
hard place of microlighting? “I never want to
turn anyone away,” says Bletsoe Brown. “I
never want to close the airfield. But I cannot
see into the future. There’s a lot riding on the
all-weather runway.”
A public inquiry into Sywell’s application for
a hard runway is scheduled to begin on July
25, 2006. ■
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AIRCRAFT FOR SALE
Piper Seneca IV (1996)
TT1660. Dual KX155, King HSI & No 2 GS, KR87,
KN62A, KT71 w/Mode C, KFC150 w/Alt Hold &
Flt Dir, KAS297B preselect, KLN90B IFR,
RDR2000VP Colour Radar, KMA24, Artex ELT
110-4, 6-place I/com. Prop synch. Co-pilots
instruments. Full deice. Factory oxygen. 1999Kg
certified. Currently N-Reg, formerly D-Reg.
USD$305,000 + VAT.
Mooney M20K 252 TSE (1987)
TT880. KY186, KX165, KNS80, KR87, KT76A
w/Mode C, King HSI. KFC150 w/Alt Hold.
Wx10A. Garmin 150XL. Audio/Markers. 2nd
altimeter. All logs. NKDH. Air Brakes.
GBP£99,000 No VAT.

For finance that’s right for you

Tel: 020 8390 9444 Fax: 020 8390 8211
Web: airandgeneral.com
E-mail: office@airandgeneral.com

Cessna 182Q (1979)
TTAF&P 1400. Eng 584 SFRM. King KY196,
Narco MK12E, KNS80, Cessna ADF & TXP,
SKYMAP II GPS, KMA24, Intercom, Navmatic
300A Wing Leveller. L/R fuel. All logs.
POA No VAT.
Beech 35-A33 Debonair (1961)
TT2330. Eng & Prop 202. Dual KX175B w/GS,
KR85 ADF, KN65A DME, KT76 w/MODE C,
Century IIB, KMA20, Wx10A Stormscope, ELT10.
Wingtip tanks. GAMI injectors.
GBP£55,000 + VAT.
TEL: +44 (0)1747 825378 FAX: +44 (0)1747 826870 EMAIL: sales@derrickings.com
WEBSITE: www.derrickings.com Derrick Ings Aircraft Sales, PO BOX 1559 Gillingham, SP8 4WB UK
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