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R
ichard Epton is one happy 
pilot, and he radiates an in-
fectious enthusiasm when 
he describes his Bücker Best-

mann. He’s owned other airplanes, 
but the Bestmann is something spe-
cial to him, and not just because it’s 
the only one actively flying in the 
United States (one is on display at 
Fantasy of Flight in Florida), but also 
because of its classic good looks and 
excellent performance.

“It’s incredibly responsive on a 

flyby when you waggle the stick. If 
you do that in a Tiger Moth noth-
ing happens, but do it with a Bücker 
and it goes knife-edge,” says Epton, 
his cheerful countenance aglow, add-
ing, “For a 1940s airplane, it was way 
ahead of its time.”

Brief Bücker History
A brief look at the history of Bücker 

aircraft shows that in the early 1920s 
Carl Clemens Bücker, a naval avia-
tor who had taken his flying career 

to Sweden from Germany, started 
an aircraft company called Svenska 
Aero (known today as SAAB). About 
10 years later, Bücker moved back 
to Germany and named his new air-
craft company Bücker Flugzeugbau 
GmbH. In 1933, Anders J. Andersson, 
his chief engineer, designed and built 
a two-seat trainer, the BU-131 Jung-
mann, in less than six months. The 
small biplane was fully aerobatic and 
economical to operate and soon went 
into production for the Luftsportver-

A delight in flight!
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band, a civilian flying association. 
In 1934, the need arose for a sin-

gle-seat advanced trainer that was 
more aerobatic, and the BU-133 Jung-
meister was designed. Other aircraft 
were also designed by Bücker Flug-
zeugbau GmbH, including the two-
place, low-wing Bü 180 Student; a 

two-place Bü 181 Bestmann; and a 
single-place Bü 182 Kornett. In the 
following years, several other coun-
tries, including Switzerland, Japan, 
Spain, and Czechoslovakia were li-
censed to build various models of 
Bücker aircraft. 

Bücker aircraft were never licensed 

for production in the United States, 
but by the 1960s they began enter-
ing the country and were classified 
as experimental-exhibition or exper-
imental-amateur-built, depending 
on how they were built. Their origi-
nal engines, such as the Hirth, Tigre, 
or Siemens-Halske, have often been 
replaced with more reliable Warner, 
Lycoming, or LOM (Letecké opravny 
Malešice) engines over the years.

The Bestmann
The prototype Bücker Bü 181 Best-

mann took to the skies in early 1939, 
and production of this model began 
the following year at the Bücker fac-
tory in Germany, where it continued 
throughout World War II. The Best-
mann was a primary trainer for the 
German Luftwaffe, and it quickly be-
came quite popular for several rea-
sons. For one, it allowed an instructor 
and student to sit side by side in the 
comfort of an enclosed cabin, as op-
posed to the earlier Bücker models, 
which had tandem seating and typi-
cally an open cockpit. Its aerobatic 
capabilities, combined with its rapid 
and fluid response to control input, 
allowed students to learn basic com-
bat maneuvers. And its long fuselage 
and narrow gear encouraged students 
to develop the skills required for tran-
sitioning to the fighter of the day, the 
Me109. The Bestmann was also used 
for liaison work and towing gliders 
and was licensed for production in 
several countries, including Czecho-
slovakia, where Zlin continued post-
war production of the Bestmann (Zlin 
Z-381) after the war. 

It’s estimated that around 7,000 
Bestmanns have been built under li-
cense in at least 23 European coun-
tries since production first began. 
One interesting historical note is that 
the Bücker Student and Bestmann 
designs inspired the successful post-
war Zlin 26 series aerobatic aircraft. 
Notably, during the first FAI World 
Aerobatic Championships held in 
1960 at Bratislava, Czechoslovakia, 
Zlin Z-226As were the top competi-
tors, winning first, second, and third 
places. Additionally, according to 
Steve Beaver of Columbus, Ohio, who 

 “It’s incredibly 
responsive on a 
flyby when you 
waggle the stick. 
If you do that in
a Tiger Moth
nothing happens, 
but do it with a 
Bücker and it 
goes knife-edge.”

—Richard Epton 

The wings are ready, and the fuselage is a work in progress.
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has restored both Zlin and Bücker 
aircraft, “There are many similarities 
between these aircraft, to the extent 
that a lot of components are inter-
changeable, particularly in the land-
ing gear and control system.”

N94245
Epton’s Bestmann (s/n 145) is a 

handsome example of the Czecho-
slovakian-built Z-381 and was manu-
factured in 1949. Previous owner Joe 
Moriarty of Phoenix, Arizona, im-
ported the aircraft in September 1981 
from Karl Wittig of Gande Kasse, Ger-
many. It was shipped to Houston, 
Texas, where it was reassembled, in-
spected, and test flown before being 
flown to its new home in Arizona.

According to Epton, Moriarty 
flew it for many years and then dis-
assembled it. “Joe is an outstanding 
gent, and he had decided it was time 
to restore the aircraft. Its fuselage is 
wooden monocoque construction 
and the wings and tail are wood as 
well, so he found a brand-new fuse-
lage somewhere in Europe,” recalls 
Epton, adding, “and the aircraft was 
finished by a gentleman called Joe 
Krybus in Santa Paula, California. 
He’s the guru in Bücker aircraft, and 
he also installed a new LOM 332B 
four-cylinder inverted, inline engine, 
with a constant-speed prop. Origi-
nally, the aircraft had a 105-hp Hirth 
HM 504 engine.”

Beaver further explains the advan-
tages of the LOM engine, saying, “It 
has true multipoint, timed fuel in-

jection and an overhead cam, like a 
modern car. It is a very modern en-
gine that runs more like a Honda 
than a Lycoming! Unusually, the su-
percharger can be engaged or disen-
gaged in flight, so it produces 160 hp 
when the supercharger is engaged 
and 140 hp when it is turned off.”

Epton purchased N94245 from Mo-
riarty in July 2006 and requested the 
willing and capable help of Beaver, 
who also owns and flies a Bücker Jung-
mann, to fly it home to Brooks, Geor-
gia. Reflecting on that flight, Beaver 
says, “It was a privilege to fly Richard’s 
Bestmann from Phoenix. Even though 
N94245 has picked up a few pounds 
over the years (as have I), the super-
smooth LOM engine makes it quite 
a sprightly performer. The engine-
driven supercharger made light work 
of the density altitudes I encountered 
around Albuquerque and Tucumcari.” 

Epton just couldn’t wait for the 
Bestmann to arrive in Brooks, so 
he devised a way to meet Beaver en 
route. “True enthusiast that he is, 
Richard scrounged a ride to my last 
fuel stop in Wetumpka, Alabama,” 
explains Beaver, “and we were able to 
make the last leg of the trip together. 
For me, that was the icing on the 
cake. As wonderful as old airplanes 
are, it is the friends you make while 
playing with them that makes this 
obsession so great!” 

Since Epton lives on an airstrip, it’s 
been easy for him to fly the Bestmann 
on a regular basis. To date, he’s logged 
nearly 100 hours on it and has enjoyed 

every minute of it. Epton isn’t the only 
one who’s enamored with the Best-
mann. So were the judges at the 2007 
Sun ’n Fun Fly-In at Lakeland, Florida, 
who gave it the Most Unique Classic 
Aircraft award. And in July 2007, the 
EAA AirVenture Oshkosh judges gave 
it the Outstanding Limited Production 
award in the Classic Awards (Septem-
ber 1945 through 1955) category. For 
both of these awards, Epton is quick to 
credit the efforts of restorers Joe Krybus 
and Joe Moriarty; Moravia in Thun-
der Bay, Ontario; Pavel Novak in Brit-
ish Columbia; and the members of the 
Bücker owners club, especially “Bücker 
Boys” Steve Beaver and Brian Karli.

An Englishman in Georgia
To better appreciate Epton’s delight 

with his 58-year-old Bestmann and 

The spacious cockpit of the Bestmann.

Now here’s a nice clean engine room. 

Close-up view of the main landing gear.
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aviation in general, it helps to know 
a bit more about this Englishman. He 
fondly recalls how, as a child, he helped 
his father, Eric Claude Epton, milk the 
cows in a cold milking shed while 
listening to “his tales of how Hurri-
canes and Spitfires chased Heinkels 
and Junker 88s all over the Lincoln-
shire countryside, known as Bomber 
County, and how he had heard the 
roar of the Merlin engines in Lancast-
ers. We made frequent visits to the 
old runways and airfields, which he 

had visited as a lad, and I in turn took 
my son to the very same fields. I was 
hooked, and it was simply a matter of 
time before I became airborne!” 

Epton has been flying now for 
about 20 years and was first involved 
in the world of microlight flying in 
his home country, where it’s quite ex-
pensive to learn to fly. When he relo-
cated to the United States in January 
1990 to establish a company for one 
of his English clients, flying become 
much more feasible and accessible to 

him. “I came over with 
my wife, son, dog, and 
grandfather clock,” he 
says congenially, “and I 
started a business which 
is now very successful. I 
import refrigeration dis-
play cases and supply 
them to conventions, 
as well as selling via a 
dealer network through-
out the USA.”

By the mid-1990s, 
Epton completed his 
student pilot training 
at Peachtree City and 
earned his pilot certifi-
cate. Then he bought 
an Ercoupe project and, 
chuckling, says he “won-
dered how my transition 
was going to be from 
‘super light’ to ‘heavy 
metal Ercoupe.’ It was 
great, and I flew it for 14 
years, then sold it and 

bought a Super 260 Navion, which 
we restored and made pretty. Then I 
bought a twin Navion, which my 22-
year-old son, Richard, soloed when 
he was 19, and he’s got 1,000 hours 
now. And to think when I was a teen-
ager, I was only driving a tractor!”

Epton also owned a Tiger Moth 
prior to the Bestmann and, with his 
jovial sense of humor, describes it as 
“a fabulous plane. Every Englishman 
should own one. It’s the epitome of 
flight in Great Britain—just stick and 
rudder. Actually, it’s a great trainer 
because it highlights your shortcom-
ings as a pilot without breaking any-
thing. So my transition to the Bücker 
was an easy one because the engine 
is upside down, as the Americans say, 
and the propeller turns the ‘wrong 
way,’ as did the Tiger Moth’s.”

The Numbers
N94245 holds 32 gallons of fuel in 

its fuselage tank, located directly be-
hind the seats and just below the bag-
gage compartment. Handily, the gas 
cap has a dipstick—similar to an oil 
cap—so the fuel level can easily be as-
certained visually. The Bestmann is a 
good short-field performer, taking off 
in 918 feet and landing in 459 feet. It 
has an empty weight of 1,166 pounds 
and a payload of 704 pounds (less for 
aerobatics), so with a full load of fuel, 
512 pounds are available for pilot, pas-
senger, and baggage on a typical flight.

The efficient Czechoslovakian-
built LOM 332B engine burns fewer 

The aerobatic Bestmann has seats that were de-
signed to comfortably accommodate parachutes, 
while a cargo net keeps items securely stowed in the 
baggage compartment.

Above: Close-up view of the split flap. 

Left: This Bestmann is powered by a 
Czechoslovakian LOM 332B engine of 
140 hp (or 160 hp when supercharged). 
The Bestmann opens wide for easy ac-
cess to the cockpit and engine.
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than 7 gallons per hour, according 
to Epton, “at an economical cruise of 
about 115 to 117 mph. If you want 
to burn more gas, you can engage the 
supercharger. I normally fly for two 
hours before refueling, but you could 
fly safely three hours, with a reserve 
remaining. So Lakeland, Florida, was 
an easy shot from my home in Brooks. 
I flew halfway, landed in Thomasville 
for gas, and then came straight on 
in to Lakeland. The weather was per-
fect, with a high overcast that kept 
the sun off my head. I’ve tinted the 
top glass of the aircraft because it is a 
greenhouse when the sun is shining 
directly on you.” 

The nearly 6-foot 9-inch tal l 
Bestmann sits a bit high on its nar-
row gear, yet Epton finds that its 

Son Richard and his lady friend, Dee, flew a D16A Twin Navion to the show, and 
Epton flew his Bestmann.
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ground-handling characteristics 
are very good, with its large cable- 
operated rudder and effective brakes. 
The fully swiveling tail wheel has 
an oleo-spring shock strut, as do the 
main gear. The ailerons and elevators 
are activated by push-pull rods that 
glide easily through their bushings 
and require only the typical light-as-
a-feather Bücker touch. The ailerons, 
elevators, and rudder are fabric- 
covered, and the tail group is of wood 
construction (fabric-covered ply-
wood on the horizontal and vertical 
stabilizers), as are the tapered, canti-
levered wings, which have a span of 
34 feet 9 inches. From nose to tail, 
the Bestmann measures 25 feet 9 
inches, and its wooden monocoque 
fuselage has a steel tubing framework 
protecting the cabin area. 

A Delight in Flight
Although the Bestmann’s inte-

rior has a rather Spartan appearance, 
Epton finds that it’s a very comfort-
able airplane and functional as well, 
since the seats are designed to ac-
commodate seat-style parachutes and 
the instrument panel and controls 
are easily accessible from either seat. 
Since visibility over the nose is ex-
cellent, Epton doesn’t need to S-turn 
while taxiing, and in flight visibility 
is even better. That, combined with 
its quick responsiveness, makes it a 
pleasure to fly. 

Describing his first flight in the 
Bestmann, Epton says, “It was in 
Phoenix, where it was 105 degrees. 
We had a heavy load. I was in the 
left seat, where the only brakes are, 
and the other pilot was in the right 
seat, with plenty of fuel. We taxied 
for 25 minutes, and I’m wondering 
just how we’re going to do. Takeoff 

asks for 15 degrees of flap, and with 
steady application of full power the 
aircraft accelerates smartly in a three-
point attitude. He said, ‘Don’t push 
the stick, just open the throttle and 
stay dead straight. At 45 mph, put 
one finger on the stick and move it 
forward one inch, feel the tail come 
up, and then at 55 mph move it back 
1 inch’—and it gently becomes air-
borne. It’s a throaty, noisy little rascal 
on takeoff, as it has straight pipes of 
only about 10 inches. Then with the 
split-style flaps retracted, speed in-
creases very quickly to the best climb 
speed of 80 mph, and by the time 
you level off at cruise, the airspeed is 
around 115 mph.” 

The Bestmann is well-behaved dur-
ing landings, provided the pilot stays 
alert, as in any tailwheel aircraft. Ep-
ton describes the procedure this way: 
“With 15 degrees of flap at 115 mph 
(or less) slowing to a downwind speed 

Joe Moriarty with N94245 in Phoenix, Arizona.

Steve Beaver with the Bestmann, upon arrival at Epton’s home in Brooks, Georgia. 
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of 80 mph, you turn base at 70 mph 
and fly final at 65 mph with the full 
45 degrees of flap. Touchdown is 
around 50 mph and the aircraft may 
be three-pointed, or wheel landed, 
though attention must be paid to 
rudder input as she will ‘smell the 

clover’ if you are slow or too heavy 
on the input.” 

Beaver also praises the Bestmann’s 
flying characteristics. “In flight, the 
Bestmann clearly shows its wonderful 
heritage. As with all of Andersson’s de-
signs, it has a combination of stability 
and maneuverability that seems nearly 
impossible. How can an aircraft have 
such powerful, positive stability and 
yet be capable of any and all aerobat-
ics with just the pressure of your little 
finger? Aircraft with such immaculate 
handling are rare indeed. The SIAI- 
Marchetti SF260, Fournier RF4, Swear-
ingen SX300, and the Zlin (Z-226 and 
Z-526) are the only aircraft I have flown 
that are in any way comparable.”

And the Bestmann, similar to the 
Jungmann and Jungmeister with their 
instantaneous response to an experi-
enced pilot’s knowing touch, quickly 

reveals just how much of a delight in 
flight it really is. “Like its brethren, 
the Bestmann is a good aerobatic per-
former. The controls are very light, 
smooth, and perfectly balanced,” ex-
plains Beaver. “They just beg to be 
exercised to the full! Rolls are partic-
ularly easy to perform, and despite 
its relatively high aspect ratio wings, 
there is little adverse yaw. The only 
thing the pilot must watch is that like 
many older aerobatic monoplanes, 
though it handles well-flown aero-
batics with ease, a poorly flown ma-
neuver can get you into trouble. The 
Bestmann is quite clean and will pick 
up speed in a hurry.”

With the airplane’s incredible re-
sponsiveness, comfortable cabin, 
great visibility, and efficient, power-
ful engine, it’s no wonder that Epton 
displays such a happy countenance 
whenever he flies, or even talks about, 
his Czechoslovakian-built Bestmann. 
It’s a likely bet that he’ll be flying 
N94245 for many years to come, so if 
you’re in the southeastern portion of 
the United States, be sure to keep an 
eye open for a transplanted English-
man flying this handsomely restored, 
award-winning classic.

Here you can easily see two of the 
four metal straps that run lengthwise 
on the wooden monocoque fuselage. 
The straps distribute the load of tow-
ing gliders.

This Bestmann was built for towing 
gliders. Note the tow hook aft of the 
tail wheel.
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