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Nestled in the hills on 
the edge of Riverside, 
California, Flabob Air-
port has a form of aer-

ial patina to it. It’s as if it has been 
fondled by generations of loving 
hands, which have smoothed the 
sharp edges and worn the finish, 
thereby giving it a friendly, lived-in 
feel. Many of the hangars are rusty, 
while others, at the high-rent end of 
the airport, have been painted and 
cleaned and generally upgraded. 
But they still look like a well-worn 
pair of high-quality boots: polished 
but soft to the touch. And that is 
the character of Flabob. It is an en-
thusiast’s airport. And as an enthu-
siast haven, it has given birth to 
more outstanding airplanes than 
most. But it surely holds the world’s 
record for producing flying replicas 
of golden age racers. And today the 
shark-like outline of the Caudron 
C.460 curving onto final says that 

the spirit of Bill Turner, the long-
time replica king, still lives on at 
the airport he called home for so 
many years. 

The Caudron C.460 is another 
of aviation philanthropist/entre-
preneur Tom Wathen’s projects. He 
and Bill Turner created some fantas-
tic airplanes (Turner-Laird Special 
and de Havilland Comet, to name 
just a few), and his latest partner in 
creative aerial crime is Mark Light-
sey of AeroCraftsman. Mark, who 
based his business just over the hill 
on Hemet-Ryan Airport for years, is 
a relative newcomer to Flabob. 

Mark says, “I was restoring air-
planes at Hemet and using lots of 
Poly-Fiber products, so I knew Jon 
Goldenbaum of Poly-Fiber, who 
also had a restoration shop on Fla-
bob. Then his guy there moved, 
which left Flabob with no one do-
ing restoration work, so John talked 
me into moving over there. It was a 

good move, and I’m loving it.” 
Mark came into airplanes the 

same way most people do, via mod-
els and a very early interest. He got 
his private pilot certificate in high 
school at Long Beach, California, 
but then started hanging out up at 
another Southern California sport 
aviation hot spot, Santa Paula. 

“I got my license at Long Beach, 
but actually learned to fly at Santa 
Paula, where I was renting Cubs, 
Champs, etc. 

“Then one day I was browsing 
through the hangars and ran across 
this super friendly guy who was re-
storing a Ryan ST. We talked while he 
worked, and it occurred to me that 
this guy had the coolest job in the 
world. Even at that age, I couldn’t 
think of any other job that would be 
as much fun and so satisfying.”

He later learned the source of 
his inspiration was none other 
than Jim Dewey, another South-
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ern California legendary airman, 
airplane creator, and restorer. 

Mark got a “real” job working 
for the gas company, but old air-
planes almost immediately started 
working on him. 

 “I was living in Hemet but com-
muted to Hawthorne in an old Bel-
lanca Cruisair. When you put that 
amount of time on an old airplane, 
you can’t help but learn how to 
work on it. Then I built a Cor-
ben Super Ace with a Model A for 
power. I was always out at the air-
port working on something, and 
people kept dropping by, ‘Hey, can 
you help me with this? Can you 
make this part for me?’ and about 
10 years ago, I had enough busi-
ness going that I jumped out on 
my own. And here I am building 
wild-looking French airplanes.” 

As he tells it, Tom Wathen had 
the Caudron shuffling from front 
to back burner for a number of 
years before Mark took the proj-
ect over. 

“Tom likes to do airplanes that 
were winners. Plus it has to be 

Tom Wathen, Mark Lightsey, 

and the Caudron C.460
Article and photos by Budd Davisson

In 1936 
. . . Michel 
Detroyat 
and his 

Caudron 
C.460 didn’t 

just beat 
us, they 
cleaned

our clock.

Running in a pair of sideways-mounted “C” channels, the entire canopy 
and windshield slides forward to allow access to the cockpit. An advan-
tage to the forward-sliding canopy is that there is no worry of losing it 
at speed because air pressure keeps it closed.

If you like ’em long, lean, and nasty, this is the airplane for you. The 
260-hp LOM supercharged six fits the lines almost perfectly.
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something no one else has done. 
After doing such a long series of 
racers together, Bill Turner and 
he decided the Caudron would be 
the next project because it fit both 
of his criteria: It had won both the 
Greve and the Thompson trophies 
in 1936, and no one was working 
on one. So, Bill got started cut-
ting wood. Unfortunately, Bill was 
taken seriously ill and died just af-
ter they got the basic fuselage box 
roughed out.”

The project gathered dust for a 
while, and then Tom struck a deal 
with another builder. This one said 
they’d have to back up and basically 
build the box all over again. And 
that was the stage it was in when 
Mark came on board, although there 
was one little piece of information 
he didn’t have until very recently. 

“What I didn’t know was that 
Tom had gone to France and come 
back with a complete set of original 
construction drawings for the air-
plane. They apparently were used 
on the project for a little while 
then totally disappeared. I didn’t 
know any of this when I started 
the project, so I just plowed ahead 
as if no worthwhile information 
of any kind was available, which 
meant going the model airplane 
and photo route and designing 
everything yourself. Now that we 
have it flying, I’m not sure I want 
to see the drawings.” 

Building any airplane from 
scratch with no plans is a heroic, 
semi-masochistic project. How-
ever, when the airplane is as well-
known as a Caudron C.460, the 
difficulty factor increases consid-

erably. Because it has to look like 
a specific airplane, you’re terribly 
constrained in your design work. 
On the one hand, you have the 
areas and basic dimensions avail-
able, but on the other, every time 
a detail is even slightly wrong, ev-
ery modeler and history buff on 
the planet comes out of the wood-
work to tell you. The net result is 
that besides having to design and 
invent every aspect of the aerody-
namics and structure, voluminous 
historical research has to be done 
to make sure the final product is 
as close to being indistinguish-
able from the original as possible. 
Which often isn’t easy. 

“When we got the fuselage, it 
had been set up for a Ranger and 
that was going to cause some se-
rious problems, both mechanical 
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and appearance-wise.” 
What he was referring to is that 

the Ranger is a bigger engine than 
the original Renault engine. Also the 
bigger nose on the case was likely to 
cause cowling changes. How-
ever, a bigger problem with the 
Ranger was that it was a quite 
slow-turning engine, which ne-
cessitated a fairly long prop to 
get enough thrust, and the tiny 
airplane just didn’t have enough 
ground clearance for that. 

“We looked around and 
started measuring the six-
cylinder Moravia LOM en-
gines, one of which is 260 
hp at 3000 rpm. And it’s su-
percharged. It appeared to 
be slightly lighter than the 
original Renault and smaller 
in displacement, 364 cubic 

inches versus nearly 500 inches. 
But, we could get it with a con-
stant-speed prop, which would be 
a huge improvement over trying 
to run a fixed-pitch on a Ranger. 

With an airplane that was, in 
theory, going to be fairly fast, a 
fixed-pitch prop would be a real 
detriment. The original had a 
two-position prop: You took off in 

Mark says the airplane flies surprisingly normal, other than having zero yaw stability; it would just as soon fly 
sideways as not.

The wings and fuselage feature 
traditional wood structures skinned in 3/32-inch ply for stiffness.
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coarse pitch; then, when you were 
up and running, ram air pressure 
triggered an automatic change to a 
finer pitch. A constant-speed prop 
turning faster would be about the 
right diameter, around 6 feet, and 
it would work well at both ends of 
the envelope. Once we discovered 
the LOM we never looked back.” 

At that point research on the 
airframe began in earnest. This 
meant finding every photo possi-
ble along with every kind of draw-
ing available. With only model 
airplane drawings in their hands, 
it meant they had to continu-
ally check the accuracy of those 
against photos of the real airplane 

using comparative geometry: Find 
something that’s a known dimen-
sion, like the prop (in side view), 
and use that to create a scale to 
get the rest of the dimensions. 

Mark says, “We found one set of 
drawings from the American Air 
Racing Society that was extremely 
accurate and pulled the airfoil off 
those. We don’t know what the air-
foil is, but it is perfectly symmetri-
cal. Fortunately, it handles fine in 
the air, so we made a good choice. 

“They had already enlisted the 
aid of Tony Furukawa, who works 
full time over at Charlie Nichols 
warbird operation, doing both 
wood- and metalwork, and he be-
came the wing guy. However, the 
wings and fuselage had never seen 
one another, and I wanted to get 
them together to see if we had 
any problems in that area, and 
we did: No provisions had been 
made in the fuselage for mount-
ing the wings, so we wound up 
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Flabob legend Ed Marquart got the 
builders started in the right direc-
tion on the landing gear when he 
donated a pair of Culver V shock 
struts to the cause. The motion 
that closes the gear doors is so 
complicated that to call it “mon-
key motion” would be doing a dis-
service to monkeys everywhere.

A snug fit for the pilot, the cockpit hood fits like a 
slightly loose helmet. The cockpit becomes nearly 
skintight for 6-foot-plus pilot Mark Lightsey!
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completely rebuilding the front 
half of the fuselage. Again.” 

Since they had no drawings for 
anything, they relied on the tried 
and true method of looking at simi-
lar airplanes and using their struc-
ture as guides for their design work. 

Mark got with George Pereira, 
who designed the GP-4, which is 
similar in weight and speed to the 
Caudron, and used his wing at-
tach system. It’s a one-piece wing 
that comes up into the fuselage, 
so it’s not too complicated. One 
of Mark’s previous customers was 
a retired Boeing engineer, and he 
looked over their shoulders to 
make sure they didn’t do some-
thing really stupid. 

“The wing uses a laminated, 
solid spar for the center, which 
tapers and slowly becomes a box 
spar toward the tips. 

“The ailerons work on a unique 
torque tube system, the design of 
which is driven by the total lack 
of space in the fuselage, which is 
true of just about everything. I sit 
on the floor and still had to cheat 
the canopy up just a little just 
to fit in it. In fact, the trim and 
tail wheel lock are on the right 
side, making it look as if I have 
to change hands on the stick to 
get them, but that’s not the case. 
I can reach almost nothing on the 
left side of the airplane with my 
left hand because I’m so crowded. 
It’s only 22 inches across, so it’s 
much easier to reach across the 
airplane with my left hand. 

“The landing gear was actually 
the most challenging part of the 
airplane, so we started with that. 
When down, the wheels have to be 
well in front of the spar, but when 
the gear comes up, it has to move 
back to put the wheel behind the 
spar. We know the originals had 
some sort of helical gear system in 
there, but even if we knew how it 
worked, we didn’t have those capa-
bilities. So, we came up with a ge-
ometry that accomplished the same 
thing. Electrically driven hydraulics 
bring the gear up and down, but a 
gas strut forces the link over center 

Cleveland Would Never Be the Same
To hardcore air racing fans, 1936 will forever be known as 

“The Year the French Came to Cleveland.” In a spor t that had 
national prominence just below that of baseball with almost 
exactly the same level of strictly American testosterone, it was 
unthinkable that some effete Europeans could come over here 
and beat us at our own game. But they did. Actually Michel De-
troyat and his Caudron C.460 didn’t just beat us, they cleaned 
our clock. In the Greve Trophy race, Detroyat was 22 miles 
faster than Harold Neumann in a Folker ts, and in the Thomp-
son Trophy race, he blazed across the line 16 mph faster than 
Earl Or tman in the Keith Rider R-3. Margins like that don’t con-
stitute winning: They amount to a trouncing. 

In the defense of the good old United States, at least one 
point has to be made: Air racing in the United States was 
essentially a 3-D form of small-town drag racing. Ever y air-
plane was hand built by amateurs in their backyards and han-
gars, and ever y single team was nickel-and-diming their way 
around the racing circuit. The Caudron was built by anything 
but a bunch of amateurs, and its racing was par t of a corpo-
rate strategy. In fact, Caudron had been a major force in the 
French aviation industry, which was considerable, by the way, 
since around 1912. For it to show up at Cleveland was the 
equivalent of having a team officially fielded by Boeing lined 
up next to you at Reno. The airplane was a professionally de-
signed and built machine. And it wasn’t designed to come to 
America. That was something of an after thought. 

The airplane was originally designed to compete in the Coupe 
Deutsch de la Meurthe race of 1934, Europe’s premier aerial 
free-for-all, which a Caudron won. Naturally! Then its racers 
star ted playing with the record book. That summer Raymond 
Delmotte fired up the long, lean racer and set an absolute, 
world land-plane speed record of 314 mph. We say “land-
plane” because the absolute overall speed record was held by 
a Macchi-Castoldi M.C.72 seaplane at an amazing 443 mph. A 
Schneider Cup racer, the Macchi-Castoldi could outrun a Mus-
tang (which hadn’t even been dreamt of yet) at low altitude.

The Caudron C.460 (they built three of them) was the fast-
est airplane in the world, and when Howard Hughes set his 
sights on becoming the “Fastest Man in the World” in his H-1, 
the Caudron was the bird to beat. 

To put it in perspective, when Michel Detroyat ran the pylons 
for the first time to qualify at Cleveland, his slowest lap time 
was faster than any airplane in its class had ever run the py-
lons. It was a fast, and terribly competitive, airplane. 



12  MAY 2009

to lock it down. 
“We had pictures of the gear 

but didn’t know exactly which 
way we were going to go when 
the late Ed Marquart stopped by. 
He said, ‘I may have something 
that’ll help here,’ and we went 
back and scrounged around in his 
goodie pile. He came back with 
a set of Culver V struts that were 
the right size, so we built the gear 
legs around the shock strut.

“And then there were the multi-
faceted gear doors. Getting them 
sequenced was a chore, too. We 
still have some work to do in that 
area because they aren’t closing 
completely tight.”

The fuselage was covered with 3/32 
aircraft plywood, but on the wings 

The gear was the most difficult part of the airplane to design because 
the wheels start in front of the spar but retract behind it. 

The LOM inverted six-cylinder from Moravia 
displaces 364 cubic inches and pumps out 
260 hp courtesy of a supercharger. 

Tom Wathen: racer angel, airport 
savior, sport aviation legend, and 
all-around good guy. He sponsored 
the Caudron project. 

Mark Lightsey looks huge in this 
photo because the airplane is decep-
tively tiny, and he barely fits in it.

Left to right. Hualdo Mendoza, Don (Pops) Newman, Nando Mendoza, 
Carah Durell, Austin Jones, Mark Lightsey, and Barry Kennedy with the 
completed Caudron C.460 replica.
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Mark used the metric equivalent, cov-
ering it all with Poly-Fiber products.

“The covering and painting sys-
tem is a new product manufactured 
by Poly-Fiber for the Ceconite STC. 
It’s called Star Gloss, and it went 
on really slick,” Mark says.

When you see how tiny the air-
plane is and how Mark fills up the 
cockpit and then you look at Fla-
bob’s 40-foot wide runway, you 
have to wonder how it flies. 

“The good news is that the nose 
is really narrow and the flaps re-
ally get the nose down so you 
have the runway in sight until 
you flare, but on the ground you 
can barely see the sides. 

“On my first takeoff, I elected not 
to use any of the split-flaps. I brought 
the tail up and it hit 70, then 80, 
then 90, and it showed absolutely 
no indication it was going to leave 
the ground. At 100 I tugged on the 
stick a little, and it came right off. 
That symmetrical wing needs angle 
of attack to fly. Now, I use 15 degrees 
of flap and hold it slightly tail low, 
and it flies off really easily. 

“I know it looks like it ought to 
be a real handful in the air, but the 
controls are really quite nice. It isn’t 
sensitive at all. However, it is abso-
lutely neutral on all axes. If you put 
a wing down, it’ll stay down. Same 
way with the rudder and elevator. Be-
cause it has so much side area ahead 
of the CG, if I pull the nose to the 
side with rudder, it’ll fly sideways all 
day long. There is zero dihedral ef-
fect: You absolutely can’t pick up a 
wing with rudder. 

“With this smaller engine, 260 hp 
versus 340 in the original and the 
smaller displacement, it’s not wildly 
fast—200 mph or so, although in a 
gentle letdown I did see 240 mph 
true.” The original set a world record 
at 314 mph in 1934, which must have 
been “interesting” to say the least. 

“I put the gear down on down-
wind at 140 mph and work to get 
it over the fence at 100 mph. With 
the split-flaps down at 45 degrees, 
as it comes into ground effect it not 
only slows down quickly, but has a 
pronounced ground effect cushion, 

so I have a lot of time to get it set 
up for touchdown.” 

“The tail wheel is lockable, and 
I don’t think you could control the 
airplane on landing if it weren’t 
locked. The pilot’s weight is so far 
back and there’s so much weight 
out forward that if the airplane 
started to move sideways on the 
runway, it would be like a dumbbell 
and really want to come around 
hard. With the locking tail wheel, 
it’s not that bad and a little rudder 
and brake holds it.” 

So, now that Tom and Mark have 
created their airplane, what’s next? 

“Tom is working with some air 
show people in Europe who really 
want to see the airplane, so we’re 
dismantling it and taking it to Eu-
rope for the summer. We’re going to 

hit the Geneva Classics show, and 
France is having a 100th anniversary 
of Caudron show. In total, we’re go-
ing to hit eight to 10 shows.” 

Mark is quick to point out that 
he didn’t do this by himself and 
wants to credit the Caudron kids 
who were part of his crew. 

“I know I’m going to miss some-
body, and if I do, I’m sorry. But I have 
to thank Bill Hill, Tony Furakawa, 
Nando and Hualdo Mendoza, Don 
Newman, Larry Gudde, Barry Ken-
nedy, Carah Durell, Austin Jones, 
John Nelson, Rob Gold, and espe-
cially Tom Wathen. It may be a little 
airplane, but it took a lot of hands 
and a lot of hours to get it finished. 
Every time I strap it on I think of 
Tom Wathen, and I think of these 
guys. They really pulled it off.” 
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The long barracuda shape of the C.460 replica is emphasized by the 
French tricolor stripe. The tiny 75-square-foot wing is partially respon-
sible for the original’s 314-mph top speed.


