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“Wah-Co”
The

Enjoy a Sunday cruiSE in onE of thE moSt 
ElEgant airplanES on thE planEt

David Koresh, the leader of the Branch Davidian religious sect did put 

“Way-Co”, Texas on the map with his infamous standoff with the Bureau 

of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms and Explosives in 1993. Fortunately, 

David was not a pilot nor did his compound produce an incredible line of 

biplanes. Not to be confused with “Way-Co”, The “Wah-Co” biplane, long 

synonymous with aviation’s “golden age”, had the largest registry of any 

other civilian aircraft in the United States from 1928 through 1935. 

Now, this fact has been debated over the years, however the Weaver 

Aircraft Company, founded by George E. Weaver, Clayton Buckner , and 

Elwood Junkin in Troy, Ohio in 1920, had more registered civilian aircraft 

than any other manufacturer or company between WWI and WWII.

by brad IrwIn
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thE Waco Story 
Although previous floatplane designs that 

the three attempted never flew, they found-

ed the Weaver Aircraft Company after ca-

vorting with barnstorming pilots near Waco 

Field, ten miles north of  Dayton. Ohio. The 

three men started producing reliable, rugged 

aircraft that suited travelling businessmen, 

postal services and explorers throughout 

the country. Their first models were open 

cockpit biplanes, but closed-cabin and cabin 

sesquiplane (known now as Custom Cab-

ins) models started being produced in 1930, 

attracting an array of  different uses. Over 

80 models of  aircraft were produced from 

1920 through 1946, including large troop-

carrying gliders, called the CG-4 Hadrian, 

used in all major invasions during WWII. 

These gliders were flown by the Royal Air 

Force and the U.S. Air Force for airborne 

operations during the Normandy Invasion 

and Operation Market Garden. 

The Waco Taperwing models ATO and 

CTO were also outstanding acrobatic air-

craft that won the Ford sponsored, 1928 

National Air Tour, a transcontinental race 

that pitted over 25 manufacturers against 

each other. Many wealthy sportsmen and 

businessmen like Howard Hughes, Roscoe 

Turner and Henry King took a fancy to 

and purchased these early biplanes. Many 

models were also sold to over 37 countries 

used in Central and South American coun-
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tries especially as military fighters. 

Brazil was the one of  the largest 

buyers in the early thirties. The best 

selling model of  the early Waco 

was the Model 10 with over 1,100 

manufactured in just under three 

years from 1927 through 1930. Noted for their quick 

and straightforward takeoffs, a speedy rate of  climb, 

tolerable landing speeds and equipped with the first-

ever shock absorbing landing gear, the Model 10 was 

certainly one of  the most popular small aircraft of  

the time. 

As WACO was the acronym for the company’s 

name, it’s said to have derived from a local war-cry or 

the War Against Conservative Opinion. Either way, 

these Wacos were taking the skies by storm. Due to 

an unanticipated bust in aviation following WWII 

however, the company having suffered the fate of  

many other manufacturers and suppliers ceased op-

eration in 1947. The final Waco model, the Aristocrat, 

had relied on an experimental engine from Franklin 

Manufacturing Co. However, as contracts became so 

expensive and other suppliers had collapsed in the 

downturn, the model was cancelled. The Aristocrat 

was surely built in Waco tradition, sparing no cost 

or weight for strength. With all wood doors, 

molded-wood wheel and tail fairings, and the 

fiberglass nose cowl, this cabin biplane re-

quired many man hours and skill. Briefly, the 

Waco name had been revived in a scheme 

to build a series of  Italian lightplanes under 

a license in the United States, but it never 

lasted. Not until, 1986, almost forty years 

later, did the name resurrect itself. The Waco Classic 

Aircraft Company, unrelated to the original, began 

building its Waco Classic YMF, an upgraded version 

with roots to the original type certified design.

thE Waco rEborn 
Fast forward to a different age, maybe a similar bust 

to the post WWII aviation depression. Many of  these 

classic biplanes fly today. For many years, pilots have 

found these aircraft scattered throughout the coun-

try just sitting, waiting for someone to come along 

and refurbish the life back into them. And with the 

reengineering of  the 1934 YMF model, with a modi-

fied wider and longer fuselage, Waco Classic Aircraft 

Company of  Battle Creek, Michigan has brought the 

relic back from extinction. With a network of  en-

thusiastic and cordial pilots throughout the U.S., the 

Waco is back with a vengeance.

Who would have thought a company could take a fif-

ty-year-old design and manufacture it like new? And 

Waco WaS thE acronym for thE company’S namE, 
but it iS Said to havE dErivEd from a local War-
cry or thE War againSt conSErvativE opinion
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to boot, build under the original FAA type 

certification. Well, Waco Classic has hired 

highly experienced engineering talent 

from the likes of  Piper, Taylorcraft and 

Ford to do just that. Run by two brothers, 

Peter and Chris Bowers, Waco Classic Air-

craft Company maintains the sanctity of  

the aircraft’s superior design, has modern-

ized the aircraft with over 300 engineering 

changes, redrew over 1,400 drawings and 

built new tooling to produce this aircraft 

once again. Its first WACO YMF model 

rolled of  the line in March of  1986. This 

aeronautic thoroughbred utilizes sturdy 

4130 steel for the fuselage frame, modern 

hydraulic toe brakes and full glass cockpit 

upgrades to propel this aircraft into the 

advancements of  the future. And all of  

you thought barnstorming was some-

thing of  the past. The New Waco is being 

greeted with unabashed enthusiasm for craftsmanship, 

quality and the pure fun of  flying. 

In June 2009, Waco Classic announced a new Waco Mod-

el, the YMF-5D. This new model represents the pinnacle 

of  classic sport biplane design incorporating a whole new 

set of  equipment upgrades. By increasing horsepower 

with its new Jacobs R755-A2, 300HP engine and lower 

overall aircraft weight, the new model blows away the su-

premacy of  even the Aristocrat. A redesigned instrument 

panel with glass cockpit upgrades has taken the antiquities 

of  yesteryear and blasted them into the future. 

lEt’S takE a flight
What more could any pilot ask for than a beautiful sum-

mer day, perfect flying weather, an incredible destination 

and the coolest airplane you ever wanted to fly? You’d 

think I died and gone to heaven.

I met up with Bob Dobry, the owner of  a beautiful, 

green 2005 Waco YMF with a seven cylinder, 275 horse-

power engine at Daugherty Field in Long Beach, Califor-

nia (KLGB). Bob is the owner of  AdsThatFly.com, the 

country’s second largest, aerial advertising company based 

in southern California. Using his own fleet of  Scout air-

planes for banner and billboard towing, Bob has been in 

the business for over 25 years. “This aircraft is therapy for 

me”, says Bob. Bob has been flying since he was 18. At 

29, he started banner towing and has accrued over 11,000 

hours PIC time. Now at 54, Bob doesn’t fly anything else 

but his Waco. 

Joining us on this adventure were Tyson Rininger, avia-

tion photographer extraordinaire, and Joel Warner, an 

employee of  Bob’s and the pilot of  our beautiful Bo-

nanza A36 camera ship that was graciously provided to 

us by John Karle of  Long Beach. We planned to meet 

up with another Waco owner/pilot on Catalina Island for 

Bob Dobry at Catalina Airport
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lunch, do some flying around the island to get some great 

photos and then return to Long Beach before we ran out 

of  fuel.  This is easier said than done. Once you get in one 

of  these Waco’s, you never want to stop flying!

It was a typical southern California summer day by the 

coast. The morning was overcast with a 1000-foot ceiling, 

but as the day progressed, the clouds dissipated and beau-

tiful VFR conditions emerged. We couldn’t ask for nicer 

weather. Before our departure, Joel prepared the A36 

camera ship by removing the rear doors, which was easier 

than I thought. Then Tyson briefed us on the plan to po-

sition the plane for the best photos. Flying out of  Long 

Beach Airport is a delight. Big wide runways to accommo-

date the heavy metal, but still easy for the general aviation 

enthusiasts to navigate the taxiways. Our departure was a 

breeze in this steerable, tailwheel biplane, and out to sea 

we went. Once airborne, you get an idea of  just how large 

Long Beach Harbor really is with the fleets of  cargo ships 

being loaded and unloaded. It’s really quite a site. 
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on to catalina iSland 
A short 20-minute flight and we see the tops of  the 

mountains on Catalina Island peaking through the 

clouds. The island emerged through the low ceiling 

much larger than I had imagined and much more rug-

ged. As the camera ship circled around into position, 

Bob and I flew along the coast descending to get a 

good look at the shoreline. 

We could see the yachts below cruising around the 

island with blissful elegance. While this would be a 

great place to bring the boat for a weekend, I couldn’t 

help but think, ‘they have no idea how much more 

fun it is to fly around this beautiful island’. We flew 

around and over the island for quite some time then 

headed to the airport to meet up with the other Waco 

in time to have lunch and discuss the photo flight that 

we planned.

Catalina Airport (KAVX) is an interesting place. I had 

read the stories in magazines and heard others from 

pilots that this was a tricky airport to land at. Not for 

the faint of  heart, I’ve heard. I didn’t find any of  that 

to be true. Runway 4-22 is 3000 x 60 feet, and while 

it does have a moderate sized hump in the middle, if  

you can’t land on this runway, you shouldn’t be flying 

anywhere. There are fairly steep drop-offs at each end 

of  the runway, but DC-3s land at this airport every 

day. I think it’s a great little airport and a whole lot of  

fun to fly in to. The airport is privately owned by the 

Santa Catalina Island Conservancy and a $25 landing 

fee is required. (A small price to pay to keep such a 

nice airport open to the public.) Before arriving or departing, you 

must also receive authorization from the Unicom operator, which 

adds a measure of  safety for those flying into and around the island. 

The only downside is there’s no fuel service at this airport, so you 

have to manage fuel consumption to maximize your fun and still get 

home with the proper reserves.

Once we landed, we met up with George Schreyer, the owner 

of  a beautiful bright yellow and red Waco that attracts attention 

wherever he goes. George is quite the biplane ambassador. Just ask 

the girls who swarmed his plane wanting pictures, which George was 

happy to oblige. Just another benefit of  owning a Waco I guess!

George is an interesting character. At 77, George has over 3,000 

hours total PIC time, a thousand of  which in the Waco. A foreign 

German family living in Poland, George and his family were pushed 

across Eastern Europe from 1939 through 1945 when they finally 

settled in Minnesota working on farm. He was drafted in the United 

States Army where he became a battalion photographer. I listened 

From the left, Joel Warner, George Schreyer, Tyson Rininger & Bob Dobry
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as he reminisced about “taking pictures of  pretty girls” at Ft. 

Leonard Wood in Missouri. 

He flies a loaded, 2007 YMF-5 model Waco. I mean loaded. With 

a pair of  Garmin 430s front and back, a 330 and a 600, a fuel 

injected Jacobs 275 engine, “which really feels like a 300”, says 

George and a constant speed prop, this is Waco Classic’s best. 

hoW about a  
buffalo burgEr?
We had lunch at the DC-3 Grill and the food was actually very 

good. Buffalo burgers are the specialty, but they had a fairly 

good menu. A shuttle takes guests back and forth from the 

airport to the resorts in Avalon. Sheltered from development, 

Avalon offers dramatic vistas and crystal clear waters teeming 

with marine life. This charming village, Catalina’s only city, pro-

vides fine dining, shopping and day spas along with accommo-

dations that include boutique hotels, quaint bed and breakfasts 

and vacation homes.

After lunch, we finished our photo shoot with both Wacos fly-

ing in formation. What an experience. These planes are power-

ful, stable, and easy to fly. Unless you have flown in an open 

cockpit plane, it’s hard to describe the feeling of  freedom that 

you get with the wind rushing over the wings and through the 

struts. If  you want to fly a piece of  aviation history, look no fur-

ther than www.wacoclassic.com. You won’t regret the chance 

of  a lifetime to fly one of  these amazing and elegant aircraft.

He had the “Waco Grin” 
plastered all across his face.


