A Simple Glow Plug Driver

Roy Bourke

If you don’t have a power panel with a built-in adjustable driver for your glow plug, here is a glow plug driver circuit that I found in an Australian newsletter, the “Duration Times” No. 129.  The circuit is very simple, using a LM350 voltage regulator chip that should be readily available at Electro Sonic or other local electronic supply houses.  I haven’t actually built the circuit (I don’t use glow plugs much these days!) but I see no reason why the circuit shouldn’t work very well.  Using a 6 or 12-volt lead-acid starter battery, or a 6-volt pack of Nicads, the circuit can supply an adjustable voltage to a variety of glow plug types.  A printed circuit board is not needed.  All the parts can just be wired together, and built into a tool caddy or flight box.

The LM350 integrated circuit comes in two forms, a TO-3 package or a TO-220 type (see Fig. 1).  Either will do the job. The TO-3 case might dissipate heat a little better than the TO-220.  However the regulator chip can't be damaged by overheating as it will just stop when it gets to 125 deg C and start again when it cools down.
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Parts required:  One 240 ohm 1 watt resistor, a 500 ohm trim potentiometer, and the LM350 voltage regulator.  An ammeter with a range of 5 Amps DC would be handy to confirm that current is flowing through the plug, and how much current.  A cheaper alternative would be a simple circuit consisting of 3 diodes and an LED inserted in place of the ammeter, which would indicate that current is flowing through the plug but wouldn’t indicate how much

(Fig. 2). The diodes should be rated for at least 4 Amps current. 
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An on-off switch should be put in the input line. The only other parts needed include the appropriate clips for connection to the glow plug, terminals for connection to a battery, and some automotive hook-up wire capable of at least 4 Amps current. 

The circuit for the driver is shown in Fig. 3.  The LM350 voltage regulator should be mounted to some kind of a heat sink, usually metal such as aluminum.  However, please note that in each case the mounting tab in contact with the heat sink is connected to the output, and if the other glow plug lead happens to touch the case or the heat sink, there will be sparks flying! Any metal to which the LM350 is mounted must be isolated electrically and safe from being touched accidentally by the other glow plug lead.

In use, simply adjust the 500-ohm pot to what you think is right for the glow plug. It can go up to 2.2 volts so watch you don't set it too high and blow the plug. 
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