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On the Tuesday morning after I got back 
from the Rally, I was lying in bed 
wondering how many post-war 
designers of light aircraft I could bring 
to mind. Sad, I know. I could manage 
plenty from France, Jean Delemontez, 

Michel Colomban, Roger Druine, Claude Piel, Marcel 
Jurca, the list goes on and on, but once I got past Russ 
Light (Tiger Cub and Sherwood Ranger), Bill Brooks 
(from the former P&M), and Ben Ashman (from Flylight), 
I was pretty well stumped for Brits. Other than, of 
course, Ivan Shaw.

It’s an unfortunate truth that the post-war UK aviation 
regulatory environment has not been particularly 
conducive to light aircraft design although, to be fair, it 
has got a little better in recent times. But Ivan stands tall, 
literally as well as metaphorically as it happens, having 
a number of designs to his name, including the very 
successful Europa, and the Liberty XL2, which went into 
production as a certified aircraft in the US. 

This article is naturally about his incredible ISA 180 
Seeker personal aircraft, which debuted at the Rally. It 
appeared at the show as near as ready to commence 
flight testing as it could be, and just three weeks or so 
earlier, Ivan very kindly agreed to assemble the aircraft 
straight back from the paint shop and bring it down to 
Sywell from North Yorkshire. It was undoubtedly the 
sensation of the event.

Ivan, a dyed in the wool LAA man, also gave an 
excellent talk on the Saturday evening in the packed 
Hangar 2 conference centre. As a natural raconteur it 
went down a storm, being humorous yet highly 
informative and well prepared. 

I first encountered Ivan when I flew up to a fly-in at 
Crosland Moor in West Yorkshire, the year eludes me, 
but it certainly must have been 30 years ago. Ivan was 
flying his VariEze which, as you may imagine, was highly 
modified. It featured twin Hewland two-stroke triple 
engines and retractable main gear, as well as the usual 
retractable nosewheel. It caused quite a stir, not least 
because the mains decided not to lower and he had to 
land gear up on the grass, fortunately causing minimal 
damage. He told me recently that the cause of the 
problem was a simple Bowden cable that was 
connected to a gate style latch that held the hydraulic 
gear up against G. It got too close to an exhaust and the 
plastic inner lining of the sheath melted and gripped the 
cable.

Ivan then got involved in a project with Burt Rutan in 
Mojave, trying to sort out an ultralight aircraft that Colin 
Chapman, of Lotus fame, was intending eventually to 
put into production. Ivan test flew the design and 
worked on solutions to its many problems, but it was 
eventually abandoned, not least because of the untimely 
death of Chapman aged only 54.

Ivan’s most noted success, the Europa, made its 

A Shaw 
success… 

Main A rare moment 
when the aircraft 
wasn’t surrounded! It 
is very compact and 
on close inspection, 
superbly built.

Brian Hope speaks to Ivan Shaw about his stunning ISA 180 Seeker, 
which Ivan describes as a paradigm in aviation…
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a folding bicycle (or large suitcase), a flight bag and  
a briefcase.

It had to be inexpensive to hangar, so he designed 
quick fold wings, they fold single-handedly in under a 
minute, incorporating electrically operated ‘shoot bolts’ 
and automatically connecting flaperon control surfaces. 
The aircraft will then fit into a standard-sized garage, a 
trailer or a 20ft shipping container, which makes a 
secure, affordable hangar.

It had to have good performance, so is designed to 
cruise at up to 180kt.

It had to be quiet and green – at 120kt it will achieve 
100 miles per gallon of mogas with its fuel injected 
Rotax 912iS. The engine has a silenced exhaust system 
and an additional fuselage bulkhead to ensure it is quiet 
inside and out.

It had to be capable of taking a 21st century-sized 
pilot – Ivan is over six feet tall, so he designed it for up 
to 6ft 5in and 250lb (114kg).

It had to have good range – the standard wing strake 
tanks hold 16 imperial gallons (70 litres) giving the aircraft 
1,500 miles (2,400km) range plus reserves. A plug-in 
baggage area long range tank extends this to in  
excess of 2,750 miles (4,425km), giving the aircraft 
transatlantic capability. 

And while getting into some aircraft becomes almost 
impossible as you get older, the Seeker is designed to 
literally step into and out of. 

Top Ivan Shaw 
explains some of the 
Seeker’s finer points 
to Secretary of State 
for Transport, Grant 
Shapps; Head of the 
CAA GA Unit, Rachel 
Gardner-Poole; and 
LAA President Roger 
Hopkinson.

Middle Cockpit view. 
Note adjustable 
rudder pedals and 
swing out instrument 
binnacle.

Below Ivan seated in 
his latest creation. It 
is designed with 
comfortable 
long-distance flying 
capability.

debut at Wroughton in 1992, intended initially as his own 
personal aircraft. As history relates, it was so well 
received that he formed a company and put it into 
production, selling more than 1,000 kits worldwide. It 
remains the most successful British post-war light 
aircraft design to this day.   

New marvel 
Enough of the history, fascinating though it is, what of 
this new marvel, the ISA 180 Seeker that Ivan conceived 
as his retirement project seven years ago? Like the 
Europa, it is a design that he considers meets his 
personal requirements. He enjoys nothing better than to 
fly off with friends in their aircraft for a few days, with 
folding bicycles to explore new places. He realised that 
they all took their two seaters and always flew solo, none 
of their wives being interested in flying. Why not tailor an 
aircraft as a single seater with room for the folding bike, 
and personal baggage? 

During his talk Ivan commented that the starting point 
for any design is a wish list of what you want the 
aeroplane to achieve, and that’s exactly what he did for 
the Seeker. It had to provide a good field of view, as he 
likes to watch the world go by.

It needed to have good utility, being capable of 
carrying a range of loads from empty to max baggage 
and fuel, and this has been achieved by keeping the 
variable loads close to the centre of gravity. It will take  
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The perhaps obvious first idea might be to consider 
designing a single place Europa, but just as two-seat 
aircraft have to radically change if they start from a 
single seat design, working back the other way also 
leads to too many compromises. 

Ivan started by sketching some preliminary ideas  
and came up with a twin boom pusher concept which 
met the majority of his design requirements. Initially it 
was going to have fixed gear, but the booms so 
obviously called out to have the main gear retract into 
them that he decided to make the design a retractable. 
It is, though, designed to be rugged enough to handle 
grass runways. 

Concept, dream… reality 
Up to this point the project was a design exercise, but 
the point eventually came when Ivan had to decide 
whether it would move from a concept, a dream, and 
become a reality. Let’s face it, even the desire to build 
an established kit has a go/no go point, so a decision 
to design and build a completely new aircraft is pretty 
monumental but Ivan decided he was going to commit 
to doing it, and work progressed to the next stage  
of mocking up a fuselage to make sure everything 
would fit.

This moved on to making the fuselage plug, which is 
built primarily in wood, foam and filler and from which 
the moulds are taken. The third part of the process is to 
make the actual parts from the moulds, the Seeker 
being moulded in pre-preg carbon cloth.

The cloth is laid up in the mould, vacuum bagged at 
one bar and then heated in Ivan’s homemade 10ft x 4ft 
x 4ft oven at 85°C to cure.

It all sounds so simple but Ivan and his assistants 
had to produce 140 moulds, plugs and assembly jigs 
for the aircraft, so he has what amounts to a turn-key 
production operation, although Ivan currently has no 
plans beyond building this first prototype.

Looking at the aircraft at the show it has so many 
quite exquisite design features but as Ivan says, you 
don’t get all your good ideas in one go. When you 
come up with an idea you have to give it time, consider 
it, critique it and seek the opinions of wiser minds. 

Above Wing fold 
takes less than a 
minute, the wings 
hooking into brackets 
that hang from the 
side booms. The 
folded aircraft sits 
sufficiently low to 
enter a normal height 
single car garage.

 

The detail design is not fixed before you start 
building, it evolves as you go along but you do have  
to be careful not to back yourself into a corner as  
you proceed. 

The canopy has a quite complex hinge arrangement 
but opens wide to the right-hand side (as you sit in the 
aircraft), taking the instrument panel with it, glider style, 
allowing easy access to the 26in (66cm) at its widest 
point cockpit. The panel features Garmin EFIS and 
avionics, plus a two-axis autopilot.

From a control perspective, flaperons handle roll 
control and flap, an all flying tailplane features an 
electrically controlled anti servo trim tab, and there are 
rudders on the twin booms. The aerofoil is a modified 
Dykin’s laminar flow with 12% thickness to chord ratio and 
the wing has an aspect ratio of 5.7.

Ivan calls the Seeker a paradigm – an example or 
pattern. If it meets anything like his expectations, and I 
am certainly not going to question Ivan’s proven ability  
as an accomplished aircraft designer, then it will 
undoubtedly represent an outstanding example of what 
can be achieved with single-minded determination, 
modern materials, today’s computer technology, a highly 
inventive imagination, and no small degree of raw talent. 

I’m sure we all wish Ivan the very best for the soon to 
commence flight testing phase of this fascinating 
project, and whatever the future holds for his quite 
stunning design. ■

Ivan Shaw

 ISA 180 Seeker 
Design Specifications 

 
Wingspan 19ft 0 in (5.8m)
Length 17ft 0 in (5.2m)
Empty eight 575lb (260kg)
Max take-off weight 990lb (450kg)
Useful load 415lb (180kg)
Max cruise (TAS 8,000ft) 196kt (363kph)
Normal cruise 180kt (205kph)
Economy cruise 120kt (222kph)
Vne  198kt (366kph)
Stall speed (landing configuration) 53kt (98kph)
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