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EDITORIAL 
MATTERS METEOROLOGICAL 

The sad story of Britain’s first attempt at following in 
the footsteps of their German counterparts and building a rigid 
airship in 1911 is well known. His Majesty’s Airship HMA 
No1 (aka Mayfly) is often ridiculed and held up as an example 
of designers failing in their duty or promising more than they 
can deliver. However, there are several aspects of the story that 
don’t quite make sense, especially the official descriptions of 
the accident that befell the modified, lightened, Mayfly II when 
emerging from her construction shed at Barrow-in-Furness to 
begin a second set of mooring and flight trials. 

Airship historian Brian Turpin, has long been puzzled 
by some of these discrepancies and in this issue (p8) he begins 
a thorough investigation into what really happened. His 
investigation centres on the infamous ‘gust’ which seemingly, 
according to some authors came conveniently out of nowhere 
at just the right moment to fatally damage the ship. 

These events also troubled another Dirigible regular 
contributor – Kent O’Grady – and in Matters Arising (p27) he 
also delves into the story of the puzzling gust. 

Continuing the Meteorological theme (p20) is an 
excerpt from the biography of Royal Airship Works Met Man, 
M.A. Giblett. Line Squall was written by Giblett’s daughter, 
Enid Holmes, but sadly, it was never published in her life time. 

Thanks largely to the efforts of Derek Millis that has 
now been rectified and the book is now available exclusively 
from AHT. In due course it will be obtainable to order online 
from the AHT website Shop but readers who cannot wait for 
the 246 page paperback can send a good old-fashioned cheque 
for £15 (plus £3 p&p) to AHT vice-chair, Mr. A.J. Lawson, at 
6 Green Lane, Ellington, Huntingdon, Cambs PE28 0AZ. 

Talking of shopping, on p46 readers will find a range of 
new customised items that are now for sale from our website. 

GILES CAMPLIN – EDITOR 
---ooo000ooo--- 

NEW MEMBERSHIP LIAISON OFFICER 
ROGER ALLTON JOINS COUNCIL 

Having volunteered to join the AHT Council in June, at 
the AGM in Cardington, Roger Allton promptly offered to take 
on the task of acting as the Trust’s Membership Liaison 
Officer. This was welcomed and agreed unanimously by the 
other Trustees who have been aware for some time of the lack 
of pro-active contact with the AHT membership.   

Roger’s remit is to improve communication with all 
AHT members with a view to perhaps arranging their 
participation in some local meetings and social events in the 
near future. His hope is to improve networking within AHT 
membership and new member recruitment by encouraging 
people to take part in informal activities such as meeting up at 
social ‘get-togethers’.   

Roger comes to his role as an AHT Trustee from a 
background with a wide range of experience in business and 
working for and with numerous other voluntary organisations.   

On leaving school his career started with two years in 
accountancy before National Service, took him to RAF Seletar, 
Singapore as an MT Mech. Roger has always been keen on 
engineering and aviation but after the two years away, he 
returned to the family business founding SPAR shops in UK 
until 1967 when the business was sold.   

Roger then joined Ruddles Brewery as Sales Director 
where, in his own words he “sold more Ruddles 'own label' 
beer to 7 supermarket groups, than could be produced at 
Langham!”  

 During this time, for 5 years, he became founder chair 
of the Buckminster Gliding Club, at Saltby airfield near to 
Melton Mowbray. The club is still going 43 years later, now 
the Centre of Excellence for aerobatic gliding in UK. Roger, 
gained his PPL at Sherwood Flying Club, Tollerton, and has 
flown powered aircraft for about 200 hrs, and 300 hrs in 14 
types of glider.   

Following his time in the brewing industry Roger went 
into Business Training, and headed-up a 600 place YTS 
scheme for his local Chamber of Commerce before moving on, 
when the contract completed, into motor trade sales for 5 years 
with Mazda and Lotus. By now an experienced Management 
and Sales trainer, he then branched out on his own as a 
consultant; for 20 years specialising in Sales and Management 
Training, Business Planning, ‘Investors in People’ assessor and 
Behavioural Profiling for job recruitment.   

When Roger retired, coinciding with the death of his 
wife Mary, he moved from Newark to Radcliffe on Trent, near 
Nottingham. Now married for nine years to Rae, a long-
standing friend, he actively supports the local U3A, initially as 
a founder committee member, now as asst. leader to the 
Classical Music, and Aerospace groups, (just two, out of 50 
groups for our 585 members), and Past President of Radcliffe 
on Trent Probus Group.  

As an enthusiastic runner for over 22 years Roger has in 
his time completed 49 half marathons, and two full ones - the 
last in London (4 hrs 58 mins) at the age 72 - sadly now over, 
due to peripheral neuropathy - though a keen walker still.  

Apart from his other activities Roger is also a 
freemason and a member of the Rolls-Royce Heritage Trust, 
RAFA, and local liaison officer for the RAF Seletar/Tengah 
Association.  

His particular interest in airships is with the building of 
the R100 particularly, and both Barnes Wallis and Nevil Shute 
Norway during that period – a subject on which he has given 
several lectures – see Events on p47 of this issue.  

Roger is keen to hear from AHT members and others 
who would like to join in his initiative to improve networking, 
and encourage new memberships with AHT:  Contact him at:  

liaison@airshipsonline.com
---ooo000ooo--- 

  BREAKING NEWS 
Derek Millis becomes an AHT Vice President - After 

many years of dedicated service as a Council member of AHT, 
including a long stint taking on the thankless role of Executive 
Secretary, Derek Millis has decided it is now time to retire.  

In recognition of his long and valuable contribution to 
the cause his fellow Trustees decided that an appropriate 
reward would be to offer him a new Honorary position as one 
of our Vice-Presidents and Derek was delighted to accept. 

---ooo000ooo--- 
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TECHNICAL SECTION 

THE TWISTED SISTERS : ZR2 (R38) AND ZR3 (LZ126) 
By C.P. Hall II 

Originally published in Buoyant Flight, The Bulletin of the Lighter-Than-Air Society, Vol. 49, No. 4, May – June 2002. 

Introductory note: The purpose of this essay is to discuss certain structural similarities found in two 
airships. In the interest of brevity, this is less than a complete discussion of either airship design. Also in the 
interest of brevity, the two design organizations are anthropomorphized as simply Cdr. C.I.R. Campbell and 
Dr. Ludwig Dürr – see biographies in text boxes. 

Ask any knowledgeable individual to name the U.S. 
Navy’s least successful and most successful rigid airships and 
the majority will respond R38 and Los Angeles. While this 
answer may be accurate, many people do not recognize that the 
designers of both airships faced similar restrictions upon their 
freedom of design and both designs shared similar, structural 
responses to these restrictions. The appropriate analogy might 
be that both designers climbed out on the same limb of the 
design tree. One fell from the limb, the other succeeded; 
however, in both countries, the limb was a dead end and other 
paths were followed for subsequent designs. 

Structural History 
The Zeppelin is a rigid airship because a light metal 

framework defines the shape of the hull without regard to 
either the pressure or the quantity of lifting gas contained 
therein. The basic hull consists of a series of regular polygon-
shaped transverse rings joined together by longitudinal girders. 
The spaces thus enclosed between rings are called bays and 
each contains a gas cell to hold lifting gas.  

The history of Zeppelin design is a history of growth; 
increase the size to improve performance. In Count Zeppelin’s 
first airship, LZ1 of 1900, the maximum ring diameter was 
38.3 ft. (11.7 metres) which contained 399,000 cubic feet 
(11,500 cu. metres) of hydrogen. By the end of 1914 the 
maximum diameter of a Zeppelin’s transverse rings was 52 ft. 
6 in. (16 metres). During 1915 ship volume increased to more 
than 1 million cubic feet (CF) of hydrogen and transverse ring 
size grew to a maximum of 61 ft. 4 in. (about 18.8 metres). 
Performance was greatly improved over pre-1915 models.  

The Zeppelin proved to be a useful weapons system and 
there was a desire to further improve performance by further 
increasing size and load capacity. This desire collided with the 
knowledge that the standard transverse ring had apparently 
reached a limit of size beyond which structural integrity 
seemed to become impossible. 

It was during 1915 that the brilliant structural engineer, 
Dr. Karl Arnstein, joined the Zeppelin Co. and applied himself 
to this problem. His solution was to increase the strength of 
each individual girder section of a transverse ring by 
substituting a truss for each girder section. His new transverse 
ring design consisted of 10 trusses joined end-to-end with 
modified trusses at the bottom of the ring joined by a 

horizontal girder which was the base of a triangular keel. In 
1916, these innovations allowed: the maximum size of a 
transverse ring to increase to 78 ft. 5in. (24 metres), hydrogen 
capacity to increase to 1.9 million CF and, initially, a small 
performance improvement combined with a large increase in 
payload. 

During this period, British air defences around London 
were improving. In 1916, when the Imperial German Navy’s 
new 1.9 million CF Zeppelins began to raid London, three of 
the first four were brought down in a matter of days. 

The initial response of the German Naval Airship 
Service was to lighten payload, equipment and structure to 
improve flight performance. The Zeppelin Co. began with 
incremental modifications to new airships and refits to those 
already delivered. In 1917 a major structural modification was 
introduced in new ships, the 15 metre bay. The 1916 model 
airships had their main transverse rings spaced 10 metres apart 
with a single, light, intermediate ring supporting the 
longitudinal girders half way in between. In the 1917 design, 
the main transverse rings were spaced 15 metres apart with two 
intermediate rings spaced at 5 metre intervals. The triangular 
keel was unchanged and, receiving little support in the sections 
between two intermediate rings, tended to vibrate severely in 
these areas. A lightweight, quick fix was to string supporting 
wires, from the top of each transverse frame, through the 
gasbags, to the midpoint of the keel between the two 
intermediate rings (illustration at top of next page). 

In 1918, at the conclusion of hostilities: 
• In Britain – copies of 1916 model Zeppelins, 643 ft. long x 

78 ft. maximum diameter with 10 metre bays were ready 
to fly. Stretched versions (one additional 10 metre bay) 
675 ft. x 78 ft. were being framed. Britain’s first 15 metre 
bay design, the R.38, was on the drawing boards. 

• In Germany – 1917 model Zeppelins, 644 ft. x 78 ft. with 
15 metre bays were the norm. The 1918 model, last Naval 
Zeppelins were originally 693 ft. x 78 ft. The L71 was 
returned to the factory and stretched by one more 15 metre 
bay to 743 ft. x 78 ft. after the first 1918 model, L70, was 
shot down near the British coast. 

These were the antecedents to R38 and LZ126. 

Cdr. C.I.R. Campbell – RR38 
C.I.R. Campbell, Esq., R.C.N.C., O.B.E. was an officer in 
Britain’s Royal Corps of Naval Constructors. In 1915, Britain 
reversed a previous cancellation and decided to build naval 
rigid airships. Campbell was part of a group created to be an 
“in-house” design team and to represent the Admiralty at 
private contractors construction plants. Campbell quickly 
became the senior member of this team. In 1919 - when 
airships were transferred from the Royal Navy to the Royal 
Air Force and Short Brothers’ Cardington facility was 
nationalized, becoming the Royal Airship Works - Campbell 
switched services to continue as the head of airship design in 
Great Britain’s newly established Air Ministry. 

Dr. Ludwig Dürr – LZ126 

Dr.-Ing. Ludwig Dürr joined Count Zeppelin’s original 
organization in 1899. He remained with the various 
incarnations of Zeppelin organizations in the role of chief 
designer. As the Company grew and prospered, it is said that 
he became more the senior administrator of design with 
much of the design work falling into the hands of a 
marvellous pool of talented engineers which the Zeppelin 
Co. successfully attracted. Dr. Dürr was also known as 
secretive of Zeppelin Co. methods and quite unwilling to 
discuss these “Corporate Crown Jewels” with outsiders. 
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Diagram of the Zeppelin 15 metre bay wire support system  

R38 and LZ126 
A superficial, first glance at circumstance and design 

criteria suggests that Cdr. Campbell and Dr. Dürr were 
designing two very different airships intended to undertake two 
very different missions. 

 
Cdr. Campbell’s R38 (ZR2)  

Designed in 1918, R38 was an advanced warship that 
was intended to jump a stage in development to achieve 
extraordinary range, speed and altitude with a war load. 

 
Dr. Dürr’s LZ126 (ZR3) “Los Angeles”  

Designed in 1922, LZ126 was, both by definition and as 
a matter of international agreement, a strictly commercial 
airship limited in hydrogen capacity to that of the largest 
wartime Zeppelins while required to have fuel capacity to fly 
from Germany to America. Mission differences not with-
standing, the designers of R38 (Campbell) and LZ126 (Dürr) 
suffered similar challenges, circumstances and problems. 

Both designers were limited by a size restriction. In 
Britain, the problem was the interior dimensions of available 
construction hangars. In Germany, the international agreement 
limited LZ126’s volume. Cdr. Campbell had a shed length 
limitation of 700 ft. (215 metres). Dr. Dürr had a longer ‘Halle’ 
building, however, the 1918, L70 class, was similar to its 
predecessors but lengthened by 15 metres. After L70 was lost, 
L71 was further stretched by an additional 15 metres to 
improve performance. This model was grotesquely long and 
slender. 

In these circumstances, both designers’ solutions were 
to increase maximum diameter of their new designs in order to 
maximize hydrogen capacity. To this end, both selected several 
similar structural innovations. 
• R38 was 699 ft. (215 metres) long with an 85 ft. 6in. (26.3 

metres) maximum diameter creating a hydrogen capacity 
of 2,724,000 CF. 

• LZ126 was 658 ft (202 metres) long with a 90 ft. 8 in. 
(27.65 metres) maximum diameter creating a hydrogen 
capacity of 2,599,110 CF. 

Both ships utilized the standard Zeppelin triangular 
girder. Both designs employed the 15 metre spacing between 
main transverse rings with two intermediate rings at 5 metre 
intervals. Both designers declined to install support wires 
running from the top of each main transverse frame, through 
the intervening gas cell to support the keel half way between 
each pair of intermediate rings. 

Although both designers retained the general transverse 
ring layout credited to Dr. Arnstein, they also made several 
similar modifications: 
• The simple truss structure ring components were replaced 

by diamond trusses. Previously, the typical transverse ring 
had been a ‘regular polygon’ which is to say it conformed 
to the shape of a theoretical circle, i.e. touching the line of 
a theoretical circle at each junction of truss sections. The 
‘diamond’ aspect now meant that the midpoint of each 
truss (more accurately, the outer point of each king post) 
also touched the line of the theoretical circle also thus 
further perfecting the shape of the polygon. 

 
Diamond trusses  

• Contrarily, both designers increased the maximum 
transverse ring diameter without either increasing the 
number of trusses, or increasing the size of the trusses. In 
each case, the increase was accomplished as a result of 
widening the keel area between the two lowest trusses. 

• The keel structures of both ships were extended downward 
below the hypothetical circle of the ‘regular polygon’. 
These keel structures were enlarged and substantially 
redesigned. 

 
A Zeppelin Main Ring from WW1. Note the kingpost trusses 

that make up the polygon and the reinforced keel area.  
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Prior to these designs, the standard Zeppelin main 
transverse ring consisted of five regular trusses running from 
top centre down both sides of the ring. A sixth, modified truss 
of comparable length extended the polygon on each side. A 
single, horizontal girder joined the ends of the modified trusses 
completing the ring. This single girder was the base of the 
triangular keel. The truss members of both sixth, modified 
trusses, ran from the fifth / sixth truss junctions to the apex of 
the keel structure (illustrations). 
• In R38, Campbell, beginning at the junction of the fifth / 

sixth trusses, increased the angle of the girders below 
(outside) the line of the true circle. R38’s keel structure 
was a trapezoid in cross-section instead of a triangle. The 
downward deflection was so severe that the bracing 
girders from the fifth / sixth junction angled downward to 
the top of the trapezoid in contrast to angling up to the top 
of the triangle in previous Zeppelins. 

• In LZ126, Dürr was also increasing the maximum 
transverse ring size. He had a similar, yet distinctive, 
approach. He also increased the angle below the true circle 
at the junctions of the fifth / sixth trusses. The keel itself 
was inverted and doubled. At the base of the ring, there 
was no longer a single horizontal keel base girder. The 
only horizontal girder now ran from one fifth / sixth truss 
junction to the other along the twin tops of the keel. The 
girders forming the exterior of the sixth trusses were 
extended until they met forming points along the bottom, 
centreline of the ship. This line was the base of the keel 
walkway and the apex of the now inverted keel. Twin 
girders angling away from each other extended upward to 
the horizontal girder. From that junction, an extended 
kingpost ran to the centre of the external truss girder. The 
keel thus described can be said to form the cross-sectional 
shape of an upper case ‘M’. The ‘V’ in the centre of the 
‘M’ is the gangway. Fuel and oil tanks, ballast containers 
and cargo areas were located within the two inverted ‘V’s 
forming the ‘M’. Thus, compared to previous Zeppelins, 
the keel was doubled. In both ships this allowed for larger 
fuel tanks which were concentrated in the vicinity of the 
main transverse ring / keel junctions. 

 
Cdr. Campbell’s R38 ring of transverse girders  

Here we have two designers, both knowledgeable of the 
latest wartime Zeppelin designs, both intent upon improving 
the type by perfecting the shape, both enlarging the maximum 
diameter without increasing either the number, or size of the 
constituent trusses, and both attempting to improve keel design 
so as to increase capacity and to eliminate certain support 
wires. Two similar sets of design modifications resulted in one 
famous success and one infamous failure; neither set of 
innovations were duplicated in their entirety in subsequent 
designs. 

The flying careers of both R38 and LZ126 are well 
known to most readers and will not be repeated here. The 
temptation to rehash the causes of the crash of R.38 will also 
be avoided. Instead two topics will be addressed: 

1) If these designs are so similar, did one designer copy 
the other? 

2) What effects did these two projects have on 
subsequent designs? 

The simple answer to the first question is that Campbell 
copied Zeppelin Co. designs. R33 and R34 were near perfect 
copies of the Imperial German Navy’s L33 (Zeppelin Company 
works No. LZ76) based upon drawings made of the wreckage 
at the crash site. The single significant difference between L33 
and R33 was that L33 had three engines in its aft gondola while 
R33 had two. Campbell had found the more modern, two 
engine arrangement in the wreckage of L49 (LZ96) and copied 
it. Finally, while R38 was being designed, Campbell was able 
to examine the salvaged wreckage of L70 (LZ112). 

 
Dr. Dürr’s LZ126 ring of transverse girders  

That Campbell copied Zeppelin Co. designs is 
undeniable and unchallenged. None the less, he did introduce 
several novel features – not found in Zeppelins – into his R38. 

Roughly speaking the LZ126 was designed three years 
after R38. It contained several design features in common with 
R38 which had not been seen in previous Zeppelin designs. 

Did Dr. Dürr copy selected Campbell design 
innovations? Or, with the pressures of war abated, are these 
innovations simply a logical progression from the LZ112 
model? Dr. Dürr, himself, would surely be offended that the 
question is even brought up; as may be some readers today. 
What is the historical trail of evidence? 
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The first point to be offered is that this is not the only 
accusation of other peoples’ design innovations being used by 
the Zeppelin Co. David Schwartz’s widow made a turn-of-the-
century claim. The Zeppelin Co. and the Schutte – Lanz Co. 
spent a decade in court regarding the wartime use of patented 
innovations without compensation. 

An argument against the allegation is that R38 was an 
advanced, secret, military design. The Zeppelin Company had 
neither access to the design during the war, nor ability to 
engage in espionage after the war. The statement is accurate; 
however, spying is unnecessary when one’s competitor 
publishes his theories and methods. In 1919 and 1920, 
Campbell published papers discussing airship design which 
were often illuminating as to which direction his own design 
was proceeding. 

Soon after the disaster, Major G.H. Scott presented a 
paper to the Royal Aeronautical Society advocating continued 
airship development. His thesis was that R36 (a stretched 
Zeppelin copy with passenger cabin added) was a proven 
design while R38 was an experimental, high performance 
design containing several unproven innovations, some of 
which were flawed, the result being failure. Development, 
therefore, should begin with proven R36 as its starting point. 
Scott compared and contrasted R38 innovations to the R36 
standard in considerable detail. 

The Air Council ordered an inquiry into the crash of 
R38. The report was available from H.M. Stationary Office, 
complete with drawings, early in 1922. 

Finally, the U.S. Navy representatives to the Zeppelin 
works during design and construction of LZ126 were familiar 
with Campbell’s design and likely a source of critical comment 
to their hosts. 

Therefore, the pattern of using others’ design 
innovations is a matter of record and the opportunity to do so 
in the case of R38 is clearly established. The similarities 
regarding several design details is obvious; that Dürr learned 
from Campbell’s errors - declining to accept several of 
Campbell’s ‘improvements upon Zeppelin practice’ to produce 
a superior design – is also obvious. 

The second question is what were the effects of the 
failure of R38 and the success of LZ126 upon both the 
designers and the designs of their next ships in these two 
countries? It is submitted that, in both Britain and Germany, 
designers took one step back from these two craft before 
proceeding with a next design. Let us compare and contrast, 
beginning with LZ126. 

In Germany, Dr. Dürr continued as chief of design at 
the Zeppelin Co. When completed, LZ126 was hailed as the 
culmination of 25 years of Zeppelin development. This 
reputation only improved as LZ126 was operated by the U.S. 
Navy for the following seven years. It finally lost flying status 
for reasons neither technical, nor structural but financial. Dr. 
Dürr may have justifiably considered LZ126 two steps forward. 
None the less, he took one step back when laying out the 
design for LZ127. 

The diamond truss and ‘M’ shaped keel were features 
found on LZ127. The maximum diameter was again increased, 
this time to 100 ft (30.75 metres). This was achieved by 
increasing the number of diamond trusses in the ring which is 
what would happen again when maximum ring diameter was 
again increased in subsequent designs. The rings returned to 
the shape of regular polygons, the keel no longer extending 
below the theoretical circle. A central wire running from bow 
to stern had been a standard feature since LZ62. It was 
eliminated in LZ126. An axial gangway was introduced in 

LZ127 and is found in the subsequent Zeppelin Co. designs as 
well. 

In Britain, Cdr. Campbell was on board R38’s final 
flight and was killed in the crash. Contrary to Nevil Shute 
Norway’s comment, the surviving members of Campbell’s 
design team did not participate in subsequent British airship 
projects. 

The causes of the R38 disaster were analysed. There 
followed a second study of the stresses working upon and 
within a rigid airship structure. The conclusion regarding R38 
was that it broke up because it was weak. It was concluded that 
Campbell did not know how to calculate aerodynamic stress so 
he calculated static stress (stresses applied to a fully loaded 
airship at rest) and flew, pretty much, by the seat of his pants. 

The second study in 1922 concluded that Zeppelin 
structural design had developed by trial and error instead of 
being based upon first principles of engineering. The study 
offered several specific design recommendations, presumably 
based upon ‘first principles’, which were fleshed out by 
Vincent Richmond for the Air Ministry in 1923. 

In 1923, the British Air Ministry was engaged in a 
political struggle to retain control of all military aircraft. 
Although only commercial airships were under active 
consideration, these proposed commercial craft were seen as 
having secondary potential as long-ranged naval scouts. At that 
time, military rigid airships were, either flying, or under 
development, in France, Italy, and the United States. 

Richmond’s efforts validated the Air Ministry as the 
home of government airship experts. It also established Air 
Ministry criteria as the basis for future British design and 
development. 

Although apparently not publicly, officially codified in 
1923, this situation clearly influenced Airship Guarantee 
Company designer Barnes Wallis whose ideas – regarding an 
airship structure which avoids the errors of Zeppelin Co. 
empiricism and conforms to first principles of engineering – 
were the subject of patent applications submitted in January 
1924. 

These Air Ministry criteria were officially codified as 
part of The Report of the Airworthiness of Airships Panel in 
October 1924. The designs of airships R100 and R101 were the 
results. Two designs, as different from one another as they 
were different from any standard Zeppelin pattern; they were 
the two least successful rigid airship designs of the post-World 
War 1 era. Their designers were handicapped before the 
Government (which contracted for them) was even elected to 
office; a misguided reaction to the disaster of R38. ♣ 

Sources: 
Accidents Investigation Sub-committee. “Report on the Accident to H.M. 

Airship R.38” R & M 775 (A.2) March 1922. 
Aeronautical Research Committee. “Report of the Airship Stressing Panel” R 

& M 800. August 1922. 
Aeronautical Research Committee. “Report of the Airworthiness of Airships 

Panel” R & M 970. October 1924. 
Campbell, C. I. R. “The Development of Airship Construction” Transactions 

of the Institution of Naval Architects Vol. LXI. (1919) 188 – 214 
Campbell, C. I. R. & Henry May, “The Effect of Size upon Performance of 

Rigid Airships” Transactions of the Institution of Naval Architects 
Vol. LXII (1920) 102 – 116. 

Cole, A. P. “Principles of Rigid Airship Construction” Journal of the Royal 
Aeronautical Society (March 1920) 98 – 130. 

Richmond, V. C. “The Hulls of Rigid Airships” A paper presented to the 
International Air Congress in London (1923) 

Robinson, D.H. & C. L. Keller “UP SHIP!” Annapolis, MD, U. S. Naval 
Institute Press, (1982) 

Scott, G. H. “The Present State of Airship Development” Journal of the Royal 
Aeronautical Society (January 1922) 23 – 39. 

Girder diagrams: Courtesy of Eric Brothers. 

7



HISTORICAL SECTION 

THE PROBLEM WITH NAVAL AIRSHIP No.1 (Part 1) 
By Brian J Turpin © 2018 

Ever since I first read the story of HMA No.1 in Robin Higham’s seminal work The British Rigid 
Airship, published in 1961, I have been intrigued by the fact that the official Court of Enquiry papers have 
somehow disappeared. Enter ‘Air 1/2444’ into the National Archives search engine and you will be 
rewarded by the following entry: Accident to H.M. Airship No.1: Court of Enquiry finding. But if you order 
up the box, as I did some years ago, you will not find the Court of Enquiry report inside but just two letters; 
one from Rear Admiral Frederick C D Sturdee to Murray Sueter RN and the other from W Grahame Greene 
C in C Portsmouth. Not a trace of the report or any other papers relating to the enquiry have ever come to 
light, with the result that many theories have been put forward by aviation historians and conspiracy 
theorists as to what actually happened to the ship when she was launched for the second time in September, 
1911. Was she really struck by an unexpected squall blowing across Cavendish Dock, Barrow-in-Furness, at 
the very moment she emerged from her shed in what appeared to be perfect weather conditions or was the 
gust of wind an excuse conjured up to cover up for something else which might have shown the Royal Navy 
in a bad light? In this article I will look at the available evidence and draw my own conclusions as to what 
really happened; but unless a copy of the Court of Enquiry comes to light in some dusty archive, perhaps as 
a result of some digital copying initiative of forgotten records, it is unlikely we will ever know the truth of 
what went wrong with the launch of Naval Airship No.1. 

The story of His Majesty’s Airship No.1 began officially 
in May, 1909, when the order was placed for the shed, the 
airship and most of the material required to build her. The 
responsibility for the strength of the framework rested with 
Vickers Ltd, the Admiralty accepting the responsibility for the 
gasbags, outer cover, sizes and positions of the fins, rudders, 
etc., but not for the overall strength of the structure. The 
contract called for the shed to be finished in August 1909 and 
the ship two or three months later - a very optimistic estimate. 

The shed, in which the ship was to be erected, was built 
with part of its structure placed over the edge of Cavendish 
Dock so that the airship, once completed, could float inside the 
shed on its watertight gondolas. The reasons for doing this 
seem to be twofold: firstly, because the Admiralty required the 
ship to be capable of alighting and floating on water; secondly 
because this was the method that had been used on all the early 
Zeppelins. However, the main reason for Zeppelin using a 
floating shed was so that it could be turned into the wind to 
enable the airship to be taken in and out without the problem of 
winds blowing across the shed entrance. A fixed shed built 
over the water lost this advantage, compounded the problems 
of building the ship and indirectly led to its premature demise. 

The airship was to have been built of aluminium, 
although Vickers recommended that wood be used due to their 
almost total lack of experience of working with light alloy 
materials. However, the Admiralty stuck with metal, a decision 
that proved fortuitous in November or December, 1909, when 
Vickers first heard of a new aluminium alloy called duralumin. 
The company carried out an investigation of the new alloy and 
found all the claims for it to be true. With commendable 
initiative, Vickers promptly bought all rights in duralumin for 
the British Empire, and then urged the Admiralty to abandon 
aluminium and adopt the new alloy. The Admiralty accepted 
the recommendation early in 1910. 

On 25 January, 1910, the crew of Naval Airship No.1 
began their training, which proved to be protracted because of 
the various delays in completing the ship. It was not until 
February, 1911, that the last piece of machinery and gear was 
installed, and on the 13th of that month shed trials were carried 
out before the assembled Advisory Committee for Aeronautics. 
During these trials the engines were run and the controls 
operated, but the ship was not yet inflated and no outdoor trials 

could be made until the weather improved. At the end of 
March, the crew were reported to be ready for the launching 
and the ship was declared ready for inflation. The gasbags 
were placed in the hull, which was still suspended from the 
roof of the shed, and on 30 April, 1911, inflation began. 
Numerous difficulties presented themselves during this process 
and it was not until 21 May that the job was completed. 

At 4 am on Monday, 22 May, the canvas doors of the 
airship shed were drawn open and the launching of Naval 
Airship No.1 began. There was no wind. The airship gondolas 
were floating on the water inside the shed and getting her out 
involved towing the ship slowly stern first and then swinging 
the bows to starboard. In the perfect conditions that prevailed, 
it took only six minutes to get the bow clear of the shed and 
begin the process of manoeuvring her out to the mooring mast 
which had been erected on a floating pontoon moored in the 
centre of Cavendish Dock. Once attached, there were some 
yawing problems but after a few modifications the mooring 
system proved more than adequate, the airship riding out some 
particularly severe gusts during the four days of the trials. 

 
Diagram of HMA No.1 mooring and docking method 

At the time of the launch on Monday 22nd the wind was 
less than 5 mph but gradually increased during the day to 16 
mph from the west. By the following morning it was blowing 
at a steady 20 mph and later backed to west-south-west, 
increasing to 36 mph with squalls during the night of up to 45 
mph. On Wednesday 24th conditions were much the same, with 
the wind becoming westerly again and increasing in strength  

8



during the night. On the final day of the trials, Thursday 25th, 
the wind gradually abated during the morning but was still 
quite strong and squally in the afternoon when, as all engines, 
controls, mooring and other arrangements had been tried, it 
was decided to take the ship back to her shed.  

The delicate manoeuvre began at about 1 pm. During 
this operation the ship was subjected to some strong gusts of 
wind and two sailors fell into the water during the hour it took 
to get the ship alongside the roadway. Once there, however, it 
took only eight minutes to move the ship into the shed and 
close the doors. 

The ship was too overweight to fly and so various 
alterations were made to improve the situation. The main 
changes were removing the water trimming service completely 
and, controversially as far as most airship historians are 
concerned, the removal of the keel and the amidships cabin. 
Later, modified arrangements of these were designed to be 
fitted to the ship for use when in harbour. In a lift and trim test 
it had been found that the ship was light at the stern, requiring 
a heavy weight to be placed in the after gondola. In order to 
improve the natural longitudinal trim of the vessel, it was 
decided to change round the two gondolas. The forward 
gondola, with two propellers, and their brackets and gears, was 
the heavier of the two, so this was moved to the aft position. 
The after one took its place and as the keel had been removed, 
the single centrally mounted propeller on this gondola now 
cleared the hull structure without further modification. 
However, some alterations had to be made to the framework of 
the upper part of the gondola and the controls had to be moved 
from one to the other, as it was still necessary for the foremost 
gondola to be the command station.  

By the end of July the modifications were complete and 
the hull had been re-covered. Preparations for the re-inflation 
of Naval Airship No 1, now popularly known as Mayfly, were 
completed on 12 August, 1911. Inflation proper commenced on 
Sunday, 13 August, and as soon as inflation was completed a 
lift and trim test was made. The ship was still too heavy. 

The official acceptance of the airship by the Admiralty 
was refused on 19 August, on account of the ship not meeting 
the exacting Admiralty specification, and numerous further 
alterations were made with a view to lightening her still more. 
One major change was replacing the 15ft diameter single 
propeller on the forward gondola with one of 10ft, and as this 
could be run at engine speed the clutch and gearbox were 
removed and replaced by a direct drive. In addition, a number 
of minor alterations were also carried out, such as moving 
fittings to save lengths of pipe, lightening brackets, cutting 
away everything that was not absolutely necessary, and in 
general lightening the gondolas as far as possible, but crucially 
not altering or interfering with the hull structure in any way. 

All the alterations were completed by 22 September 
when the inflation of the gasbags began. Several improvements 
had been made to the inflation system since August, and the 
whole process was completed in ten and a half hours. At 4 pm 
the ship lifted and balanced with all bags full, carrying 2,152 
lbs of petrol and 2,750 lbs of ballast, with weights representing 
the crew. In this condition, Captain Murray Sueter, who was 
responsible for overseeing the whole project, accepted the ship 
from Messrs Vickers Ltd, on the understanding that she would 
perform satisfactory air trials. It was now a question of 
awaiting suitable weather conditions for these trials to take 
place. Each day from dawn the ship’s crew stood by hoping 
that the great day had finally arrived. 

A good forecast indicated that a flight would be 
possible on 24 September. At 5 am that morning the airship 
was topped up with gas and preparations were commenced to 

ease her out of the shed. At about 6.30 am, Captain Sueter 
went out to the mooring post with Commander Oliver 
Schwann and the ship’s captain, Lieutenant Neville Usborne, 
to discuss the weather. They decided that the conditions were 
favourable. The wind at that time was north-north-west, 
varying from 9 to 12 mph. 

[In other words, a steady, gentle breeze was blowing in 
close alignment with the long axis of the Cavendish Dock Shed. 
These recorded wind conditions make the sudden arrival of a 
powerful crosswind ‘squall’ a little later seem unlikely. – ed.]. 

Shortly afterwards, the shed doors were opened and at 
the sound of a bugle the ship began to move out. The airship 
was being hauled by a stern hawser from the after gondola, the 
line then leading to a bollard in line with the centre of the shed 
and then to an electric winch near the shed entrance. The ship 
was restrained during this operation by a bow hawser that led 
from the bow of the ship to a block at the forward end of the 
shed. Men held the port and starboard guys, three guys on each 
side with wire crow’s feet at the top to distribute the strain. 

As soon as the ship was clear of the shed, the halt was 
sounded and the various hawsers were passed to the steadying 
boats along each side of the gondolas for the next stage of the 
operation. At this point, the port guys were manned from the 
roadway and the bow of the ship was to be pulled to starboard 
by various hawsers, including one that led to a steamboat 
replacing the cutter used previously. Conditions up to that 
moment had been good but just as the bow was being swung to 
starboard a strong squally wind struck the ship broadside and 
laid her over on her beam ends. The airship staggered and then 
righted herself and as far as could be seen no damage had been 
done. 

 
Was the distortion caused by a sudden gust? 

The squall continued, causing the ship to heel to 
starboard and blowing her away from the dockside. The 
process of towing the airship out into Cavendish Dock 
continued but was arrested by loud cracking noises from within 
the hull. A moment later the structure broke at main Frame 24, 
the stern rising up and the after part of the forward section also 
rising. As it did so the wire jackstay along the top of the ship 
held fast, preventing the airship from completely splitting into 
two parts but ripping out the top of several frames to which it 
was attached between Frames 24 and 21. 

As the stern rose, the forward end of the after gondola 
was depressed until water came in over the gunwale and the 
gondola sank to the bottom. The crew jumped out as it was 
filling with water and Lieutenant Talbot was later commended 
for his gallantry in rescuing some of the crew of this gondola. 
As the airship broke apart, the lines to the hand-operated gas 
valves in the stern section began to pull the valves open. As the 
bags were deflated the ship settled back on to the water.  
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At this point, Lieutenant Usborne had the presence of 
mind to start deflating some of the gasbags in the forward 
section, thus undoubtedly reducing to some extent the 
magnitude of the disaster although probably compounding the 
difficulties of the recovery operation later on. 

The crippled airship settled back on to the water, 
presenting the salvage and rescue teams with quite a problem. 
Once all the crew were accounted for, the salvage party slowly 
manoeuvred the ship back towards the shed entrance. At this 
point, although the wreck looked spectacular to the many 
bystanders on the dockside, the main damage was still limited 
to the hull section between main frames 21 and 24, and their 
intermediates. Unfortunately, as the remaining hydrogen was 
released from the gasbags and the ship sank on to the water, it 
became very difficult to move. In the ensuing struggle to get 
the ship into the shed considerable further damage was done to 
the structure, extending from main Frame 33 to well forward of 
Frame 21, rendering His Majesty’s Airship No.1, to all intents 
and purposes, a total wreck. 

 
Mayfly halfway back into the shed 

This description of the launch is based on that contained 
in Robin Higham’s book. However, as Robin Higham himself 
noted, it is the only description known to the present author 
that mentions the ship being struck by a squall and he gives no 
reference for his source. There is no mention of this in the local 
newspaper, the Western Morning News, in their report on the 
day after the disaster, reproduced almost word-for-word in the 
national Morning Post of the same date, or the Flight report in 
the issue of 30 September, 1911. More significantly, in view of 
his position of responsibility for the project, there is no 
mention of a gusty wind in Capt. Sueter’s account, detailed 
later, or that of another eyewitness, Lieut. F L M Boothby. 

So, where did this description of events come from? 

THE COURT OF ENQUIRY 
October, 1911. 

On 18 October, 1911, a Court of Enquiry was convened 
at Barrow under Rear Admiral Frederick C D Sturdee, CVO, 
CMG, assisted by Captain Nicholson and a Mr Whiting. It was 
held aboard HMS Hermione, an obsolescent light cruiser which 
served as support ship for the airship crew. Amongst those 
present were the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston 
Churchill, who had just been appointed that month, and the 
Secretary of State for War, Lord Haldane. Three Army airship 
officers were also present. Some 200 marines of the handling 
party, as well as Admiralty aeronautical experts, were 
examined by the Court. Before the Enquiry began, a visit was 
made to the wreck of the airship. 

The Report of the Court of Enquiry was never made 
public and no record of it can now be found. The only 

statement issued at the time was to the effect that the accident 
was caused by ‘structural inefficiency’ and not by any extra or 
unexpected strain experienced on being removed from the 
shed. It pointed out that, as the Admiralty constructors had 
never been called upon to approve the strength of the structure, 
no blame could be attributed to the Navy and all personnel of 
the airship’s crew and handling party were exonerated. This 
verdict would seem to ignore the fact of the squall, which 
allegedly struck HMA No.1 during the launch process, but as 
the original proceedings of the Court are no longer available 
for examination the reasons for this omission cannot now be 
ascertained. 

The outcome of the Enquiry was inevitable. Having 
exonerated the Navy and commended Lieutenants Talbot and 
Usborne for their good judgement and initiative at a critical 
moment during the accident, the President of the Court 
recommended to the First Sea Lord, Sir Arthur Wilson, that the 
policy of naval airship construction should be abandoned for 
the time being. 

Captain Sueter, realising the serious consequences of 
such a decision on the whole future of naval aeronautics, at 
once submitted his own proposals to the Commander-in-Chief, 
Portsmouth, under whom the airship tender Hermione came. 
His proposal was that Naval Airship No.1 should be 
reconstructed and used for various non-flying experiments, 
such as mooring trials and the development of the many 
original systems on board the ship. Vickers should be given an 
order for two new airships to be used for naval training and 
also to encourage the company to keep its airship design 
department and work force intact. On 22 November Sueter 
wrote a letter to his commanding officer urging a more 
offensive use of airships at sea in conjunction with blockading 
ships, and that non-rigid airships should be built for stowage 
aboard light cruisers which would carry supplies of hydrogen. 

Vickers, having been blamed for the whole catastrophe, 
were worried about the possibility of the rigid airship 
programme being cancelled, as they had invested a great deal 
of their own money into the project and now stood to incur a 
large financial loss. A lengthy correspondence followed 
between Vickers and the Admiralty in which, on the one hand, 
Vickers argued for financial compensation, while on the other, 
the Admiralty claimed that the disaster was all the company’s 
fault and that therefore no compensation should be given. 

At one stage it was even suggested that Vickers might 
be required to rebuild the ship, entirely at their own expense 
under the terms of the original contract. However, this action 
was not recommended as the Navy now considered that HMA 
No.1 was too small to be of any practical use. Vickers stated 
that as of 31 December, 1911, the cost of the project had 
exceeded the contracted amount by £15,795, equivalent to 
some £1.8 million today, an amount which the company could 
only consider to be a dead loss. This figure included the 
purchase of Cavendish Dock at Barrow and the cost of building 
the airship shed. In addition the company on its own initiative 
had purchased some 1,300 hydrogen storage bottles. In the end, 
the Admiralty agreed to pay Vickers only £2,500 (£300,000) in 
compensation. The company was authorised to sell what it 
could of the airship and its associated equipment for whatever 
they could get for it and the Admiralty would make up the 
difference. In the event everything went for £1,118 5s 9d, the 
engines fetching the most at £650. Consequently, Vickers 
received the princely sum of £1,381 14s 3d in final settlement. 

However, while these negotiations were in train, 
Vickers made one final attempt to persuade the Admiralty to 
continue with the rigid airship programme. … 

… TO BE CONTINUED … 
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WHEN THE BALLOON WENT UP (Part 4) 
The wartime experiences of Ensign Francis S. Clark (and some of his compatriots) 

By Lorne Bohn 
The following is condensed from a large quantity of material that belonged to WW1 US Navy balloon 

pilot, Ensign Francis S. Clark. The material provides insight into the personal life and war experience of 
Ensign Clark and derives from ephemera and a large number of letters written both before and after the war.   

 
Sailors relaxing around one of Ericsson’s stern deck guns. 

Judging from the lofty gaze of one of them these could possibly 
be a boson’s chair crew? The picture demonstrates the 

camaraderie which developed among a ship’s crew under very 
stressful conditions. The ship constantly reeked of fuel oil and 

conditions aboard a destroyer were cramped. A balloon officer’s 
sleeping quarters usually consisted of strapping himself to a 
transom in the ward room (officers’ mess) as the ship rolled. 

The ward room was shared with all other officers on board and 
the situation was even more unpleasant when seas were rough 
at which time meals consisted of “tinned Willie” (canned corned 

beef) or other cold rations.  

Soon after his arrival in Halifax on 12 November, 1918, 
Clark wrote a report to his commanding officer as follows: 

US Naval Air Station, Halifax, N.S., Nov. 12, 1918 
From: Ensign F.S. Clark, USNRF 
To: Commanding Officer 

Subject: Kite Balloon Policy for this Station 
1. The following policy for operation of kite balloons at 

this station is submitted for your approval after as thorough a 
study of local conditions as the short time which kite balloons 
have been in operation at this station permits. Though operations 
at this station at sea have been handicapped by the unavailability 
of craft equipped for kite balloon work, it is believed that 
conditions at this station resemble closely enough those at the US 
Naval Air Station, Brest, France, to warrant the adoption of 
substantially the same system of operations as were successfully 
used there. 

2. Transfer of pilots and observers from the ship to the 
balloon and inflation have proved the most difficult problems to 
solve in the operation of kite balloons at sea. The principal cause 
of these difficulties is the tendency of the balloon to oscillate, to 
gyrate, and to nosedive as the cable is shortened and the balloon 
approaches the deck of the ship in “hauling down”. The violence 
of the oscillations of the balloon are usually proportionate to the 
strength of the wind and the up and down motion of the ship, 
caused by the waves. 

3. A method successfully practiced by the British Navy 
has been to arrange ships for balloon work with sufficient deck 
space to allow the balloon to be securely snubbed down to the 
deck by the use of the “handling lines”. With this method the 
basket is brought clear down to the deck and it is a simple matter 
for observers to get in and out. 

4. Where it is not possible to bring the basket clear down 
to the deck - as is the case in operating with H. M. C. S. Acadia – 
it is necessary to devise a means for hoisting the pilots and 
observers into the basket at the nearest point it is possible to 
bring it to the deck. It is believed that the hoisting line run 
through a block and pulley attached to the forward suspension 
just above the basket and the “Jacobs ladder”, adopted with 
slight modifications from the French and successfully used on 
destroyers doing convoy work at Brest, affords the best solution 
of this problem at this station. 

5. With this system the transfer of pilots and observers 
may be effected in five minutes under favourable conditions and 
the operation should never require more than ten minutes. The 
only case in which it is necessary to change the course of the ship 
under this system is when the wind is blowing in the same or very 
nearly the same direction as the course of the ship, to prevent the 
balloon fouling the main mast. On destroyers it has been 
demonstrated that this system may be satisfactorily operated in a 
twenty-five knot wind with the ship  making five knots into or a 
quarter into the wind. In winds of a greater velocity a 
considerable element of risk enters. It should be borne in mind, 
however, that except in an emergency, the danger of breaking 
away is too great to warrant  the operation of a kite balloon at sea 
in a wind of greater speed than twenty-five knots at the surface, 
as wind velocity increases rapidly with altitude. 

6. It has been found that the most satisfactory method for 
“topping up” or inflating at sea with this method is to run an 
inflation tube down one of the after cable suspensions from a 
point on the side of the balloon just above the ballonet. The 
inflation tube, if attached at this point, must be supported by a 
line to prevent it being torn loose from the gasbag. This line 
should run all the way down the side of the tube, and the tube 
should be securely fastened to the line every six inches by means 
of patches and waxed seizing. The end of the tube may be 
attached to the concentration ring, which can easily be reached 
from the deck for the purpose of connecting the tubing from the 
gas manifold. 

7. An enclosed sketch illustrates the manner in which the 
equipment for this system of transfer is installed. In the sketch 
the end of the “Jacobs ladder”, the endless rope of the hoisting 
apparatus, the inflation tube, and the two forward handling lines 
are fastened to the concentration ring in a manner which makes 
them accessible the moment the balloon has been hauled to the 
nearest point to the deck possible without the use of the handling 
lines. 

8. While it is not possible to prevent the oscillations of the 
balloon at close quarters with the deck in this system in a high 
wind, it can be steadied to a considerable extent by the use of as 
many of the forward suspension lines as the amount of deck 
space will allow. 

9. In order to insure the greatest efficiency within this 
system, the crew should be divided up into sections with a man 
in charge of each section and each section assigned to perform a 
separate function. On a ship where the crew have had some 
experience in handling balloons, it will be necessary to take no 
more than the six specially trained balloon men from the station, 
as the remainder of the crewmen can be recruited from the crew 
of the ship at such times as they are needed.  
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10. On coming aboard, the officer in charge of the 
balloon should obtain a list of the names of the ship’s crew 
available for balloon duty. This list should be posted, together 
with the names of the men from the balloon station, with 
instructions to every man in the crew as to his station when the 
balloon is to be hauled down. Where the ship’s crew has had  
experience in handling balloons, it will probably not be necessary 
to take more than six rated men from the balloon station, as 
follows:– one first class Machinist’s mate to operate the winch, 
one first class Machinist’s mate to take charge of coupling up the 
gas manifold in “topping up”, one first class Electrician to take 
charge of the telephone instruments and three first class 
Quartermasters to be used as observers. 

11. The crew should include in its number, or in addition 
to its number, an experienced rigger. 

12. For transferring of pilots and observers the crew 
should be divided into two divisions. The first division should 
take position as soon as holding down is started, in readiness to 
act as soon as the lines concentrated at the “metallic Vee” or 
concentration ring may be reached. The first division should be 
comprised and stationed as follows: Machinist’s mate at winch; 
Electrician and gasman at emergency telephone cable reel – in 
case it is used; Quartermaster at metallic Vee to unfasten “Jacobs 
ladder”; five of the ship’s crew to man hoisting line; two of ship’s 
crew to stand by to catch pilots and observers as soon as they 
land on deck; three of ship’s crew on the starboard and port 
bowlines respectively. 

13. The second division should be composed entirely of 
the ship’s crew divided into groups of two for each of the 
handling lines. The second division should not to be ordered to 
take their position until the bowlines have been snubbed around 
suitable cleats. Usually it will be found that no more than four of 
the five pairs of handling lines can be reached from the deck of 
the ship. In this case there would be four pairs of handling lines, 
in addition to the bowlines manned by the first division, to be 
handled by the men in the second division. 

14. Thus, while the first division is always composed of 
eighteen men, the second division would be composed of from 
eight to ten men, according to the number of handling lines 
accessible. In case of an unusually heavy wind, as many as twelve 
additional men can be used to advantage on the handling lines. In 
such an emergency, the best plan of action is to have the reserve 
standby until the regular crew have taken their positions. The 
reserves can then be stationed where most needed with the least 
amount of confusion. 

15. In the case of a ship having only a few men available 
for balloon duty, satisfactory results may be obtained by ordering 
the men on the handling lines to make them fast as soon as the 
balloon has been brought into position and to stand by to assist 
in the actual transfer of the pilots and observers. The only style 
of hitch allowed, however, should be a “roll and two half 
hitches” – as there is a danger in the use of other knots from 
binding. Every member of the balloon crew should be efficient in 
tying the “bowline”, as well. 

16. Where the crew of a ship have had a no previous 
experience in the handling of balloons, not less than eight 
experienced balloon men should be taken from the station, and 
preferably more. 

17. One officer, as pilot, and a first-class Quartermaster as 
observer, has proved to be fully as satisfactory a combination to 
send aloft as two fully qualified balloon pilots. Where a crew of 
nine is sent out from the station, including three officers and 
three Quartermasters, this system allows pilot and observer eight 
hours on deck for every four in the air. Due to the severe strain 
to the eyes in the marine observation and other hardships 
suffered by the men aloft, it is believed unwise to attempt to 

economise by sending a smaller crew out with a balloon than the 
number stipulated. 

18. One of the Quartermasters on deck should be detailed 
to keep the log. 

19. The amount of gas to be carried should be reckoned 
at ten bottles of one hundred and seventy-five cubic foot capacity 
for each day. The best time of the day to top up is just before the 
approach of darkness. With slight modifications, the same 
procedure may be used as for transferring the pilots and 
observers. The most convenient place for storing the gas bottles 
is usually on the deck, near the point where they are to be used. 
A convenient rack, with semicircular notches in it for holding the 
bottles secure, has been devised for use at this station. 

20. The following equipment should accompany every 
balloon sent out for patrol duty: 

Gas manifold, wrenches for same, extra lengths of 
inflation tubing, connecting rings, adhesive tape. Two complete 
sets of telephone instruments, extra batteries, two thousand feet 
of emergency telephone cable with reel for same – or four 
thousand feet of cable on two reels, in case the “telephone core” 
is not working at the start of the trip; insulated wire for 
connections between balloon basket and metallic vee for deck 
instruments, pliers, a meter for testing batteries, electrical tape. 

Two flashlights. Red ink and medicine dropper for 
manometer. Instruments, including compass, anemometer or 
pitot tube, altimeter and manometer. Emergency rations and 
thermos bottle. Four life preservers for pilots and observers – for 
operations on destroyers life preservers should be furnished to 
every member of the crew. Four parachute harnesses. Three 
parachutes. Repair kit containing balloon fabric, eye suspension 
patches, toggles of all sizes, picketing line patches, three-eights 
[sic] and three-quarters inch rope, patching outfit, including 
cement, gasoline, brushes, and rollers.          F.S. Clarke. 

By early 1918, both US and British officials were 
thinking observation balloons working with ships would 
provide immediate U-boat scouting exactly where it was 
needed, rather than looking for a "needle in a haystack". 
Toward that end, the British had over 200 military ships 
outfitted with balloon winches and other equipment for balloon 
handling. Ensign Clark’s experiences reflect typical 
experiences of young Naval balloon pilots in their early 
twenties, operating in a hostile environment in a strange 
country, most of whom were away from home for the first 
time.  

The use of observation balloons reached it’s zenith in 
WWI. The use of kite balloons to escort convoys proved to be 
highly effective with the Navy at the end of WWI. The 
experiences that were learned proved invaluable later in WWII 
when [US Navy] dirigibles were used to patrol for submarines 
even with the development of Sonar in WWII. 

The only United States naval kite balloon casualty was 
the unsuccessful attempt to retrieve a pilot escorting an 
eastbound convoy through the Irish Sea on 14 August, 1918. 
The balloon plunged alternately from port to starboard of the 
destroyer as the tether was shortened to haul the balloon in. 
Each time the basket was plunged into the frigid Atlantic but it 
was empty when it was finally stabilized for the pilot to 
transfer aboard the destroyer. 1 

After the war, Clark went on to pursue his writing 
career with newspapers, advertising, and magazine articles. 
Most were short stories. One is his own account of the official 
report he filed of his submarine sighting in in the week of 
August 20, 1918 near Brest, France. ♣ 
1 Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kite_balloon 
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REMEMBERING ZEPPELIN L32 
By Edward Lubbock 

Reprinted from London Region Balloon Club Newsletter Hot Gossip (October 2016)  

Zeppelin L32 was shot down by Frederick Sowrey, RFC, aged 23, and it crashed near Snail’s Hall 
Farm, South Green, Great Burstead, Near Billericay. Its target was London, but because of an anti-aircraft 
barrage, it dropped its bombs near Purfleet. It began to make its way back to Germany when it was 
intercepted by Sowrey on a routine night patrol. The airship was picked out in the night sky by searchlights 
and Sowrey launched his attack. He fired three drums of incendiary ammunition into the body of the airship, 
she caught light and plummeted to the ground at some time after 1 a.m. All 22 of the crew were killed. One 
witness described how a pink glare in the night sky turned coppery red, then a ball of fire emerged, which 
changed into a perpendicular cylindrical mass of flame. 

By 3 o'clock that night, not only had the local people 
rushed to see the wreckage, but cars full of Londoners started 
to arrive to view the twisted and broken aluminum struts. 
Access to the area was limited by a narrow country lane and by 
8 o'clock it was reported that the lane was blocked with "motor 
cars, motor-cycles, bicycles, traps, tradesmen's carts, and 
pedestrians, all jammed together". Bicycles were by far the 
most popular transport and hundreds lay abandoned in fields. 
Even lemonade sellers set up their stalls in an attempt to profit 
from the spectacle. 

Souvenir hunting was discouraged by police and a 
cordon of soldiers armed with fixed bayonets, but this did not 
deter the hunters who scoured nearby potato and mangold 
fields looking for debris. Some souvenirs were gathered and 
today parts of L32 can be found for sale on eBay and online. 

A few days later the crew were buried at Great Burstead 
Churchyard. The bodies were later transferred to Staffordshire. 
Sowrey was awarded the DSO; he died in 1966 aged 75. 

Now Snail’s Farm is just along the road from my house 
so I was aware of this incident. Indeed there is a small museum 
in Billericay where salvaged parts from L32 are housed. The 
farm still exists and my interest was re-kindled (perhaps a poor 
choice of words!?) when I drove past the site earlier in the 
week. There was a memorial stone on the grass verge 
commemorating the crash. I had to take a photo. According to 
the local paper the stone was unveiled on 24th September 2016 
to mark the 100th anniversary of the event. ♣  

 
 
The postcard 
shown here was 
found in the 
archive of the 
British Balloon 
Museum and 
Library and is 
believed to show 
the control car of 
the wrecked 
Zeppelin L32. 

Th
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THE LARGE AIRSHIP TO DATE 
By A. J. LIVERSEDGE, A.M.1nst.C.E., Memb.Aer.lnst. 

Reprinted from AIR, the Journal of the Aeronautical Institute : January 1917 

It will not be considered inappropriate or in any way a work of supererogation, if there appears from 
time to time in the pages of this journal a brief summary of the recent performances of aircraft, so far as they 
have been publicly reported. It is not assumed that readers of AIR will fail to observe the records of these 
performances as they appear, but in the daily public prints the achievements of aircraft may represent little 
more than scenes, often apparently insignificant scenes, in a stupendous drama, and in the fascination of the 
great acts, their peculiar interest may frequently be overlooked. To collect and summarise such records, in 
the official organ of the Aeronautical Institute, therefore, may not only be interesting, but serve a useful 
purpose in connection with future reference. 

 
Mr A. J. Liversedge 

Engineer of wide experience and successful student of 
airship engineering. In addition to his professional duties, 

Mr Liversedge finds time to edit the Engineering 
supplement of the Daily Mail. 

All kinds of aircraft appeal to the present writer, but he 
is more particularly interested at the moment in the large 
airship. He confines himself, therefore, to the latter. 

Since Monday, November 27th, when a number of 
hostile airships invaded the East and North-East coasts of this 
country - two of them being brought down in the sea - there 
has been no Zeppelin raid over these Islands. It appears to be in 
some places assumed that there will be no more. This 
assumption will prove in all probability to be a profound 
mistake - as similar assumptions have been proved to be in the 
past; it has happily not been adopted by the authorities 
responsible for the defence of our coasts against enemy 
airships. 

It appears frequently to be assumed that the sole 
purpose of the Zeppelin raids is to kill women and children and 
to destroy the habitations of non-combatants. A little reflection 
as to what these raids compel us to do will put a totally 
different aspect upon them. They compel us to maintain an 
immense organisation of defence, including guns, searchlights 
and aeroplanes on land armed trawlers and other craft at sea. 
They compel us to live under very uncomfortable conditions in 
regard to personal locomotion at night, they oblige us to put 
innumerable munition factories in total darkness on the 
occasions of their visits, and thus to intermit the production of 
munitions for an appreciable time. A very able and elaborate 

staff, including the Commander-in-Chief of the Home Forces, 
and specialists like Sir Percy Scott, is largely occupied with the 
possibilities of these raids. So long as the enemy airships 
accomplish these important military results, they are certain to 
visit this country, notwithstanding the severe losses which they 
have lately experienced. 

A ZEPPELIN CONVOY 
The most interesting thing in connection with the 

airship during the present month, was recorded as follows in 
the public prints of December 19th :- 

“Christiania, Monday. 
“The well-known North German Lloyd passenger liner 

Prinz Friedrich Wilhelm, a vessel of 17,000 tons, is aground in the 
Cattegat, south of the small island of Samsoe. 

“At the time of the outbreak of war the Prinz Friedrich 
Wilhelm was on a tourist cruise to the North Cape. She put into 
Vardoe and there remained for some time, but eventually 
succeeded in reaching Stavanger, where she took on board a full 
cargo of wood. On Thursday last she left Stavanger, her 
departure, according to the Afterpost, being the sequel to signals 
received from a Zeppelin which had been patrolling the neighbouring waters. 

“The Zeppelin followed the liner southwards, and two 
submarines accompanied her. Rumour has it that the ship was 
sighted by destroyers, which made an attempt to capture her, but 
at that time she was inside the line of Norwegian territorial 
waters. She crossed later to Helsingborg, and thence proceeded 
across the Cattegat in a south-westerly direction, with the object 
of passing through the Little Belt. In a heavy snowstorm, 
however, she took the ground south of Samsoe, just off the 
entrance to the Great Belt, running very hard ashore. 

“Danish salvage steamers were summoned to her 
assistance, but so far all their efforts have been fruitless. Danish 
torpedo boats are now guarding the scene of the liner’s mishap. 

“The total value of the Prinz Friedrich Wilhelm’s cargo is 
said here to be in the neighbourhood of 20,000,000 marks.” - 
Central News. 

(The Prinz Friedrich Wilhelm is a twin-screw steamer of 
17,082 tons, built in 1907, and formerly well known in the North 
Atlantic passenger trade. She was evidently attempting to reach 
Kiel.)” 

And lest we should feel some natural satisfaction that 
although she escaped the vigilance of our naval patrol she only 
did it by becoming a wreck herself, it must be added that after 
being lightened the Prinz Friedrich Wilhelm was got off the 
bank and is now safely in German hands. 

The incident is but another illustration of the immense 
value of the large airship as a scout to ships at sea and 
whatever contumely some of our writers in the Press may think 
fit to pour upon the large airship, it is impossible not to be 
impressed by the picture which is conjured to the mind by the 
incident which has just been narrated.  
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We see one of these great aircraft cruising from Kiel or 
Hamburg far up the Norwegian coast, keeping our naval patrol 
all the time “under observation,” to quote the graphic 
expression used by Commodore Trywhitt, C.B.. At the 
appropriate moment the observers in the airship note that our 
patrol is away. The signal is immediately given to the Prinz 
Friedrich Wilhelm, which has been waiting her opportunity for 
many months, and she slips safely out of the port which has 
been her protection since the outbreak of the war. 

ZEPPELIN SEA ATTACKS 
It is often argued against the large airship that it is 

practically impossible for it to hit any particular object by 
means of its bombs. There is at least one record of a Zeppelin 
hitting a ship in full course at sea and sinking her; and we have 
been permitted during the current month to hear of an instance 
where a Zeppelin has destroyed a small vessel at anchor. The 
account appears in one of Mr Alfred Noyes’ “official” 
narratives as follows:- 

“The Franz Fischer was a coasting trader of about 970 
tons. She left Hartlepool for Cowes, with a cargo of coal, on 
January 31st, 1916. She was unarmed. About 9.30 p.m. on 
February 1st the ship was informed by a torpedo boat that there 
were floating mines ahead. The ship anchored at about 10 o’clock 
about 16 miles N.N.E. of Kentish Knock, and had two white 
anchor lights burning. 

“There was a terrific explosion, and in a few seconds all 
the men were halfway to the bottom of the sea, fighting for life in 
a black whirlpool. The ship had sunk like a stone. When Birch, 
the chief engineer, came gasping to the surface he saw the lifebelt 
box which had stood on the bridge. He managed to get hold of 
this. Others of the crew swam up until about eight naked men 
were hanging on to the ‘reasonable place of safety’ which had 
been so thoughtfully provided for them. 

“Birch lost consciousness and when he recovered he was 
in a lifeboat belonging to the Belgian steamer Paul. The steward 
and another sailor were also in the boat. 

“This attack on an unarmed ship at anchor had undoubtedly 
been made by a Zeppelin. One of the men on the bridge said 
afterwards that the aircraft seemed to be circling overhead in the 
darkness, dropping closer and closer to the vessel like a great 
night-hawk attracted by the white anchor lights. It grew much 
louder than an aeroplane - more like ‘several express trains all 
crossing a bridge together,’ and at its loudest it was impossible to 
hear a man shout. Then came a sudden silence followed by the 
terrific explosion, which flung the men about and dazed them.” 

ZEPPELINS AND ROUMANIA 
Information has recently come from Swiss sources to 

the effect that no fewer than 2,000 deaths occurred in 
Bucharest as the result of the Zeppelin raids made upon that 
city on the entry of our Ally into the War. We may reasonably 
hope that this figure is greatly exaggerated (though information 
from that particular source has frequently proved correct); but 
there can be no doubt that the airship attacks upon the capital 
of Roumania were much more serious than we were able to 
realise at the time. Bucharest was not well prepared for such 
raids; in other words, the Zeppelin got one of its rare “days 
out” and took full advantage of it. 

GENERAL HENDERSON 
It has frequently been stated that Lieutenant-General Sir 

David Henderson, the head of the Royal Flying Corps, opposed 
the building of large airships, and that indeed it was largely due 
to him that we had no large airships when war broke out. The 
extremely interesting Final Report of the Committee 
Appointed to Investigate the Administration and Command of 

the Royal Flying Corps disposes once for all of this assertion, 
which has no foundation in fact. 

MORE REGRETS 
The most serious aspect of the War at the moment, so 

far as it directly affects this country, is provided by the menace 
of the German submarine. Whether or not the enemy will 
increase his submarine attacks, in the event of the failure of his 
“peace” movement, his present operations are serious enough. 
Of all the instruments which could be used to counteract the 
enemy submarine campaign none could do more than the large 
airship. At the moment, the most serious enemy submarine 
operations are those he appears to be carrying on in the 
Mediterranean and off the Canary Islands, or we might say 
between the Cape Verde Islands as his southern limit and the 
entrance to the English Channel. It is not that the large airship 
would attack the submarine - it might do so on some 
favourable occasions, which possibly would present 
themselves more frequently than we imagine - but its great 
value would lie in its scouting capacity. Able to detect a 
submarine at a great distance, it could at once warn any 
threatened merchant vessels and direct our destroyers. Not 
attempting to carry any great weight of bombs, the large 
airship could patrol, say, from Gibraltar to the mouth of the 
Senegal or even to Bathurst in our own Crown Colony of 
Gambia - though, indeed, our ancient ally Portugal, in Madeira, 
less than 200 miles from the Canaries, possesses an ideal site 
for a great base, whence large airships could command the 
whole of the seas from Gibraltar to the Cape Verde Islands. 
There need be no question that our ally would be only too 
delighted to have her beautiful island utilised in the way 
indicated. 

It is unnecessary to say anything in regard to the 
Mediterranean - there are numerous sites suitable for airship 
stations from one end of that sea to the other, all either under 
our own control or under the control of our allies. The climate 
of the Mediterranean is certainly not more erratic than that of 
the North Sea, where the Zeppelin continually manoeuvres. 
There is no reason why we should not practically build large 
airships either at Malta or in Egypt; of course, preparing the 
parts here and sending them out ready to be assembled. We 
ought to be able easily to keep every part of the Mediterranean 
“under observation”. 

Again, the new German submarines must replenish their 
stores of fuel, torpedoes and other ammunition, and of food, 
somewhere; and it is often suggested that they do it at sea, 
making use of ships flying neutral flags. If that is so, the large 
airship is the ideal means by which the fact could be detected 
and directly or indirectly prevented. The unfortunate thing is - 
we have not got the airships. ♣ 

THE LIVERSEDGE RIGID AIRSHIP 
Alfred Liversedge was in his day a hugely talented 

engineer who is now sadly almost forgotten. The article above 
is one of several he penned for Air and he also edited a 
supplement on engineering for the Daily Mail.  

A contemporary of Joseph Bazalgette, Liversedge 
designed a wide range of devices from centrifugal sugar 
spinners to refuse destructor furnaces for power stations. His 
several diverse patents included machines for separating tar 
from gas, for improving the manufacture of plywood, for using 
steam to boil soap and for utilising tidal power.  

He also found time to design and begin construction of 
a Zeppelin-hunting airship. Sadly this airship was never 
completed but, by kind permission of his great-grand-daughter, 
Dirigible is pleased to honour Alfred’s memory and will publish 
photos of The Liversedge Rigid Airship in our next issue.  

15



AIRPLANE VS. ZEPPELIN IN 1917 
By Rebecca Maksel  : airspacemag.com  : March 3, 2016 

 
Image from: https://thumbs-prod.si-cdn.com/rwf3ap_9kqBsUJs6m75MEirRrdc=/800x600/filters:no_upscale()/https://public-media.si-

cdn.com/filer/d4/dd/d4ddb89b-f14d-4b85-90c0-816134f3b103/zeppelin_l49.jpg 

With one raid, the Allies demonstrated the airplane’s superiority over the airship. 
In October 1917, eight German Zeppelins lost their way above French territory. The L49 landed in 

Bourbonne-les-Bains. (©ECPAD/France/Albert Moreau SPA230M4573. Courtesy The University of Chicago Press)  
On the night of October 19, 1917, eleven German 

Zeppelins slowly ascended from their depots and headed 
toward the English coast on what was expected to be a 25 hour 
raid. Although hampered by British anti-aircraft guns, they 
managed to drop all of their bombs, killing 34 people and 
wounding 56 others. 

When the Zeppelins attempted to return to base, they 
ran into headwinds and fog; eight of the eleven accidentally 
crossed the Alsatian border into Central France. Four were lost: 
two were destroyed by Allied gunfire, and two were forced to 
descend by French aviators of the “Crocodile” Squadron. 

Zeppelin L49, shown here, was forced to land at 
Bourbonne-les-Bains, and so became the first German airship 
captured intact. This spectacular image, taken by French Army 
photographer Albert Moreau, is from the recently published 
The First World War: Unseen Glass Plate Photographs of the 
Western Front (University of Chicago Press, 2015) and also 
featured in the exhibit “14-18: The War in Pictures: Bruges at 
War.” Unlike many World War I photographs - grainy and 
monochrome - the images in The First World War and the 
exhibit are startling in their clarity. For the book, photo-
journalist Carl De Keyzer selected 100 images from a pool of 
more than 10,000. (Some of the glass plates are even in color: 
autochromes with thin coatings of potato starch dyed orange, 
violet, or green.) 

Joseph Whitney Ganson, an American officer in a 
French battery at the Western Front, gave an account of this 
particular Zeppelin’s capture to Air Service Journal. Fifteen 
minutes after the unit was alerted, a patrol of five airplanes was 

able to identify the position of the airship, which was at 5,000 
meters. In an attempt to outrun the airplanes, the airship 
descended sharply. (While airships were about 50 mph slower 
than airplanes of the day, they could rise and sink much more 
rapidly.) The French pilots began firing, said Ganson, and 
“when the Germans saw luminous balls whizzing past they 
knew they were lost, and hung out a white flag.” The French 
pilots directed the airship to land, which it did.  

While the French were still in the air, the German 
commander destroyed the wireless, and tried to set the airship 
on fire; he was stopped by a local man. Twenty-one Germans 
were taken prisoner, some with serious frostbite. The 
commander seemed especially downcast, reported the New-
York Tribune, “for the loss of a complete Zeppelin to the enemy 
is a serious offence”. The commander was right to be worried; 
the Allies were so impressed with L49’s design that they 
reverse-engineered it to build the U.S. Navy’s USS 
Shenandoah, constructed after the war in 1922-1923. 

What became of L49? Shortly after it was downed, 
Parisians waited in long lines to buy war bonds sold from the 
Zeppelin’s gondola. Parts of the airship — including the 
altimeter, small portions of the outer envelope, the gas bag, and 
the ship’s battle flag — were presented to the headquarters of 
the Marine Corps by the French officer who brought it down. 
The artifacts were given to the Smithsonian Institution in 1918. 

 
Read more at https://www.airspacemag.com/daily-

planet/l-49-180958236/#ztoaKAv6l0vpe6jL.99 
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FIRST WORLD WAR ZEPPELIN RAID, OCTOBER 1917 
by Susan Crisp, Chair of Friends of Burgess Park 

Published in December 2018 Camberwell Quarterly, this extract is from an essay on the Zeppelin 1917 events and 
commemoration which was the 2018 winner of the Camberwell Society’s Mary Boast History Prize. 

(www.bridgetonowhere.friendsofburgesspark.org.uk/mary-boast-prizewinning-essay) 

History can come to life when community research unearths new information and brings together 
people who have never met despite their shared close links to an historical event. The Friends of Burgess 
Park local history project [told] the story of the last Zeppelin raid across London in October 1917 with a 
focus on the bomb which dropped in Camberwell. 
Living History 

… … Survivors of the bombing were able to see the 
exhibition, to meet with the relatives of neighbours who had 
been dispersed after the bombing. The news blackouts and 
stoicism had meant that they had not known the story of the 
raid until this exhibition as it was not something that the adults 
and children involved had talked about. 

The launch event was attended by the sole remaining 
survivor of that raid, 102 years old Mrs Greta Druce (née 
Boyce-Balls); when the raid took place Greta was almost two 
years old. In the raid Greta sadly lost her brothers Sonny (aged 
5) and Eddie (aged 3); her father Henry, mother Nellie, brother 
Leslie (aged 4) and younger sister Joan survived. This proved 
to be the last ever Zeppelin bombing raid over London. Greta 
went on to live a very full life and served in the WAAF 
(Women’s Auxiliary Air Force) during WW2, played the bugle 
and saw the liberation of Europe in 1945. Mrs Druce was 
accompanied by her younger brother Peter Boyce and her 
daughter the Revd. Diane Druce. 

We were also joined by descendants of the Glass family, 
who also lost family members in the blast. The whole family 
found the exhibition and walk very informative and moving. 
Many people involved in the war didn’t like to dwell on the 
suffering and so details were often not discussed with family 
members in the aftermath. … … 

The Zeppelin Raid 
On the night of 19/20 October 1917, London was hit by 

a Zeppelin raid. Zeppelin L45 dropped a 300 kg bomb onto the 
corner of Albany Road and Calmington Road, killing 10 
people and injuring 23. Northampton, Hendon, Piccadilly and 
Hither Green were also hit. [See postcard on page 36.] 

Zeppelin engines were almost inaudible, and on the 
night in question weather conditions made the airships and 
their exploding bombs even harder to hear – producing a 
terrifying ‘silent raid’. This was the last Zeppelin attack on 
London. To add insult to injury, the raid wasn’t even intended 
to target London. The eleven Zeppelins which left their base on 
the morning of 19 October planned to attack the centre of 
England. The fleet included Zeppelin L45, commanded by 
Kapitänleutnant Waldemar Kölle, and carrying enough fuel for 
22 hours, plus a cargo of bombs. 

The raiders crossed the North Sea and headed for a 
rendezvous to the east of Flamborough Head, but were driven 
off course by an unexpected north wind. Airships were 
susceptible to losing course, especially when flying high to 
avoid being spotted. 

Flight of the L45 on the Night of 19/20 October 1917 
8.30pm : L45, aiming for Sheffield, comes in over the 

Yorkshire coast and avoids planes by climbing to 19,000 
feet, causing temperatures to fall to minus 9˚C. The 
engines struggled in these freezing conditions, and the 
crew also suffered from cold and altitude sickness. In 
addition, they were unsure of their location. Kölle wrote 
later of the confusion: Bearings could not be obtained. All 

the ships were calling. Well, the visibility seemed to be 
obscure everywhere. 

10.50pm : L45 drifts over Northampton and drops its first 
bombs. One of the crew wrote later: We dropped a few 
bombs at some faint lights but Providence alone knew 
where they went. 

11.25pm : L45 reaches London’s north-west suburbs. After 
bombing Hendon, Cricklewood and Piccadilly, it pushes 
onwards, dropping a bomb on Camberwell before floating 
further south-east and offloading yet more deadly cargo 
on civilians in Hither Green. 

12.00am : Continuing eastwards, the airship is attacked by an 
aeroplane from 39 Squadron RFC, but gets away. The 
pilot, 2nd Lieutenant TB Pritchard, lands in a field near 
Bexhill and later dies of his wounds. 

8.00am, 20 October : Having crossed the Channel and now 
losing height, L45 comes under fire from the French. 

10.45am : L45’s attempts to escape to Switzerland fail. Kölle 
brings the ship down on the dry bed of the River Durance 
in southern France. The crew is interned in the prisoner of 
war camp at Sisteron, 127km north-east of Marseille. 

Of the original fleet of eleven Zeppelins, seven 
eventually returned to German territory. Three others – besides 
L45 – were driven southwards and were either destroyed or 
surrendered. 

The Destruction 
Meanwhile the bomb that hit Camberwell late on Friday 

19 October 1917 killed people in two locations – 101 Albany 
Road and the cellar of the doctor’s surgery at number 103. 

That Friday evening, the fried fish shop at No.101 had 
closed at 10.30. Alice Glass was counting the money. She lived 
above the shop with her parents, Emma and James Glass, and 
six siblings. Edward Walter Brame, a fish fryer, was clearing 
up. Widowed four years earlier, he had two of his three 
daughters with him: Ivy, who worked there, and her younger 
sister Ada (14). Young Stephen Skelton was also in the shop. 
In the front parlour on the first floor the young people were 
having a party. Stephen Glass and a friend, Alfred Fowler, 
were home on leave from their naval patrol boat. One of the 
boys played the mandolin and the other the piano. Jessie 
Martin, a friend of Alice Glass, who also played the piano, had 
come round to join them. The parents had gone to bed early, 
and Jesse and Emily were also in bed. Daughter Margery was 
at work in a Lyons Tea Shop on the Strand and did not return 
home until almost midnight.  

Meanwhile, over the road grocer Henry Boyce-Balls 
had heard a distant noise which worried him. He had five 
children with his young second wife, Nellie. He decided to take 
his family to shelter in the surgery cellar (No.103). Other 
Boyce family members, neighbours and a colleague of Dr 
Whitelaw came too. There were 18 people sheltering in the 
basement, with the children lying in a row in the centre – 
Sonny (Reginald) (5), Leslie (4), Eddie (3), Greta (nearly 2) 
and baby Joan. The adults were sitting around the walls. 
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The bomb fell just after 11.30, with terrible impact. 
Police Constable Wilcox said he heard a hissing noise which 
increased until the explosion. There was a terrible bang and 
blinding flash of light. the South London Press reported on 26 
October: The roofs of a number of houses were cleared of their 
slates as though they had been removed by a monster razor; 
rafters were hurled in all directions, and…furniture…hurled 
into the street below as if by a terrible upheaval of nature. 
Women and children ran screaming into the streets…The front 
of the fish shop had been blown into the main road. 

The group in the basement of No. 103 had been there 
ten minutes when the bomb fell. The house collapsed on top of 
them. Nellie Balls was injured in the back as she threw herself 
across her children to protect them from falling timber and 
masonry. Reginald and Edwin (Eddie) Balls were killed by a 
falling beam.  

At 11.45 p.m. gas from a broken main ignited and the 
fire burned for nearly half an hour. Dr Whitelaw, who was 
taking shelter with the group in his basement, described what 
happened next in a letter to the South London Press shortly 
afterwards. ‘…Thanks to my wife’s pluck,’ he wrote, ‘we all got 
out safely except two children, who were killed by the falling 
debris’. He goes on to describe how, although all three exits 
were blocked by debris, his wife managed to crawl out through 
the coal chute: Having had some experience in mining districts 
of falls in mines, I knew we must keep the air pure, and 
persuaded the people to sit still and not stir up the plaster, etc., 
by moving about until I established communication with the 
people outside. I was too stout to get through, but my wife, who 
is thin, grabbed a baby and crawled through to the chute. I 
followed, enlarging the opening, and was able to instruct the 
fireman where to break through. Undoubtedly she saved all 
our lives, as we men were too large to crawl through. Another 
doctor in the same thoroughfare who was in the cellar with us 
worked like a brick, extricating people from the debris, and 
others also did their bit.’ 

The injuries at the Fish Shop next door were 
catastrophic. There was no warning or cover. The 4-storey 
house fell into its basement, crushing most of those inside. The 
bodies of Alfred Fowler, Stephen Glass and Jessie Martin were 
recovered from the cellar late on Saturday. In the shop, Ivy 
Brame and Alice Glass were killed immediately, and Stephen 
Skelton died the next day of his injuries. A doctor had crawled 
beneath the debris and given him morphine, and an unknown 
civilian remained with the boy all night. 

The rescuers – soldiers, civilians, Red Cross and 
Salvation Army workers, police, doctors – toiled all through 
the night and well into the following day, when Council 
workmen came to clear up the debris. 

Ada Brame was pinned beneath a beam across the legs, 
and in great agony she kept crying as the police and Royal 
Engineers worked their hardest to free her, ‘Daddy, I want to 
come out of here.’ Her father had a head injury and could not 
help, and she could not be freed until eight o’clock next 
morning. Ada never recovered from the trauma of that night. 

Those in the bedrooms fared little better. Mrs Glass was 
found dead on the pavement in front of the house, buried 
beneath a huge pile of wreckage. Mr Glass and the two little 
girls were found near each other after a foot was noticed at 
4.10 a.m. Eventually Jesse and her father were extricated alive, 
but Emily Glass gave her last gasp as she was brought out. In 
addition to the 10 people killed, 9 men, 5 women and 10 
children were injured. 

After the Raid 
The Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, visited on 

Saturday morning, and the King and Queen the following day. 

An inquest took place on 25 October. Margery Glass had the 
painful duty of identifying the bodies of her mother, brother 
and her sister Alice. Jessie Martin’s sister identified her by 
some of her clothing and jewellery. 

Many of the victims were buried on 26 October, when 
thousands of people lined the streets after a civic service in St 
Mark’s parish church. 

Police Heroes 
Along with many brave local people helping the trapped 

and injured on the night of 19 October, three brave police 
officers were crucial in saving several lives – Inspector 
Frederick Wright, PC Robert Melton, and PC Jesse Christmas. 
Hearing the bomb, and despite the threat of another explosion 
due to a gas leak, Inspector Frederick Wright, PC Jesse 
Christmas and PC Robert Melton, who was off duty at home 
just a few houses down from the blast, raced to the scene. 

The brave Camberwell bobbies cut a hole in the floor 
and dropped down into the basement, where they managed to 
find two children in the smoke and chaos. Ignoring the threat 
of the building collapsing and the toxic gas fumes, they led the 
children and a group of shell-shocked adults to safety. 

Inspector Wright collapsed, received medical care, went 
home, and then returned to his rescue efforts later on in the 
night. An eye-witness spoke of ‘the great bravery’ of the three 
police officers in a letter to a local paper that week. He said: ‘I 
can assert that their conduct was exemplary, deserving the 
highest possible praise and public gratitude’. Inspector 
Frederick Wright was awarded the Albert Medal for his 
bravery, while the two police constables were decorated with 
the King’s Police Medals. In 1919 PC Robert Melton’s career 
was cut short when he was sacked for taking part in the police 
strike which attempted to improve the pay and conditions of 
police officers. He died in Southwark in 1934 at the age of 53. 

The Salvation Army were also on the scene very early 
after the bomb hit. They assisted in the rescue efforts and 
alleviated the suffering with meals from their travelling kitchen. 
Prime Minister Lloyd George met and congratulated them on 
their efforts the following day. On Saturday afternoon they 
continued by salvaging furniture from the ruins. In the longer 
term, their public food kitchen a couple of streets away fed 
around 50 people made homeless in the raids. 

Local historian Stephen Bourne has researched the three 
men and compiled this account. He is striving to have the men 
properly recognised locally. 

Local Volunteers – 2017 
The [Friends of Burgess Park history] project brought 

together the community of people wrapped around the park. 
There was a wide variety of participants who would not usually 
have had the opportunity to work together creatively. Feedback 
shows that while people knew parts of the history of the park 
very rarely did they know the bigger picture of the war and the 
local Camberwell story or the wider impact that the Great War 
had on people’s lives.  

Overall from our record of attendances at the exhibition 
and events about 600 people took part in some way. Many 
more will have seen the posters in the park and wider publicity 
which will itself have raised the profile of the unusual history 
of Burgess Park.  

Inspired by the enthusiasm and local support for the 
heritage project, Southwark Council appointed artist Sally 
Hogarth to create an installation to commemorate the centenary 
of the Zeppelin raid. Information about Sally’s ideas for the art 
piece were included in the exhibition. … … More details about 
life in Camberwell during the First World War and the 
Zeppelin Raid are on the Friends of Burgess Park website … ♣ 
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THE TOMMY HOBBS PHOTO COLLECTION 
By Alastair Lawson, AHT Vice-chairman 

Following the unexpected recent donation of the Reginald Durrant photo collection, some examples 
from which we were pleased to publish in the last Dirigible (No.87 Summer 2019), another surprise came 
out of the blue just before Christmas in 2017. It came when the AHT team received a call from Greg Collins 
who lives in Australia and was here in the UK to visit his mother. Greg and his daughter had brought with 
them a number of personal photo albums that once belonged to Greg’s grandfather. 

His grandfather was Tommy Hobbs, who, in August 
1930, had been Assistant Coxswain on the R100’s flight to 
Canada. The albums included some wonderful pictures from 
Tommy’s career with airships. Initially posted to serve on the 
R33 at Pulham, he later moved on to the R36, and then to the 
R100 after which he worked at Cardington assisting with the 
development of experimental balloons and hovercraft. 

AHT are hugely grateful to the Collin’s family for 
donating this unique collection and giving us the opportunity to 
share a few of them with our members.  ♣ 

 
R36 over Lands End, taken from the front port side engine car 

 
The crew of the R36 enjoying tea, over Great Yarmouth. 

 
R33 landing to a mast at Pulham 

 
View from onboard the R100 being walked out of Howden Shed 

 
 The Semaphore Signalling Crew 

�
Taken from R100 over Cardington Sheds in 1930�
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LINE SQUALL 
By Enid Holmes (daughter of Royal Airship Works Meteorologist M.A. Giblett) 

Maurice Giblett was a gifted mathematician and scientist, with an exceptional talent for 
organisation. After training as a meteorologist, he applied himself to research into new meteorological 
concepts (weather fronts) and wireless technology relating to aviation. In 1924 he was selected to head 
up the Met Office’s new Airship Division. His work with the ‘British Airship Mission’ led to him being 
responsible for the creation of a global network of wireless-relayed Met information to prepare the path 
for the new intercontinental routes of the Imperial Airship Programme. On the eve of success, his hopes 
and his life came to a fiery end in the crash of the R101. The following text is an excerpt from a 
biography of the man written by Giblett’s daughter, which has recently been published by AHT. 

Chapter 7 “1926, Imperial Conference followed by the Commonwealth Tour of the Airship Mission.” 
“ … … The theory behind the decision that two 

airships were to be built, one by the Air Ministry (R101) and 
the other (R100) by the Airship Guarantee Company, was to 
assure competition in design and to avoid the danger that a 
purely accidental failure of one ship would not terminate the 
whole programme.  

Researches and experiments were to be made in 
intricate detail; new sheds and masts were to be erected in 
England, Egypt and India; and, important to my father, 
meteorology was to have high priority with weather 
conditions affecting the routes, to be thoroughly investigated 
in their application to suitability of the said routes and to 
airship navigation. 

My father, therefore, had been selected to prepare a 
“comprehensive memorandum”, consisting of the many 
aspects of meteorology relevant to developing the 
organisation of Empire Airship Routes and their operation. 

Hence the memorandum contained suggestions of 
possible routes; the necessary ground organisations to enable 
them to function efficiently and, of great importance, the co-
operation between them, from the meteorological point of 
view. 

This was the basis, but of course it needed much work 
and study and to be dealt with in great detail, in order to 
present a convincing and practical approach, to the project. 

It was accepted with enthusiasm by the conference 
and, quite amusingly was said to show a power of planning 
and organisation that was seldom encountered in so young a 
person as my father - and a “scientist to boot”. 

Airship Meteorology therefore, was by then 
considered of equal importance to “Airship Architecture” and 
“Airship Mechanics”, because of the influence of the weather, 
atmosphere and relative components on airships moored to 
the mast and in flight, and so should be developed parallel to 
the designing and building of the ships. The Division known as 
M.0.12 and the Meteorological Office at Cardington were well and truly 
a part of Airship Development and my father was accepted as colleague 
and friend of the team concerned with the design, construction and 
operations of the R101 and R100. 

The successful outcome of the Imperial Conference resulted in 
a volume of work to be considered. Of necessity, much of this would 
be in the form of discussions in the Dominions themselves, to which it 
was arranged that an Airship Mission should be sent, in order to 
promote further plans to the appropriate countries.  

 Cartoon in Dirigible Editor’s collection from an unidentified contemporary publication 
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The “Mission” was due to leave on May 5th, 1927. It consisted of 
three representatives: Group Captain Fellowes, who, as Director of 
Airship Development, was leader of the mission; Flight Lieut. S. Nixon, 
of the Air Ministry and a member of the Airship staff, Cardington; and 
my father. 

The Mission was formed to carry out an expert survey of 
possible sites for bases along the East and West coasts of Africa, South 
Africa, Australia and was also to include New Zealand and Tasmania, 
the Mission returning via Ceylon (Sri Lanka), India and the Middle East. 

At the closure of the Imperial Conference of 1926, it was 
publicised that Canada and South Africa were committed in agreeing 
to authorise the erecting of mooring masts, for the new trans-oceanic 
Imperial Airships. Canada was not  included in this survey but was to 
be treated separately as it was expected that officials would be invited to 
confer with the Dominion Government later in the year. 

Following on from the memorandum of the Conference, in 
which the airship routes had been put forward as extending to Australia, 
New Zealand and South Africa, the expert survey was to ascertain the 
most suitable sites for bases along these suggested routes. Therefore, as 
the Union of South Africa had made a definite gesture of inviting the 
British Air Ministry for discussion to the effect of agreeing on the most 
appropriate base, Group Captain Fellowes and my father were to leave 
England together, for Capetown, in the following May. 

In the meantime, in order to investigate sites for a possible base 
in West Africa, in conjunction with the Governors and their staffs, the 
other member of the mission, Flight Lieut Nixon, left England in 
February for Freetown, in Sierra Leone, and Bathurst in British 
Guiana.  His itinerary continued with South Africa, which he was due to 
reach [in] April, before the arrival, of Group Captain Fellowes and my father. 

The investigation was to continue up to Mombasa on the East 
coast, to examine conditions for an eastward route to the Cape, Durban 
and Capetown then being considered as possible bases. 

The whole party was to sail for Australia in June, where the stay of 
about a month was scheduled. Perth and Melbourne had already been 
suggested as being suitable for prospective bases. 

The mooring masts to be erected were to be replicas of those 
already built at Cardington and at Ismailia and in the process of being 
built at Karachi. With the increased size of the airships necessary for 
longer flights, both for the practical side as well as the economical, the 
need for a redesign of the original mooring masts, to accommodate them, 
had become apparent. Previous masts, such as the one at Pulham of 
which Major Scott was the inventor, would take a ship up to 
2,000,000 cu.ft. but the new ones were to be in the region of 
5,000,000 cu.ft., with the prospect of larger ones in the future.  

Special towers were therefore to be constructed at Karachi, the 
end of the India route, and at the intermediary station of Ismailia in 
Egypt, Later more towers were to be built at other stations on the route, 
but because of turn of events, these never materialised. The Canadian 
Government constructed one at St. Hubert, Montreal. This was used 
successfully for mooring R100 in 1930. With the new adaptations, the 
mooring masts were supposed to be referred to as “Towers” in the future. 

The mooring tower was 200ft. in height and 70ft. across the base, 
in diameter. Running up the centre of the tower was a passenger-lift and 
an open staircase, not for those squeamish of heights. The airship was 
entered from the tower, beneath the bow, by means of a flexible, 
enclosed corridor, which was let down from inside the ship and 
which connected it to the masthead, so giving access to the ship for 
crew and passengers alike. The cone to which the ship was anchored by 
the “nose” was specifically made to revolve, thus enabling the ship to be 
moored in varying weather conditions. 

In special masts were housed various meteorological, and 
scientific instruments much having been the outcome of 
experimental work at Cardington, as touched upon previously. 

It may have been according to plan, or it may have been by 
special request, that my father did not leave on this long trip on February 
8th with Flight Lieut. Nixon. I am glad he didn’t, for, on writing this, I 

realised that if he had done, he would not have seen me until I was about 
ten months old, as I put in an appearance exactly one month later on the 
eighth day of March, 1927. I was born at Wembley, at 12, Neeld Crescent 
and my mother literally had her hands full with me to keep her 
company while my father was away. 

Before leaving for Australia on the Airship Mission, my father 
was occupied with the final, preparations of points that would of 
necessity be looked into and raised for discussion in the Dominions. His 
reports covered some thirty places to be considered with a view to their 
being suitable areas for mooring towers, and places with a suitable 
climate for the operation of the ships. 

Much work of this nature and the preparation of the working 
chart had already been accomplished for the Egypt (Ismailia) - India 
(Karachi) route, but now the continuation of this work was to involve 
the extension to the Dominions. However, in spite of these necessary 
investigations prior to the Imperial Conference and the mountain of 
preparations for leaving on a tour of this scale, my father had still found 
some time to do a certain amount of scientific research. 

At Cardington he had been working on a paper in collaboration 
with Wing Commander Cave-Brown-Cave of the Airship Staff. The report 
dealt with upper air temperature and humidity in different localities, by 
means of selected records and with special reference to the maximum 
water recoverable from the exhaust gas of an Airship in flight. 

This type of investigation and those of special occurrences 
meteorologically were of extreme interest to my father as a matter for 
discussion. An example of the latter was the line squall, with which water 
spout phenomena was present, that happened in Malta in the winter of 
1925-26, and followed the Persian Gulf cyclone, which had caused great 
destruction in October of 1925.  Incidentally that was the winter of his 
tour of Egypt, Malta etc. 

The “Line Squall” was among his specialised subjects. Of these 
and water spouts, he had made detailed studies and in March 1927, he 
read his paper on the above, before the Royal Aeronautical Society. 
This was published in the Journal of the Society and, according to 
reports, entailed the most complete knowledge of the subject that was in 
existence at the time and embodied certain new ideas regarding their 
structure. The anger of the elements: tornados, cyclones, intense vertical 
currents, water spouts, thunderstorms and so on, presented an attraction 
to my father and about these he felt compelled to discover their nature, 
their formation and structure, their magnitude and how they came to 
be. He had an obsession for weather and atmosphere in those early 
pioneering days, from which the vast technical scope of our space-age 
grew and caught up with, this modern world. 

Here we go back to remember that the Dominions were, in the 
year 1927, many miles distant time wise, for travellers generally and for 
politicians alike. To bring them closer together was the object of the 
Airship Programme and in order do so, politics, commerce and 
efficiency in operations of communications were bound, to converge. 
Therefore not only the idea of running an organised schedule for 
airships, had to be sold to the Dominions, but the Airships themselves, 
as a peaceful form of promoting commerce and travel. 

In May my father was due to leave for Australia on a tour that 
would take up the rest of the year.  …  … “  ♣ 

Line Squall 
By Enid Holmes 

Paperback, 246 Pages 
Price:  £15.00 + £3.00 p&p 

Available from: 
Mr. A.J. Lawson, 

6 Green Lane, Ellington, 
Huntingdon, 

Cambridgeshire 
PE28 0AZ 
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THE SECRET AUSTRALIAN AIRSHIP SCHEME 
The pictures and accompanying photocopied correspondence reproduced on these and the following 

pages (overleaf), were discovered in a folder that has recently come to light during a stock take of the 
British Balloon Museum & Library’s document collection. No one can recall who donated it or where the 
folder came from. However, the contents clearly show that Sir Dennistoun Burney and the Airship 
Guarantee Company had been ‘secretly’ exploring ambitious plans to establish a commercial airline 
service between England and Australia, in competition with their Air Ministry rivals, from the very 
beginnings of the British Airship Project in 1924. 
 

 
FIG. I. - The Air Ministry design of a 5,000,000 cubic foot airship, showing external 

 passenger and control accommodation and position of engine cars (7 in all). 
 

SECRET 
31st March, 1925 

The High Commissioner for Australia, 
Australia House, 
Strand, 
London, W.C.2. 

Sir, 
AUSTRALIAN AIRSHIP SCHEME 

On the 16th July last we had the honour to submit to 
you a detailed Airship scheme for markedly improving the 
communications between Australia and this country. 

Due to the very extensive researches which we have 
been carrying out in connection with the airship which we are 
now constructing for the British Government, certain 
advances have been recently made which render this type of 
vessel even more suitable for both Naval and commercial 
purposes than we indicated in our former letter on this subject. 

In the original scheme, the airships which we 
proposed should be employed on the Australian Route were 
capable of flying a non-stop distance of 2,500 miles at a full 
speed of 70 miles an hour carrying 120 passengers and 12 
tons of luggage, mail and freight. 

As was then shown, with a ship of this performance, 
the route to Australia had to be divided into the following 
sections:- 

(1) London - Ismailia     ) 
(2) Ismailia - Bombay    )   10,020 miles. 
(3) Bombay - Singapore ) 
(4) Singapore - Perth      ) 

Due to the improved efficiency which we have 
attained as a result of our recent investigations, the maximum 
speed of the airship, as determined by wind tunnel 
experiments carried out for us by the National Physical 
Laboratory is now 90 miles an hour, an advance which has 

been made without any sacrifice of, but rather with an 
increase In passenger capacity. 

As a result of this improvement longer nonstop flights 
can be made with the consequence that the following more 
direct route to Australia can now be employed:- 

(1) London - Baghdad    ) 
(2) Baghdad - Colombo  )   9,110 miles. 
(3) Colombo - Perth       ) 

thus, not only is the total distance to be flown reduced, but 
also the capital and maintenance costs of one mooring mast 
station are eliminated. 

The improvements which have made the above route a 
practical proposition are in the main the two following:- 

(1) Reduction of the number or engine cars from 
seven to four. 

This reduces the head resistance of the ship, while, by 
using larger engine units, the total power is increased to 
4,400 H.P. 

(2) Placing of the Control Room of the airship in the 
bow of the vessel. 

This eliminates resistance at that point where its 
presence would singularly objectionable. 

To appreciate these improvements at a glance, it is but 
necessary to examine the Air Ministry’s design for an airship 
of the same volume, namely 5,000,000 cubic feet, and then to 
compare this with our final design. Fig. I shows the Air 
Ministry vessel with its seven cars, (three on either side and 
one on the centre line aft) and control and passenger quarters 
protruding from the streamline form of the hull. Fig. II is a 
reproduction from a drawing illustrating the final form of this 
Company’s ship; there are but four engine cars, (two on 
either side) while the head resistance of the control and 
passenger quarters has been entirely eliminated by an 
arrangement which can be seen in greater detail in Fig.III 
(see overleaf). 
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In view of the fact that with two of the engines, that is 
to say with one half of the available power, the air speed of 
the Company’s vessel will be slightly over 70 miles an hour, 
it is proposed that since in the commercial operation of a 
means of transportation, timetables should be based on the 
assumption that the hourly distances made good, will be 70 
land miles thus, on this basis, the time for the different 
sections of the proposed route will be: – 

London – Baghdad  37 hours 
Baghdad – Columbo  41 hours 
Colombo – Perth 51 hours 

or allowing for gassing, fuelling etc., at the stopping places 
less than seven days for a journey which now takes about 
four times as long. In part the better performance of the 
airship is due to an improvement in the type of naval mooring 

mast which was described in our previous communication, 
for because of the modifications which have been made in 
this, not only has the new airship control car position been 
rendered possible, but also the actual process of mooring has 
undergone further simplification. 

In conclusion should there be any other points either 
of a technical or financial nature with regard to which you 
would like further information, we trust you will be good 
enough to let us know when we shall be only too pleased to 
let you have any further details which, for fear of making this 
communication too protracted we have now omitted. 

We have the honour to be, Sir, 

Your obedient servants, 
for Airship Guarantee Company Limited, 

Chairman 

 
FIG. II. - The Airship Guarantee Company's design of 5,000,000 cubic foot airship showing 

 internal passenger and control accommodation and position of engine cars (4 in all). 

COPY 
Vickers House, Broadway 

Westminster 
London. S.W.l 
1st April 1925 

SECRET 
Rt. Hon. Sir Joseph Cook G.C.M.G. 
Australia House 
Strand. W.C. 2 

Dear Sir Joseph Cook, 
Referring to our recent conversation with regard to the 

proposed England - Australia Airship line, I now enclose 
particulars of the improvements which we have recently 
made in the design of the airship, in our view most suitable 
for operating on this route. 

As to the original scheme, I understand that a very 
detailed plan, based on the Macdonald Government's Airship 
policy, was sent to you in July last, which you were good 
enough to forward to the Commonwealth Government. 

Since then, there has been a change of Government in 
this Country and no doubt the former airship policy has been 
the subject of review, for, in February of this year the Prime 
Minister asked for, and we submitted, a further scheme for 
the commercial establishment of this service. 

While, as you will understand, I am not at liberty to 
disclose details, I have no doubt that you would have no 
difficulty in obtaining them, (if you have not already done so), 
from Downing Street.  

In outline the plan envisages the financial co-
operation on the part of the British, Commonwealth and New 
Zealand Governments and private interests with the object of 
establishing a weekly airship service between this Country 
and New Zealand. 

Hoping you will let me know if there is any further 
information which you would like. 

I am, Yours sincerely (Signed) A.T, Dawson 

P.S. I enclose a copy which you may like to retain for your 
personal use. 
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THE SECRET AUSTRALIAN A

FIG. III. - The control and passenger acc

3rd April 1925 
SECRET 

Memorandum for The Secretary, 
Prime Minister's Department, Melbourne 

Adverting to my memorandum of the 22nd July last, respecting the Airship Guarantee Company’s scheme for 
an Airship Line between Britain and Australia, I desire to inform you that Company has submitted to this office 
particulars of improvements they have recently made in the design of the Airship, which in their view is the most 
suitable for operating on this route. 

For your information, I am forwarding a letter, together with enclosures, from the Company on the subject, 
outlining their plan for the establishment of a weekly service between this country and the Commonwealth. 

Official Secretary. 

24

AIRSHIP SCHEME - continued 

 
commodation of the Company's airship. 

3rd April 1925 
SECRET 

The Chairman, Airship Guarantee Company Limited 
6, Broadway, Westminster, London SW1 
Dear Sir, 

I am desired by the High Commissioner to acknowledge the receipt of your letter of the 1st April, on the 
subject of an airship service to Australia, and enclosing particulars of improvements which your Company has 
recently made in the design of the airship which in your view would be most suitable for this route, and in reply to 
inform you that copy of your communication, together with enclosures, has been forwarded to the Commonwealth 
authorities. 

Yours faithfully, Official Secretary 
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THE CRIME OF R101 
By T. H. Wintringham 

Source: Labour Monthly, December 1930 :  
Public Domain: Marxists Internet Archive (2008).  

Transcription: Phyll Smith : HTML Markup: Brian Reid 

A Cabinet Committee of the first Labour Government decided, in May, 1924, that two new airships 
should be built, each nearly twice as big as any previous vessel of this sort. A Cabinet Minister of the second 
Labour Government received the report, on October 5, 1929, that the second of these two ships, R101, was 
ready to fly. Exactly a year later this airship lay burnt out at Allonne, near Beauvais. Fifty-four men had 
been sent out in her to fly to India; forty-seven of these died at Allonne. 

This disaster was not so great, in the money value of 
vessel and cargo, as most of the unnumbered disasters of the 
sea; nor were the deaths more numerous than those normally 
occurring in any fortnight’s operations of the British mine-
fields. But it caught the imagination of the capitalist world 
because of the greatness of the hopes that were put to the test 
of fortune in this flight ; because of the scale of the gamble, 
and its dramatic quality ; and because the disaster seemed to 
almost all outside Britain, and to many in Britain, a clear sign 
of the decay that is corroding the imperial power of Britain, a 
clear omen of the disaster to which is doomed British imperial 
policy—now becoming equally a gamble in the dark against 
head winds. 

And this airship disaster has interest for the 
revolutionary working class, quite apart from our indignation 
at lives thrown away; it shows with what criminal eagerness 
the Labour government presses forward the policy of British 
imperialism, “the linking of the Empire,” and also shows to 
what a pitch of disregard for risk the Labour Government has 
been driven, by its need for a demonstration of courage and 
Imperial achievement, its need for a success somewhere, 
anywhere, to relieve for a few days or weeks the dark record of 
increasing crisis. 

The court of enquiry into the disaster has adjourned for 
three weeks at the time of writing. But so much revealing 
evidence has been given that it is difficult to choose which of 
the technical aspects can most usefully be dealt with in this 
article. To prove the callous rashness with which the Labour 
Government sent this vessel out on its last flight, we need only 
look closely at one of the many points in regard to which the 
airship was experimental, untested, and—judged by any 
normal engineering standard—unsafe. 

The engines of R101 were of a type never before used 
in an airship. They ran on a fuel never before used in an 
airship. Their designers experienced constant trouble. Three 
experimental types were built in succession the second of 
these, the “Tornado Mark II,” was to give 650 h.p. for 3,100 
lbs. weight dry; but it vibrated itself to pieces.  

How serious were the difficulties on this side may be 
seen from the fact that the third type, the “Tornado Mark III,” 
weighed 4,700 lbs. and gave only 585 h.p. The makers of the 
engines had to increase the weight per horse-power from 5 lbs. 
to 8 lbs—a big jump! 

These heavier engines were never given a full-speed 
test, in the airship, without some accident happening. An 
engine failed during the only high-speed test attempted. 
Another failed in the last test flight before the trip to India. 
Another worked badly between 8 and 11p.m. on the trip itself. 

The gas-bags were of a material never previously used 
in Britain they were fixed in the vessel by a novel method an 
inspector reported that they fouled sharp projections in the 
framework and “there are now many holes in them” (letter of 
F. McWade, read in Court of Inquiry on November 7, 1930). 
He reported to the Air Ministry that padding these projections 

was unsatisfactory; the Air Ministry wrote back that it was 
necessary to see the projections were properly padded (letter of 
Major Bishop, read same day). 

The designer of the vessel reckoned that the gas-bags 
might be leaking at such a rate that the vessel would lose “4 to 
5 tons lift in 12 hours” (Col. Richmond’s minute, read same 
day). But the only major alteration ever made in the matter of 
R101’s gas-bags was an alteration (made with a view to the trip 
to India) which increased the size of the bags, gave less 
clearance between them and the framework, and increased the 
number of “points of fouling” where holes might be made. 

Defects almost as serious as these have been revealed in 
most of the important parts of this enormous and complicated 
piece of machinery. They were not remedied: remedies were 
tried (as for example, the padding of the gas-bags), but no one 
will ever know if they were effective to any extent. 

Facts such as those we have noted about the engines and 
the gas-bags, are sufficient in themselves to convince most 
workers of the desperate risk of using such a machine for a 
flight to “limit range,” which could only be successful if every 
part functioned correctly. But it is not possible to make clear 
the full facts about the engines and the gas-bags without going 
into technical points such as the effect of torsional vibration on 
the engine crank shafts, or the “co-efficient of discharge” of 
gas through holes in the bags. 

One main question, however, can be treated fully 
without going too far into technical formulae that is, the 
question of the stability of the airship, its ability to fly at a 
constant height above the ground, without sudden “nose-dives” 
which would bring it into danger. 

No airship is completely stable. But after careful tests it 
is possible to say, of a vessel whose qualities in all positions of 
flight are known, that in recovering from “a bad angle” (a steep 
tilt upwards or downwards) the vessel will rise or fall 200 feet, 
or 600 feet or more, according to speed, gustiness of the wind, 
original angle of flight, &c. 

No such data had ever been accumulated for R101; her 
test flights had almost all been with four engines out of five 
working, and the only approach to a full speed test was in 
“perfect weather” (Col. Richmond’s diary). If therefore she had 
a “critical angle” at a certain speed relative to a gusty wind—
an angle certain to be followed by a long and steep dive—this 
was not known it could not be guarded against. 

There are two natural factors of instability in any 
airship. These can be described as internal and external. 

If a vessel for any reason dips her nose, fuel and ballast 
in all the tanks which are not completely full tends to run 
towards the nose, tipping her further down. The lifting gas, on 
the other hand, tends to act slightly further back, lifting her tail. 
That is what we have called the “internal” factor of instability. 

The “external” factor is due to the pressure on the 
surface of the vessel of the wind in which it is flying. 
Instability due to this is very much increased if the vessel is 
flying “out of trim,” with its nose either up or down. 
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To counteract this instability an airship has fins at the 
tail, like the feathers on an arrow, and behind these fins 
movable rudders and elevators. 

Even in fine weather at low speeds the vessel is always 
tilting slightly, and has to be held level and on a straight course 
by the use of these rudders and elevators. 

The “external factor” of instability is only partly due to 
what are called (wrongly) “vertical currents” of air. “Vertical” 
currents do not exist, except in very rare atmospheric 
conditions; but currents of air do occur which flow at an angle 
relative to ground level, and these may seriously affect 
stability. The only possible way of guarding against the effects 
of these currents is to fly high enough to make certain that the 
vessel can be brought back to the level before it strikes the 
ground. 

There are two points in this matter that have to be kept 
clearly in view. One is that R101 flew at a maximum of 1,500 
feet above sea level. The second is that by the time R101 had 
reached Beauvais she must have been flying at an angle, with 
her nose down—unless the gas-bags were leaking very badly 
indeed, so badly that the ship ought at once to have been turned 
back. 

The height at which R101 flew was reported as rather 
more than 1,000 feet over London, and 330 feet over Poix 
aerodrome, which is nearly 700 feet above sea level. Major C. 
C. Turner stated in the Daily Telegraph for October 18 that the 
usual height for the first stage of a British airship’s voyage is 
2,000 feet, “but for R101’s last voyage I believe a somewhat 
lower level was chosen—either 1,5000 feet or 1,000 feet.” 

A low level of this order is chosen because hydrogen 
gas expands in the thinner air as a vessel goes up. R101’s gas 
bags, at the start of the voyage, would be not quite full; when 
she reached the predetermined height (called “pressure 
height”) of 1,500 feet or 1,000 feet, they would be quite full; if 
she went higher some of the gas would escape out of the 
valves. There is certain to be a good deal of loss of gas later on, 
during the day when the sun warming the gas causes it to 
expand, and holes in the gas bags have developed. Therefore, 
gas is precious at the beginning of a flight. And for this reason 
a flight is begun at a low level, to keep as much gas in the bags 
as possible. 

How low a level is safe? That depends on the known 
behaviour of the ship. R101 is said to have come down, in her 
last dive, at an angle of about 25 degrees. At that angle, and at 
her normal speed, she would hit the ground in less than two 
minutes from 1,500 feet. From 330 feet (the height reported 
over Poix) there would be only 25 seconds between her 
pitching and the crash. 

By the time the vessel had reached Beauvais she must 
have burnt 3½ to 4 tons of fuel. If she had leaked anything like 
an equivalent of that amount of gas, the ship ought to have 
been turned back; she was certain to crash later when the 
escape of gas increased owing to the development of more 
holes. But it is not very likely that the leaks had yet developed 
to this degree. If she had not leaked an equivalent amount of 
gas, it would have been necessary (in order to keep her down 
to the predetermined 1,500 feet level) to drive her at an angle 
nose down. 

Major Turner writes, in the article quoted (written to 
prove that the airship was “not over-burdened”) that “by the 
time she reached Beauvais she had, doubtless, consumed about 
four tons of fuel. This would cause her to rise a further 800 feet 
or so, but the ascent could be prevented by driving the ship bag 
slightly head down by operating the elevator plane.” 

That is almost certainly what was done. Increasingly the 
vessel must have been flown at an angle to the ground. We 

have already seen that this angle is one of the important main 
factors in “external instability.’’ 

 
The crash site just south of Allonne 

Now we can consider the second main factor—speed. 
From Cardington to Hastings, the ship covered her first 100 
miles in three hours. From Poix aerodrome to the hillside at 
Allonne she covered her last 25 miles in minutes. Her speed 
had fallen from 3 miles per hour [sic] to 20 miles per hour. 

But that is speed relative to the ground. Relative to the 
air in which she was flying, R101 was going as fast in the later 
stages of the flight as earlier on: we have the evidence of the 
engineers that the engines ran at cruising speed throughout, 
except between 8 p.m. and 11 p.m. during this period the aft 
engine was slowed down owing to oil trouble. 

All that the slowing up of ground speed shows is that 
the head wind was increasing. The airship reported its air speed 
by wireless as being 62 mph. 

An increasing wind generally means an increasingly 
gusty wind. If the vessel was flying at an air speed of 60 mph. 
and making a ground speed of 20 m.p.h., the average force of 
the head-wind must have been at least 35 m.p.h. (the other 
mph. being accounted for by errors of direction, which seem 
actually to have been almost negligible). Meteorological 
evidence also points to a wind of this average velocity. 

Such a wind may occur in gusts varying in force 
between to 20 m.p.h. and 50 mph. This is particularly likely to 
occur in the lee of a range of hills, as at Beauvais. 

If a lull (i.e., a period during which the wind is round 
about 20 m.p.h.) occurs and is prolonged, the airship will speed 
up, relative to the ground, to 40 m.p.h. ground speed. If she 
then meets a gust of 50 m.p.h. her air speed relative to this gust 
may be 90 m.p.h. for a moment, until she loses weigh. These 
are conditions which almost certainly occurred. What is their 
effect?  
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The vessel was increasingly having to fly at an angle—
which the navigators knew to be safe in such weather as they 
had experienced, at such speeds as those reached in the tests 
(i.e., with four engines, except for one short period in perfect 
weather). Had they ever met a gust which would increase their 
air speed to 90 m.p.h. or so, at such an angle? No. 

It is possible that other factors may have added to the 
danger, or even been the final determining cause of the crash. 
But the main conclusion to be drawn from the enquiry 
evidence is that this vessel - reported on a trial flight to be 
“bumping, dipping, and plunging” (Captain Meager, at inquiry 
on November 10) when flying relatively slowly in calmer 
weather - came into a gust near Allonne at an angle which, for 
a gust of that force, was beyond the “critical angle.” 

One other point as to stability may be noted. R101 was 
originally 724 feet long and of 5,000,000 cubic feet capacity. 
For the flight to India she was increased to 777 feet in length 
and a capacity of 5,500,000 cubic feet. No model tests were 
ever undertaken to see if the fins and rudders considered 
capable of controlling the 724 feet vessel could control 
effectively the enlarged vessel, 10 per cent, bigger. 

The only possible conclusion, then, from the facts 
known as to the vessel’s stability is that it was a criminal risk 
to fly such a ship within 2,000 feet or more of the ground 
during “heavy weather.” It was particularly risky when the 
vessel was carrying 20 tons or more of fuel and passengers, 
because in such a case the available emergency ballast 
represents a smaller total proportion of the gross weight of the 
ship, and has a less rapid effect than it does when the vessel 
has less fuel aboard and less gas in the bags. It was even more 
risky to try to conserve gas by flying with the nose pitched 

down. All these risks had to be taken if the flight to India was 
to be carried through. 

That flight had to be carried through, while the Imperial 
Conference was sitting, for Imperial reasons. Lord Thomson, 
Secretary of State for Air, agreed to official minutes and signed 
memoranda in which he advised a slow, cautious and 
progressive testing of the airship. But in another minute he had 
written: “I must insist on the programme of the India flight 
being adhered to, as I have made my plans accordingly.” 

It is obvious that the first of these, advising caution, was 
a formal document only. The second was an order that had to 
be obeyed. Squadron-Leader Booth, commander of R100 (the 
other Labour Government airship) said that the existence of the 
Imperial Conference “biased the judgment” of the officers in 
charge. How much more likely to “bias their judgment” was 
the “I insist” of Lord Thomson, His Majesty’s Secretary of 
State for Air—and the man who boasted that the first telegram 
of congratulations he received after being made a Lord was one 
from Mussolini. 

“I have made my plans.” But it was not as an individual 
that Thomson planned. It was the plan of the Labour 
Government. They knew that the Imperial Conference could 
not reach, yet, a dramatic and successful result. They wanted a 
great burst of popular enthusiasm—newspaper-created—to 
cover the ending of the Conference. The risks, the need for 
longer tests, did not matter. 

The responsibility of these “Socialists” for this disaster 
is complete and inescapable. 
[NB – I am sure I don’t need to remind readers that views 
expressed in articles published in Dirigible may not accord 
with those of the editor, or the Airship Heritage Trust. – ed.] 

 
---ooo000ooo--- 

AIRSHIP PERSONNEL AVAILABLE FOR AIR MINISTRY 
Found by Peter Davison in the National Archives (AIR 5/1006) 

One of the reasons commonly stated as being a major contributing factor to the crash of the R101 in 
October 1930 was conflict with the competing design team of the R100. More specifically, the personal 
animosity that is said to have existed between the staff members of The Royal Airship Works, Cardington 
and those of Cmdr. Burney’s Airship Guarantee Company at Howden. Recent research, however, has found 
that this antipathy was not nearly as bad as has often been reported and in truth another fundamental area 
of conflict that is seldom noted was far more seriously damaging. It was the internecine war between two 
Government departments. It had erupted when the British Airship Programme was first founded and is 
revealed in the following text unearthed by Peter Davison at the National Archives dated April 1924. – ed.  

SECRETARY OF STATE 
1. After the conference which I had with the Admiralty this 

morning. I have come to the following conclusions:- 
a) The Admiralty are prepared to support any scheme which is 

likely in the end to give them, instead of the Air Ministry, 
Airship control. 

b) With this end in view Admiral Fuller made every effort to 
discredit the competency of the Air Ministry. 

c) For this reason the only scheme they would agree to was one 
which involved placing Commander Burney at Cardington 
in charge of construction, and so producing only one ship: 
one would not have anything to do with a scheme which 
would produce two ships because this involves one ship 
being designed and constructed by the Air Ministry. 

2. Beyond endeavouring to discredit the competency of the Air 
Ministry, the Admiralty produced no reasons whatever 
against the scheme for the production of two ships, one by 
the Air Ministry and the other by Commander Burney. 

3. I do not consider that one Government Department should 
impugn the competency of another, and although I might 
have replied with the example of the R.38 (which Mr Payne 
admitted was an Admiralty design) I refrained from doing 
so as I did not wish to enter into such a matter. 

I only wish to state that the Air Ministry are as fully 
competent as Commander Burney of designing and 
constructing an Airship, and I earnestly hope that the position 
that the Department has taken up in this respect will be 
maintained. I fear that the prestige of the Department has now 
become involved in consequence of the attitude taken up by the 
Admiralty at this morning’s meeting.      15/4/24        A.M.S.R. 

[Air Minister for Supply and Research – Sir John Higgins] 

DESIGN AND CONSTRUCTION 
i) Professor L. Bairstow, C.B.E., F.R.S., A.R.C.S., F.R.Ae.S. 

Zabaroff Professor of Aeronautics and a member of the 
Aeronautical Research Committee is a member of  
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Commander Burney’s design committee. [i.e. The Airship 
Guarantee Company] 

ii) Major R.V. Southwell. Head of the Aerodynamics 
Department, National Physical Laboratory, and was a 
member of the Air Ministry’s Airship Stressing Panel, is a 
member of Commander Burney’s design committee. 

iii) Dr. A.J. Sutton Pippard. An acknowledged authority on 
the strength of structures. He was a member of the Air 
Ministry’s Airship Stressing Panel and is now engaged in 
carrying out important experiments on the strength of 
airships for the Air Ministry. 

iv) Major G.H. Scott, C.B.E., A.F.C., A.M.I. Mech E. The 
pilot of the Atlantic flight of R.34, the originator of the 
successful system of airship mooring which was proved out 
by the Air Ministry in 1921. He was a member of the Air 
Ministry’s Airship Stressing Panel and also of the 
Technical Committee which inquired into the loss of the 
R.38. He has since been engaged in conjunction with 
Colonel Richmond in analysing all available data on the 
design and performance of airships, as a consequence of 
which a number of new features have been designed. 
Apparently it is these features which among others are 
claimed by Commander Burney to have made the 
construction of a 5 million cu. ft. airship possible. He is a 
member of Commander Burney’s design committee. 

v) Lieutenant Colonel V.C. Richmond, O.B.E., B.Sc., 
A.R.C.S., A.F.R.Ae.S., Technical airship advisor to the Air 
Ministry, was in charge of the Airship Constructional 
Station at White City during the war, and was head of the 
airship section of the Inter Allied Aeronautical Commission 
in Germany in 1920. Is a lecturer on airship design at the 
Imperial College of Science under Professor Bairstow. He 
has been working with Major Scott on the work described 
above and is a member of Commander Burney’s design 
committee. 

vi) Mr R. Wallace, Chief Draughtsman of Messrs. 
Beardmore’s Airship Department. He has unofficially 
expressed his willingness to join the Air Ministry if a 
vacancy offers in airship work. 

The above would probably form the principal members 
of the Air Ministry’s design committee. 

In addition there are the following gentlemen who have 
expert knowledge in some branch of airship design and 
construction and are at present employed in some department 
of the Air Force. 
Wing Commander T.R. Cave-Browne-Cave, C.B.E., Fellow 

of the Royal Aero Society, was Deputy Director in charge 
of lighter-than-air research for some years in addition to 
having been in charge of non-rigid design and construction 
at the airship station at Kingsnorth. 

Flight Lieutenant F.M. Rope has had considerable experience 
as engineer officer at various airship stations and was 
experimental officer in charge of speed trials at Kingsnorth. 

Mr. H.B. Wyn-Evans, assistant constructor at the Admiralty 
and overseer of rigid airships and airship constructor at 
Cardington. He was also technical expert to the Allied 
Aeronautical Commission of Control in Germany on 
airship questions. 

Seven draughtsmen and calculators at present at the 
Royal Aircraft Establishment who have had considerable 
experience of airship design work at Cardington in the past. 
Mr. Brentnall, a gas engineer of considerable experience who 

is at present in charge of the gas plant at Cardington.  
In addition there are the following who are not at 

present in Air Ministry employ but who have indicated their 
willingness to serve if required. 

Mr. J.W.W. Dyer, M.Sc., who was the Air Ministry’s airship 
chemist during the war. He is a specialist in fabrics. He is 
quoted in Commander Burney’s list and has been carrying 
out fabric experiments for him. 

Major P.L. Teed and Captain W.P. Rogers, experts in 
hydrogen production. 

Mr. Hird and Mr. Meadowcroft, who were at one time 
engaged by English firms as fabric experts and have since 
been engaged by the U.S.A. Government in a similar 
capacity. 

Mr. Farlam who was at one time assistant airship constructor 
to the Admiralty and has since been engaged by the U.S. 
Navy Department in a similar capacity. 

With regard to consultants of the type quoted by 
Commander Burney it may be pointed out that the Air Ministry 
has already to deal with many questions requiring special 
knowledge of Aerodynamics; Test of Strength of Structures; 
Metallurgy; Light Metal Construction; Engines; and has ample 
resources for doing so either at the Royal Aircraft 
Establishment or the National Physical Laboratory or through 
its regularly retained consultants such as Dr. Aitchison and 
Prof. Hawkes or through the Aeronautical Research 
Committee which contains many scientists with experience in 
these subjects. 

FLYING 
1. Officers who possess a British civil rigid airship pilot’s 

licence. 
Major G.H. Scott, Pilot of R.34 on her double journey across 

the Atlantic. 
2A. Still employed under the Air Ministry. There are several 

officers who have some experience in command of rigid 
airships and about ten others who have had some 
experience as first and second officers. There are a number 
of other ranks who have had expert training such as 
coxswain of airship crews. 

 2B. No longer employed under the Air Ministry. There are 
four officers of considerable experience as first officers in 
airships who have indicated their willingness to serve if 
required. 

OPERATIONAL ORGANISATION 
This is necessarily somewhat elaborate and previous 

experience is of great importance. There are in the service of 
the Air Ministry two or three officers who have had experience 
of this work during the war. In addition there has been a 
special airship branch of the Directorate of Civil Aviation 
under Squadron Leader R.B.B. Colmore which has been 
engaged on investigating possibilities and requirements of 
Imperial airship routes based on the collection of data relating 
to meteorology, communications, ground facilities and costs. It 
was largely from this branch working in conjunction with the 
Airship section of the Directorate of Research that Commander 
Burney obtained the information on which he originally based 
his scheme. 

CONCLUSION 
This list does not include all Royal Air Force officers 

with airship experience but is merely a selection of those 
known to possess considerable experience with airships. 

It will thus be seen that as compared with Commander 
Burney on the two essentials, a) Design and Construction; b) 
Flying; the Air Ministry has equal, if not superior resources 
and personnel for this purpose in respect of a) while as regards 
b) the Air Ministry has all the personnel and experience 
available. Commander Burney’s list shows he has none. 2/4/24 

+++++++ 
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RE: MAYFLY’S METEOROLOGICAL 

MYSTERY 
(Dirigible 84, p17) 

A photograph of the Mayfly with her broken hull is 
presented in The Wooden Ones. Attention is drawn to the fact 
that the wind-sock atop the shed is not indicating the presence 
of any gust of wind. This suggests the official claims as to how 
the ship was destroyed may have been "fudged" somewhat to 
help cover for human related factors, probably with regards to 
ground handling or the employment of ground handling 
equipment (in addition to design factors). The observation of 
the wind-sock is a pertinent one, but I would exercise caution 
on this point. By its very nature a gust can be brief but intense. 
By the time the photograph in question was taken, the 
damaging gust may have completely dissipated. Unfortunately, 
a review of the last known photo taken before the hull break up 
does not show the wind-sock because of the angle at which the 
photo was taken; the hull of the airship impedes the view. This 
photo can be seen on the AHT website: 

Despite the intentional destruction of all known copies 
of the Court of Inquiry into this accident, I am not so sure a 
change in the account of events and cover-up on this scale 
would have been possible, given the large number of people 
who viewed the event, both from near and from outside of the 
facility. In my paper on the R23X class, which contained 
information on HMA No.1 in the introduction, I noted: 

"On September 24th [1911] HMA No.1 was removed 
from the hangar tail first in preparation for flight. Just as the 
ship finished clearing the shed doors she was hit by a strong 
gust. This resulted in Mayfly rolling almost on her beam-ends 
(the nautical equivalent would be a ship capsizing). Shortly 
after righting herself, the hull framework tore apart forward of 
the rear car. The hull rose at the break point, tearing the 
envelope and briefly giving Mayfly an inverted "V" shape 
appearance." (www.airshipsonline.com/ learn/ 23X Class 
Rigid Airships - K OGrady.htm) 

It is well-known that removal of the external keel in a 
desperate bid to save weight compromised the strength of 
HMA No.1. Whether ground-handling personnel or associated 
equipment played an additional role in her break up is open to 
debate; this has been suggested previously but to date I have 
seen nothing concrete to back the contention. Ideally if a 
sequence of photos was taken at the time, this would answer 
the question as to whether the wind-sock was extended out by 
any gust. Perhaps a few survived destruction by censors? How 
I would love to read the Report of the Court of Inquiry into this 
accident.                                                         Kent O'Grady 
Dirigible decided to play 'devil's advocate' and sent Kent some 
puzzling thoughts on the incident to which he responded:  

Dirigible: 1. Why would an experienced team which 
included sailors with local knowledge choose to bring their 
baby out on a day forecast to have strong gusts? Or at a gusty 
time of day? Or when infrequent gusts were blowing from the 

side across the shed door? These men were salty old sea-dogs. 
They knew about the wind as many had probably spent time on 
sailing ships. There are no ripples on the water. 

Kent’s answer: The weather reports for that day at 
Barrow-in-Furness would be helpful; presumably they were 
anticipating very good conditions or they would not have taken 
her out. With that said, it is always possible that even with a 
very good weather forecast, an unexpected gust can always still 
occur. Your point about the lack of ripples on the water is 
pertinent; it may also be argued that the gust may not have 
reached down to the water level. The photos that remain in 
existence give a good view of the water and these, combined 
with those showing the wind-sock, do support your view and 
do not support official claims very well. 

Dirigible: 2. The procedure for extracting the ship from 
the shed is complex – see attached diagram [reprinted in Brian 
Turpin’s article on page 8 of this Dirigible] There are several 
ropes (hawsers) and floating vessels that must work in close 
collaboration. The question is if the Mayfly had only come out 
of the shed on one previous occasion then how much practice 
had the crew had in these vitally important procedures? 

Kent: Agreed, (thanks for the interesting attachments) 
and I question how much experience the naval ground crews 
actually got. Did many (any?) get experience with non-rigids 
before handling Mayfly, which would have demanded 
collaboration with the British Army? To that point only the 
Beta and Gamma could have afforded any training opportunity 
(although the Navy might have had a few observers on hand 
with earlier and very short-lived airships). The lack of hands-
on experience in ground handling is of course one of the big 
issues you raise in your book that we have to face for future 
large airships. 

Dirigible: 3. If the ship was rolled onto her beam ends 
by a sudden side gust then surely the tail would have been 
pushed sideways harder than the nose? This should have 
imparted a twisting force into the longitudinal girders. There is 
no evidence of such in the pictures. It looks as if the tail was 
lifted straight up. Why did the supposed side gust lift the tail 
vertically and leave it pointing straight upwards? 

Kent: According to Higham, [British Rigid Airship, 
1908-31; (1976)] immediately upon the hull break, the hull 
took on an inverted "V" shape (or upside down "V"). Thus 
both the forward bow and stern point were both simultaneously 
pointed downwards with both mid-ship sections rising at the 
break point. But very quickly after that, with crew jumping 
from the rear, the tail point rose switching the inverted "V" into 
what Higham described loosely as a "lightning-bolt" shape (a 
zig zag) which is the shape most frequently seen in photos. 
Thus, if Higham is correct, the tail was not raised straight up, 
at least not immediately (p.51). 

Dirigible: 4. Why bother to destroy all the papers if 
there was nothing to hide? Someone made a conscious decision  
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and followed it with an order that required time and effort by 
civil servants. This cost money. Why do it? 

Kent: I made an error in my first email: it was Winston 
Churchill who ordered the findings of the Court of Inquiry to 
NOT be published, according to Higham. Now that I have 
looked again, he states (p.53): "By this time Churchill had 
come to the Admiralty and he resolutely refused to allow 
publication of the minutes or the findings of the Court." My 
incorrect belief was that an official report had been prepared 
and distributed to relevant officials, then all such copies were 
subsequently ordered destroyed. But such was not the case 
(you can't destroy what wasn't published). But presumably 
whatever paper evidence that did exist - minutes and the final 
draft of a report (?) - would have been kept classified and made 
its way into the PRO.  

I don't know where I got the idea of an Inquiry report 
being destroyed in 1911 or 1912 ... but perhaps the Minutes or 
any such findings as were documented were among the many 
official documents pertaining to several rigid airships that 
Higham learned had been destroyed by PRO staff in the 1950s? 
He specifically mentioned his frustration that some mindless 
public servant (or words to that effect) had failed to realize the 
importance of the documents before disposing of them (I don't 
recall precisely where in the book he mentions this …). In sum, 
Higham never suggested officials destroyed any report at the 
time - only that Churchill ordered the report not be published. 

  Your points have given me pause. But I was rather 
stopped in my tracks upon reading the statement that Lt. Col. 
Lockwood Marsh made in Twenty One Years of Airship 
Progress in Flight (Jan. 3, 1930, p86) (Flight Global Archive):  

"This accident, though the ship undoubtedly weak, was 
directly due to a mistake in handling, one of the parties on a 
hawser continuing to haul in without noticing that the after car 
had fouled a buoy."  

Wow. That is pretty specific and lends a lot of 
credibility to the cover-up of human error. I still would like to 
know how he knew this, and his connection with the events. 
He reports this 19 years later. 

And Kent concluded in a later email exchange: I think it 
extremely important to point out that Mayfly was almost, 
perhaps even completely, outside of the shed when the break in 
her hull occurred. … perhaps the most forward part of the bow 
itself might have still have been in the shed, but the forward 
car was definitely clear of the hangar doors … I think she was 
entirely clear of the shed when the break transpired. 

The reason this is important is because in the past some 
researchers, including Ces Mowthorpe, erroneously claimed 
"the gust" slammed the hull against the shed door (a la 
Deutschland II and Eckener's bad decision [also in 1911]). A 
picture of the two damaged sections of Mayfly being moved 
back inside does give such an impression of her being slammed 
against the doors ... but [other] photographic evidence in 
existence also proves that claim was impossible. As I think you 
have adequately argued, there simply was no gust. 

Kent O'Grady 
These and further email exchanges on the Mayfly  topic 

prompted Brian Turpin to conduct his own investigation into 
the incident.  

Dirigible is pleased to publish Part 1 of his article 
detailing the result which appears on page 8 of this issue 
entitled “The Problem with Naval Airship No.1”.  

---ooo000ooo--- 

RE: FISH' VS. 'HAWK' 
(Dirigible 86, p16; caption under left illustration) 

"On one occasion a British submarine fired and 
succeeded in damaging a Zeppelin. By the time the official 
story reached the German newspapers one submarine had 
increased to four and the airship had taken revenge by 
bombing one of our underwater boats."  

When I reviewed Alastair Reid's translation, (English 
title Bombs Away! Zeppelins At War by Pitt Klein) about 
Klein's service as a Zeppelin crewman under Heinrich Mathy 
[there was] mention [of] this engagement (? or was it Ernst 
Lehmann claiming Mathy engaged four RN subs?). I believe 
the back cover of Bombs Away! illustrates this episode? In any 
case it is a comparable one 'hawk' vs. four 'fish' story! I asked 
then if there was any confirmation to be found in Royal Navy 
records? If memory serves, there was no answer. Now here is a 
claim that one sub damaged one Zeppelin and the story was 
exaggerated in German newspapers! Does anyone know more?  

C.P. Hall II 
---ooo000ooo--- 

RE: SUPPORT FOR R101 THEORY 
(Dirigible 86, p6 and p18) 

For the past 25 years I have been convinced about two 
things regarding R101: The first being that sacrifice of lifting 
gas capacity by deciding upon an extreme streamline hull form 
was a poor bargain as the expected enhanced performance was 
not achieved; the second being that the subsequent loss of lift 
with no off-setting reduction in weights fore and aft resulted in 
excessive ‘hogging’ stressing the hull at rest and compounding 
aerodynamic stress in certain maneuvers. This is the basis for 
my theory of what happened to R101. For 25 years, I have tried 
and failed to convince every aeronautical engineer that I have 
met that the work of The Airship Stressing Panel and the 
attempt to gain aerodynamic performance by sacrifice of gas 
capacity were subjects worthy of interest and review. 

I am delighted to say that two articles in Dirigible #86 
seem to confirm both points. It is known that before the Labour 
Government came to power in 1924, Barnes Wallis was 
planning a 5,000,000 c. f. Airship Guarantee Co. Ltd. airship 
that would be 800 ft. long which would be built in the leased 
RAW shed at Cardington. As this shed was but 700 ft. long, 
‘someone’ was going to foot the bill to lengthen the shed.  

Someone suggested the possibility of considering a hull 
shape 699 ft. long by 135 ft. maximum diameter to save the 
cost of lengthening the shed. Richmond was present at this 
meeting and was writing articles touting the importance of hull 
shape early in 1924; Harold Roxbee-Cox provided the skill-set 
to achieve near mathematical shape perfection by 1925. 
Models in the NPL wind tunnel seemed to prove the wisdom of 
this choice. Hilda M. Lyon’s 1932 master’s thesis written at 
MIT demonstrated such wind tunnel results to be flawed which 
can be found on Page 6 of Dirigible #86. 

In this case, however, my thanks go out to Nina Baker 
who wrote the biographical article about Hilda M. Lyon which 
begins on page 18. I refer specifically to the quotation found in 
the first column of page 20 taken from Part VI Practical 
Application of the Results. As Nina Baker points out, this is 
“ . . . a straight forward piece to read even without specialist 
knowledge.” It confirms several points, which I have tried to 
make for several years, in language that even this non-engineer 
“without specialist knowledge” can understand. I am most 
grateful for this revelation.                                   C.P. Hall II 

---ooo000ooo--- 
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+++++++ 
One that got stuck at the bottom of the Dirigible Intray 
several years ago: 

Email – 16 January 2013 
Extracts from AGC files 

Here are 2 PDF files with pages extracted from 
AGC [Airship Guarantee Company] archive microfilm at 
Cambridge. They are both about the repairs to the tail of 
R100. The first is from Burney to Norway where he says 
he doesn’t want more than 10ft cut off the tail. The 
second is part of Norway’s memo where he says he 
doesn’t see any objection to fitting a blunted tail. 

Apologies - the original microfilm is of poor quality. 
John Anderson 

Memo one: 

Sir Dennis Burney to Mr Norway : May 28th 1930 

… You will notice from this letter that I have tied them 
down to the date of their letter in so far as work on an Elliptical 
ship without floats is concerned. We are covered by their 
approval to the letter on Bairstow’s employment, and all that I 
have expressly excluded from our claims, are the model tests, 
which have at no time been the subject of claims on any design 
work on the actual water landing gear. 

I have written to Professor Bairstow and suggested to him 
that he starts work for us on 1st June, and I think and it would be 
desirable for you to fix up an appointment with him direct, and 
get the work started. 

With regard to the new tail for the R100. The Air Ministry 
have been on to me and want to take full responsibility for 
putting on a tail of their own, as they say the work involved to 
our drawings will make so much work that it will delay the ship 
coming out for about another five weeks. They say of course that 
they will take full responsibility for everything, and I have 
informed them that we should be adverse to cutting off more 
than 10 feet of the tail as we had model tests carried out which 
showed that if were we blunted the tail too much, we should 
increase the resistance. 

It seems to me it would be advantageous to us to let them 
do this, as it makes the new trial their responsibility and not ours. 
Would you please send me a copy of the model tests we had 
done with the blunted tail, and also a drawing showing the 
difference in curvature between the tail we had tested and the tail 
now on the R100.                                    Yours sincerely, C.D.B. 

Memo two: 

… You will have seen my letter to Bairstow enclosing the 
report on the pressures on the tail. I think that this will be alright 
and that the part which failed was the only weak spot that 
existed. I cannot believe that the reconstruction of this tail would 
really take five weeks if they concentrate on it at Cardington. In 

view of the quick job which they made of the elevator I was quite 
prepared for the ship to be ready in 10 days. I think that five 
weeks is an excessive time, though if they are not hurrying and 
only working normal hours and let the job take its turn, it might 
quite well drag out over this. I can see no particular objection to 
putting a blunt tail on, and I do not think that the blunt tail aft of 
frame 16 would affect the resistance very much. I enclose the 
wind channel report and the drawing that you asked for from 
which you will see that with the very greatly modified tail which 
we put on the resistance was increased by about 4%. … 

Yours sincerely, N.S. Norway 

+++++++ 
Email – 24 October 2017 

R100 Log Book Entry 
I would like to make an addition to your R100 Log 

Book entry for accuracy purposes. 
After arriving to St. Hubert on the 1st August, the 

R100 made a promotion and goodwill flight with a 
selection of VIPs and a reporter that started late on the 
10th August passing first over Montreal then Ottawa 
during the night (this is why we have no photo over 
Ottawa) then arriving over Toronto around 5.00 in the 
morning of 11th August. After circling the city for some 
time the crew proceeded to Niagara Falls via St. 
Catherines and the Niagara peninsula. R100 then 
proceeded back to St. Hubert overflying the Thousand 
Islands and part of the upper New-York State. 

The Flight Log makes no mention of this, but 
mention ‘‘Montreal-Quebec-return’’. 

Just to get the record straight; R100 ‘‘did not’’ fly to 
Quebec City on the 11th August, it only overflew that city 
on its way to Canada and on the return flight to 
Cardington. 

So your entries should read :  
10th Aug, St. Hubert-Montreal-Ottawa 
11th Aug : Toronto-Niagara Falls-St. Hubert. 
Also for accuracy, 1st Aug : St. Hubert (Arrival) and 

13th Aug : St. Hubert (Departure). 
St. Hubert was not a part of Montreal (and is still 

not) but a suburb of the big city 6.5 miles out. 
Jean Lavoie 

St. Hubert Airport Historian 

+++++++ 
Email – 2 April 2019 

New Airship People Website 
Just to let you know that I have launched a new 

website:  
www.britishairshippeople.org.uk 

 I took the Heritage website down a few months 
ago as I don’t live in Shortstown any more and I wanted  

�

�
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to expand my research outside of the village. The new 
website is really to pull together some of the airship 
people I have come across over the years who were not 
connected directly to the RAW [Royal Airship Works]. 

Some of these names had been bouncing around 
my notes for a very long time and as you know it is so 
easy to forget items that have cropped up but are not 
relevant at the time. 

There are some omissions where I am waiting for 
permission to display photos so this is very much a work 
in progress. I � am hoping that others will want to 
contribute items. 

 Jane Harvey 
http://britishairshippeople.org.uk 

+++++++ 
Email – 5 May 2019 

Henry Eoghan O’Brien 
I mentioned that a distinguished Irish railway 

engineer, after retirement, tried to get involved with the 
R100. Here are details of O’Brien’s biography and the 
page which mentions this. The book was published last 
year. He worked for railways in both England and Ireland. 

John King 

 
Retirement at Killiney : page 193 

“… During the early 1930s Eoghan also worked for an 
American millionaire (possibly the Explorer Lincoln Ellsworth), 
who wanted to establish a daily steamer service between Montauk 
Point, New York, and Le Harve in France, doing the trip in four 
days and flying aeroplanes on and off the ships. Eoghan also 
tried to purchase the R100 airship for him. In 1924 the British 
Government undertook to establish communications links by air 
with the far corners of the Empire. It was decided to construct 
two entirely new airships to serve routes to Montréal, and 
Karachi with a view to reaching Australia. The Airship Guarantee 
Company, a subsidiary of Vickers, won the contract to design 
and build one ship, the R100, which was assembled at Howden 
Yorkshire; and the R101was built at Cardington by a 
Government-sponsored team. … 

“… The loss of the R101 bought to an end the Imperial 
Airship Project and following an official inquiry into the disaster, 
the decision was taken to abandon all future flights. R100 was 

seen as a very advanced for its time, so much so that the 
Americans offered cheap or even three helium to inflate it in 
return for technical information. But all of this came to naught, 
and even Eoghan O’Brien’s attempt to conclude a deal for its 
purchase failed, and so R100 was scrapped in 1931.” 

+++++++ 
Email – 14 May 2019 

Mother-in-law’s Airship Pictures 
I do not know if you would like a copy of some 

pictures I came across? I thought they were of a German 
Zeppelin. I scanned the pictures to archive them for my 
mother in law. They were taken by her mother I think, so 
I wish to pass them on to you as I would hate them to just 
be stored. The pictures are attached. If you can give me 
any more information about this flight I will pass it on to 
my mother in-law.  

Graham Clements 
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Dirigible responded to Graham that: 

The airship is clearly the British built R101 which 
first flew in 1929 and crashed in France in October 1930. 
The name and the Registration letters G-FAAW are 
clearly visible in one picture and the shape of the fins and 
the layout of the engines are unmistakable confirmation. 

The full story of R101 is on our webpage: 

http://airshipsonline.com/airships/r101/index.html 

The ship only made 12 flights in its life time and we 
have a record of when and where it went on each of 
them. It flew over London four times and two of these 
occasions were when it put in an appearance at the RAF 
Air Display at Hendon on consecutive days - 27th and 28th 
June 1930.  

Seeing that the address on the back of the picture 
appears to be ‘[K]ingsbury, NW9’ which is quite close to 
Hendon, we would be prepared to bet that your mother-
in-law’s pictures were taken on one of those two days. 

+++++++ 
Via AHT Webmaster Alastair Lawson. 
Email – 16 May 2019 

Airship Propeller Wanted 
I was wondering if you could help me, I remember 

seeing an airship test propeller for sale that came from 
Cardington and was supposedly used on R101 for sale a 
few years back but believe it never sold! Would you know 
who this belongs to as I would be interested in acquiring 
it if still available? I’ve attached a picture below if it helps! 

Jake Reeve 

 

+++++++ 
Email – 18 May 2019 

Incredible Photos of USS Akron 
Online I came across this which might be of 

interest to you. I had forgotten that it was an even greater 
tragedy than the Hindenburg. 

www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-7036543/Incredible-
photos-construction-USS-Akron-worlds-deadliest-airship-

disaster.html 
Arnold Nayler  

Some samples from this amazing website – ed. 
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+++++++ 

Email – 4 June 2019 
Flying Yesterday and Tomorrow 

FAI NEWS RELEASE 

FAI Young Artists Contest 2020: new theme announced 

The popular FAI Young Artists Contest is back. 
And this year the Federation is asking budding artists 
between the ages of six and 17 to draw inspiration from a 
new theme: Flying yesterday and tomorrow. 

Running since 1986, the FAI Young Artists Contest 
is an international art competition that is open to 
youngsters from all FAI Member countries. Each year, a 
different theme is chosen; both to guide the young artists 
and to reflect the many facets of air sports. �  

Split into three age categories – Junior (6-9 years 
old); Intermediate (10-13); and Senior (14-17) – the 
competition begins with a national selection process in 
each of the countries taking part. Each country then 
submits up to nine winning pictures (three for each age 
category) to be judged by the FAI International Jury. 
Gold, Silver and Bronze medals, together with FAI 
diplomas, are presented to the young people behind the 
three best entries in each category. 

The 2020 theme - The dream to fly is thousands of 
years old. Ancient stories from around the world tell us of 
those who wanted to take flight. Their stories of 
successes and failures started to become reality in the 
late 1800s, when men and women used the growing 
technological know-how to build the craft that, up until 
then, had only been possible in our dreams. 

Early balloonists excited the world with flights 
covering 25 miles in under 3 hours. Now, they have the 
option of taking a few hours journey or one of thousands 
of miles over many days in balloons specially designed 
and equipped to go long distances. Gliders have 
increased distances and heights as well. While the first 
glider pilots jumped their gliders from hills and 
mountains, today’s gliders are towed high into the air and 

can travel for hundreds of kilometers or more. The first 
airplanes were made of cloth and wood, and those early 
crafts were powered by engines that produced around 12 
horsepower. Today, metal and composites are the 
materials designers use to make flight faster and safer. In 
fact, some modern racing planes’ engines produce over 
3,500 horsepower, and a modern commercial airliner 
with multiple engines creates over 95,000 horsepower! 
While the physics of flight remains the same, the 
technology is always advancing.  

� The dreams of flight have become the reality of 
today’s sports aviation. The hang gliders, balloonists, 
racers, and aerobatic pilots fly above us and show what 
is possible today. What does the future hold? Where will 
the young aviation dreamers of today lead us? � 
For more details, please contact the FAI:     www.fai.org 

Faustine Carrera, Communication Manager 
0041 21 345 10 70 : communication@fai.org 

+++++++ 
Email – 10 June 2019 

Eckener Sued by Nobile?  
I am working on a review of Alastair Reid’s latest 

translation project of Hugo Eckener’s Im Zeppelin uber 
Lander und Meere and I am aware of an interesting aside 
but can find no details. In the chapter regarding the Graf 
Zeppelin’s Arctic expedition, Eckener offered several 
unflattering comments about Nobile and his handling of 
both Norge and Italia. I believe that this theme was 
expanded upon in the Chapter added in Robinson’s 
English translation that was provided by Knud Eckener.  

It is my understanding that Nobile sued for 
defamation and won. I do not know when he sued? I do 
not know over which edition of the book (German or 
English)? Did he sue before Dr Eckener passed? Did he 
include Knud? Did he include one or more publishers? I 
have ‘Googled’ Eckener and Nobile. I have found them 
but no mention of the law suit? Can anyone offer a 
source of information about this subject? 

C.P. Hall II 
+++++++ 

Via AHT Webmaster Alastair Lawson. 
Email – 18 June 2019 

Who is the Third Man? 

 
Do you know who the third person [seated right] is 

in this photograph? It was apparently [taken] at Pulham, 
although I don’t know where that information comes from. 
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Obviously the others are Scott and Maitland, but 
who’s the third? Notes suggest [that his name is] Little, 
but they also say it’s something to do with the R34, and 
Little wasn’t on it � 

Sheila Moss King, Director,  
The Pennoyer Centre, Pulham St Mary 

Paul Ross  
My best guess is that the ‘Third Man’ is Major G G 

H Cooke, DSC who was the Navigator on R34. In the 
photo of the R34’s (incomplete) crew, Cooke is sitting to 
the right of Scott and there seems to be a strong 
resemblance to the person in Sheila’s photo. 

Because uniforms went through a period of 
change at this time, there are often variations to be seen 
between the uniforms worn by officers of the same rank. 

However, Cooke (if that’s who he is) is wearing a 
crown (with the RAF eagle) and three rings on his cuff 
which suggests the rank of Major. Pritchard, Scott and 
Cooke were the only three Majors among the officers of 
R34 on the Atlantic flight. 

+++++++ 
Email – 24 June 2019 

300kg Aerial Bomb Postcard 
A postcard of a 300kg German aerial bomb �  

David Marks  

 
+++++++ 

Email – 2 July 2019 
R34 Letter on Display 

Interesting - I had not been aware of this letter. 
Arnold Nayler 

DROPPED AIRSHIP LETTER GOES ON DISPLAY AT 
NATIONAL MUSEUM OF FLIGHT 

By Angie Brown BBC Scotland, Edinburgh and East reporter 
1 July 2019 

 
Curator Ian Brown holds up the letter : photo © Paul Dodds 

Letter Dropped From Scots Airship Goes On Display 

A letter dropped over Nova Scotia from an airship during 
a record-breaking transatlantic crossing is to go on display in East 
Lothian. 

The R34 made the first ever return flight across the 
Atlantic in 1919. On board was a letter written by Rev George 
Davys Jones who asked the crew to post it to his sister in 
Bournemouth once they reached the USA. When it was dropped 
over Nova Scotia, it was discovered and sent to its destination in 
England. Rev Jones wrote the letter while he was the chaplain at 
RAF East Fortune, East Lothian, where the 634ft airship was 
based when it made the historic journey. 

Now the letter is set to return to the base, which is now 
the National Museum of Flight. … 

… The Rev Jones’ letter will be on display until 31st 
October, alongside the R34’s large bow-plate and altimeter dial, 
binoculars and a camera used on the flight. 

www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-edinburgh-east-
fife-48817282 

+++++++ 
Email – 7 July 2019 

Brussels Icons 
On a recent visit to the Brussels War Museum in 

Belgium I spotted, among the exhibits, this picture of 
Akron in the Air Dock and the Gordon Bennett Trophy. 

Peter Davison 
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+++++++ 
Email – 13 July 2019 

Homecoming 100 Years Ago 
Please see attached from today’s Daily Telegraph 

(13-7-2019) (found by Hilary for you). 
Arnold Nayler 

 

HOMECOMING OF THE GREAT AIRSHIP 
NEW YORK TO NORFOLK 

From H.C. Bailey. Pulham St Mary 
Sunday 

R34 is home in England. From Scotland to America she 
ran in 108 hours. From America to English ground she came in 
75 hours 3 minutes. She crossed the Atlantic twice in 183 hours. 
Whaur’s your Christopher Columbus noo? But, in fact, these 
round inclusive figures are unjust to her speed. She came across 
the ocean, from shore to shore, from New York to the Irish 
coast in 63 hours 5 minutes. Call it two days and a half. The 
United Kingdom becomes as near New York as the east of the 
United States is to the west. The world grows small. For the run 
of the R34 is no dash of a couple of men. She carries, with her 
639 foot of length, her five engines, her 4000 gallons of petrol, a 
crew of 32 – seven officers and twenty-five “ratings.” The day of 
the aircraft passenger liner is not yet, but plainly it may be 
tomorrow. Columbus discovered a new world. The Columbuses 
of the air are making the world one again. “They change their sky, 
but not their mind who run across the sea.” We may live to see the old 
maxim made a true again. 

No haven which the Air Ministry could have chosen for 
her would be more English than this. Pulham St Mary, which I 
confess I never hear of till instructions bade me hunt it out in 
Bradshaw, may be “off the map,” but it is set in landscape 
quintessentially English. By the letter of the law Constable’s 
country is further south, but imagine the rich green, wooded, 
undulating, sleepy scene of a Constable picture and you have 
what lay before the eyes of the crew of R34 as they came down 
from the clouds. Do not forget the clouds. They also were from a 
Constable picture, and a damp one, grey clouds, deep bosomed, 
and dark, not without a gleam of sunshine in between, not 
without a smirch of rain. … 

… The world was grey still at six o’clock when outside 
such a breakfast as a man can eat at such an hour one fared forth 
to the air station. There was still nothing in the air but birds. 
Hardly a breath of wind stirred, and, the only sound was the 
morning song of the larks. But at the air station all things were 
ready, the landing party, a handful of country folk, an army of 
photographers. 

+++++++ 
Email – 15 July 2019 

USN ZPG2 Accident 
I have been researching a crash of a U.S. Navy 

ZPG2, of ZP-3, which collided with the roof of a shed at 
Lakehurst at 05.30 hours on 14 May 1959, killing one 
crew member. 

I have so far been unable to identify the airship 
concerned, or the names of the crew or that of the 
fatality. I would be grateful for any help you or the 
readers could give. 

Peter Winning  

Dirigible distributed this request to the usual suspects 
and Richard van Treuren responded: 

Dr. Camplin forwarded your message to me, I edit 
the Noon Balloon, magazine of the US Naval Airship 
Association. The book US Navy Airships 

http://airshiphistory.com/wp/us-navy-airships 

includes pertinent details of each ship. 
To answer your question, it states: 
ZPG2 (8) - Serial 135448, Goodyear order 1792 

and serial 4069, envelope D-573 (975,000 cubic feet), 
control car C-573, delivered to Lakehurst 29 August 
1955. Following an ASW training exercise, while 
attempting a radar approach Lakehurst’s instrument 
conditions 14 May 1959, 13448 collided with the Hangar 
No. Three and deflated. Crewmen injured were LTJG 
R.W. Sirch, command pilot, LT R.D. Ecoff, pilot, LT L.R. 
Harsh, LTJG C.P. Roemer, ENS S.R. McNabb, and 
AV1C L.J. Cranston. LTJG D.M. Loyd was killed. 

There is a photo of the wreck in Bill Althoff’s book 
Sky Ships.  

www.goodreads.com/book/show/1772469.Sky_Ships 

+++++++ 
Email – 17 July 2019 

NS11 Airship Disaster 
Another from the Daily Telegraph ‘One Hundred 

Years Ago’ series found by Hilary for you. I must admit 
that I did not remember this tragic accident. 

Arnold Nayler 

 

AIRSHIP DISASTER 
FALLING MASS OF FLAME : NO NEWS OF CREW 

From Our Own Correspondent, Cromer. 
Tuesday night 

It seems certain that the British airship NS11 has met with 
disaster off the north Norfolk Coast. Charred wreckage is being 
washed up, including airship fittings, framework, furniture, a 
broken propeller blade, and a chair – possibly the coxswain’s 
chair – marked NS11. Two flying offices have arrived from 
Pulham to inspect the wreckage. 

The NS11 was a Coastal airship, carrying apparently two 
officers and five men. It is understood that it was on a night 
excursion from the aerodrome at Pulham, and her passage was 
over the market town of Holt to the north Norfolk Coast. 
Sounds of her engines awakened many people, who assumed that 
it was the R34 journeying from Pulham to East Fortune. 
Apparently, all went well until the coast was reached and passed. 
The airship seems to have proceeded some miles out to sea and 
then returned towards land, for what purpose is unknown, 
though some of the eyewitnesses say that, by the noise she was 
making, she appeared to have engine trouble. 

She was some miles at sea when there was a loud 
explosion. The ship turned on end, and came down into the sea, 
a mass of fire. A further explosion, just before she reached the 
surface, scattered portions of her in flaming fragments. The mass 
itself burned for a long time on the surface of the sea. The glare 
lit up the sky for miles around, and the sounds of the explosions 
were heard a great distance off, the first and loudest of them 
resembling a long-drawn-out rumble. …  

+++++++ 
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Email – 19 July 2019 
R34 Celebrations 

Have a look at this celebration. Who said that 
airships have been forgotten. ... 

Arnold Nayler 

Diss Express 
VIDEO: R34 celebrations put village on the map 

By Chris Morris - chris.morris@iliffepublishing.co.uk 
Published: 12:59, 18 July 2019 

Unbelievable, packed, joyous, emotional, collaborative, 
fascinating. These are the words of used by those behind the R34 
airship centenary celebrations in Pulham St Mary. 

At the weekend, the village marked 100 years since the 
giant R34 completed the first ever double crossing flight of the 
Atlantic, landing at Pulham St Mary on its return. It wasn’t meant 
to – and still no-one is quite sure why – but as a result, the small 
Norfolk village won a place in aviation history. 

In tomorrow's Diss Express we have a full picture round 
up of celebrations in the village, and also neighbouring Diss. We 
also take a first look at the new Pulham St Mary village sign, 
featuring the air ship, which was created by local artists and 
townsfolk, and the Parish Council.  . . .  

 
Lily Mathieson and Freddie Gent, great-great grandson of 

William Gent, who was flight sergeant of the R34, Pictured at 
the Pennoyer Centre. 

Photo by Mark Bullimore Photography 
Full story online at: 

www.dissexpress.co.uk/news/video-r34-celebrations-
put-village-on-the-map-9076932 

+++++++ 
Via AHT Council member Roger Allton. 
Email – 29 July 2019 

Last Photo of R38 in Shed? 
Hi Roger, 

We met at Howden school last night, these are the 
photos I have, some are a little worse for wear, and I 
imagine you’ve probably seen them before but anyway, 
here they are. As you can see, there is a picture of one at 
Barlow, which is now part of Drax power station were I 
worked ... 

Mick Browne 

Roger passed the photos on to Dirigible with this note:. 
I met this chap, Mike Browne, at [the Barnes Wallis 

Foundation] AGM last week. I had not seen that the R38 
had been re-named ZR2, before the fatal flight. I think 
this is probably the last photo ever taken of it in the 
Howden shed. I think the R100 cards are the ones sold 
when visiting was allowed. AID say 750 people tramped 
through the airship on one weekend, and needed to re-
inspect everywhere they had been! 

[Sorry. Not room for all of them. Here is a sample. - ed.] 

 
R38 (ZR-2) in Howden Shed 

 
Probably R38 leaving or entering Howden? 

 
R80 leaving or entering Howden? 

 
R33 leaving or landing somewhere? 
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R33 with unidentified submarine 

+++++++ 
Email – 27 July 2019 

Which Arthur? Disley or Bell? 
Some 50+ years ago, as a young engineer at the 

Austin Motor Company, Longbridge, I met a very modest 
engineering inspector who told me that he had been on 
board the R101 when it crashed. At the time we spoke, 
the Mini was in production and we were both involved in 
one way or another but I was unable to usefully continue 
the brief conversation that we did have.  

I have had some helpful information from Lydia 
Saul ( at the Higgins, Bedford) and she provided the 
names above. She suggested that I contact you to try 
and verify which of these men it could possibly be? 

A third ‘Arthur’ - Cook, who survived, appears to 
have had substantial ongoing service with the military so 
I have discounted this gentleman.  

The only other piece of information which I have 
about ‘my’ Arthur is that he came from the Black Country 
- Old Hill, Cradley Heath or Dudley area. 

Brian Chapman 

In keeping with usual practice, Dirigible circulated the 
request to some of the cognoscenti and also informed Mr 
Chapman that: ... there was a TV interview recorded with 
Mr Bell that might help confirm or eliminate him.  

It can be found online at:  
www.eafa.org.uk/catalogue/109675 

Nick Walmsley made an educated guess: 
I reckon it’s Arthur Disley. Arthur ‘Victor’ Bell 

stayed in the Bedford area (Den Burchmore knew him), 
made almost daily visits to Cardington and is in fact 
buried by the R101 ‘Cenotaph’ [in Cardington village 
churchyard]. Disley is also a ‘Black Country’ area name, 
originally from Cheshire / Stockport. 

The huge British Motor Museum and Library at 
Gaydon might be able to help - they have the old Austin 
works records, so may have details of employees. 

And Jane Harvey did some inconclusive research: 
Have checked my records and I am not convinced 

this can be Arthur Bell as he stayed on at Shortstown 
after the crash and was fully involved in village life for 
many years. Bells Close was named after him back in the 
70’s. ... ... a Bedford news article confirms he worked at 
the station until 1960. The R101 crew Press Release put 
out before the flight has his birthplace as Fambridge 
Ferry in Essex and his age at 31. 

Hedging my bets, he was listed as an engineer 
and would have been exposed to engines of all types at 
Cardington, so he could have gone up to Longbridge as 
an advisor or even an observer for a short time? If you 
look at some of the men recruited for the R100 back in 

the day quite a few came from Rolls Royce so there must 
have been similarities in the engines. 

To complicate matters the same Press Release 
has Arthur Disley as a W/T operator and his birthplace as 
Lancaster. Not sure I have helped. Sorry! 

+++++++ 
Email – 31 July 2019 

90 Years Since First Round-The-World Airship Flight 

FAI NEWS RELEASE 
This August marks the 90-year anniversary of the 

first round-the-world airship journey by Dr Hugo Eckener 
in the Graf Zeppelin. Sponsored by American media 
mogul William Randolph Hearst, the already-famous rigid 
airship departed from Lakehurst, New Jersey on 8th 
August 1929 with German pilot Dr Hugo Eckener at the 
helm. It was the first round-the-world trip to carry 
passengers: a total of 20 guests (one woman) - including 
journalists, cameramen and explorers – joined the crew 
of 40 to make the record-breaking journey.  

The airship flew from Lakehurst, New Jersey, 
stopping to refuel in Friedrichshafen, Germany (where 
the airship was built), then over Siberia to Tokyo, over to 
Los Angeles and across the deserts of Arizona and 
Texas back to Lakehurst. To bring the airship back 
‘home’ to Germany, it made a final stretch form 
Lakehurst to Friedrichshafen in September 1929. 

Graf Zeppelin’s maximum speed was 128kmph 
(80mph) and the flying time totalled 12 days and 11 
minutes, not including refuel stops and received a huge 
amount of attention across the globe. It was also the first 
time that the Pacific Ocean had been crossed by any 
kind of aircraft. The entire circumnavigation took 21 days, 
5 hours, 31 minutes. 

For more details, please contact the FAI:     www.fai.org 
Faustine Carrera, Communication Manager 

0041 21 345 10 70 : communication@fai.org 
+++++++ 

Email – 6 August 2019 
R34 in the House of Lords 

I am doing some research into the Lynn Chadwick 
R34 sculpture. [www.artsy.net/artwork/lynn-chadwick-
maquette-ii-for-r34-memorial] 

In the House of Lords debate Lord Teviot said: “My 
Lords, the reason I am taking part in this debate is that I 
happen to be a friend of a very distinguished man who 
took part in the building of this airship. Not only did he do 
that, but he went in it to the other side of the Atlantic and 
came back in it.“ 

Who do you think he was referring to? This was 
1958, so it was someone who was still alive then. 

Basil Abbott, Curator 
Diss Museum 

+++++++ 
Via Per Lindstrand of Lindstrand Technologies. 
Email – 8 August 2019 

R38 Outer Skin 
My grandfather was on Hull pier when [the R38] 

went down into the Humber. He went out on a boat to try 
to rescue crew. While there he took a chunk of the outer 
skin and inner bag which I have kept for a lot of years. ... 
Would your company be interested in them? 

Keith Robinson 

Dirigible asked Keith if he could supply a picture of the 
fabric bits that he wished to sell and he sent one: 
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Fabric souvenirs from R38 that the owner wishes to sell.  

+++++++ 
Email – 16 August 2019 

Lt. Cdr. Atherstone’s Medals. 
A keen medal collector, has just told me about this 

auction in late September. Atherstone, of course, was 
one those who died in the R101 disaster. 

Roger Allton 

 
Air Force Cross, G.V.R.; 1914-15 Star (MID. N. Grabowsky, 
R.N.); British War and Victory Medals (Capt. N. Grabowsky. 

R.A.F.) mounted for display, good very fine (4) 

Lot 53 
To be Sold on: 25 September 2019 
Estimate: £3,000 - £4,000 

An emotive and scarce Great War A.F.C. group of four 
awarded to airship pilot, Lieutenant-Commander N. ‘Grabby’ 
Grabowsky-Atherstone, Royal Navy and Royal Naval Air Service, 
who is credited with the destruction of at least 1 enemy 
submarine, and the damaging and possible destruction of 
another, whilst flying S.S.Z1 as part of the Dover Patrol. Having 
retired and emigrated to Australia after the war, Grabowsky-

Atherstone returned to the service as First Officer of the ill-fated 
R.101. He was amongst the 48 passengers and crew killed after 
she crashed over France, 5 October 1930  . . . 

   Dix Noonan Webb, 16 Bolton St, Mayfair, London, W1J 8BQ 

www.dnw.co.uk/auctions/catalogue/lot.php?auction_
id=502&lot_id=64667 

+++++++ 
Email – 19 August 2019 

Webpage Corrections 
... the caption for the left-hand photo in ‘Breaking 

up R-100” section. Interior of the R100 being dismantled 
and held together with bracing struts joists. 

I think these aren’t bracing struts but padding 
surrounding the transverse ring wires to avoid previously 
reported ‘nipping’ of gas bags during the Canada flight - 
an experiment done during early 1931 at Cardington, 
when it was still thought that R-100 would fly again. 

I suggest a replacement caption: Interior of the 
R100 being dismantled, showing 1931 experimental 
‘padding’ of transverse ring supporting wires, to avoid 
previous gasbag ‘nipping’ problems. 

Ref bid price for R-100 scrapping : It was originally 
£627.00, but £100 was deducted when retained section 
was excluded - final price £527.00 paid by Elton Levy & 
Co. Ltd. (See letter from C.R. Brigstocke, Director of 
Contracts, Air Ministry, Kingsway on 16th Nov 1931.) 

Roger Allton 

The webmaster is always pleased to receive suggestions 
for corrections, amendments, additional information or 
possible improvements to the AHT webpage: 

www.airshipsonline.com 

+++++++ 
Email – 29 August 2019 

R101 Memorial Maintenance 
I recently had a site meeting at Cardington with the 

gardener the Trust has been paying to care for the R101 
memorial and tomb surrounding. We were concerned 
about the grass following the spells of very hot weather. 

 
As you can see from the photo, some areas of the 

grass on the east and west sides of the tomb are now in 
very poor condition. We suspect the damage is caused 
by heat reflected off the memorial as the sun moves 
round. The grass north of the tomb is pretty much OK 
and other areas that are generally in shade have also 
survived, as has the flower bed next to the cemetery wall.  

The gardener was going to try a short-term remedy 
of spreading a layer of topsoil over the damaged areas 
and re-seeding them. However, in the longer term, he 
believes we will need to consider more drastic options: 
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1. replacing the damaged areas with new turf (which 
might only last another five years) 

2. removing the grass and replacing it with additional 
paving or gravel 

3. replacing the turf with artificial grass 
I have no costs for any of these options and I don’t 

know if any of them would need listed building consent. 
Paul Ross  

+++++++ 
Email – 3 September 2019 

The Day the Zeppelin Came to Yeovil 
A friend in Yeovil sent me this interesting bit of pre-

WW1 photo-reconnaissance in 1932 and again in 1939. 
Arnold Nayler 

The day the Zeppelin came – 
and the Germans scoped out Yeovil for Second 

World War bombing 
A Zeppelin hovered above the town for 15 minutes  

- but nobody knew why 
In 1932, Yeovil residents were stunned to see a huge 

Zeppelin hover over the town for 15 minutes. Locals rushed 
from their homes to watch the large airship loom over the 
rooftops, and stood in amazement at the sight. Little did they 
know that the aircraft was scoping out the town as a military 
target for bombing, and it would be back seven years later under 
very different circumstances. 

Yeovilians were “excited” to see the Zeppelin in 1932. An 
article in the Western Gazette read: "There, over the rooftops, floating 
through a clear blue sky at about 1,000ft, was a long, silver, cigar-shaped 
object - the Graf Zeppelin ... the airship changed direction and headed for the 
Westland Aircraft premises, where it hovered for a good quarter of an hour.” 

"The crew of the airship busied themselves taking photographs - a 
matter that aroused curiosity rather than alarm. The date was July 3, 1932, 
and none of the onlookers dreamed that the Germans were gathering 
information about English military targets in preparation for war."  . . .  

. . . Locals were not so excited when it returned in 1939. 
In the first year of the Second World War, the Zeppelin was back 
hovering above Yeovil. 

"I remember watching the German Zeppelin flying over Yeovil in 
1939," said town resident Tony Robins,  . . .   "It was taking 
reconnaissance photographs of the town, but especially Westlands which was 
the main target in the area for the German bombers. 

"The airfield had lines of oil poured on the grass so that from the air 
it looked like lots of small fields separated by hedgerows. The bombers 
identified the airfield but the story goes that they had the photograph upside 
down so that they missed the prime target of the factory along the south of the 
airfield and instead bombed housing along the north of the airfield." 

Full story at: 
www.somersetlive.co.uk/news/somerset-news/day-

zeppelin-came-germans-scoped-3267560 

+++++++ 

Email – 10 September 2019 
R33/34 Scale Model Gun Platform 

I am currently building a 1/720 scale model kit of 
the R33/34 airship (for future publication in Airfix Model 
World magazine). The instructions have had me remove 
a triangular shaped section near the nose into which I 
place a platform area (hopefully the attached instructions 
photo explains this). 

I am familiar with Zeppelins having gunner’s 
platforms on top but is this platform correct for the 
R33/34? I certainly can’t see anything in photos but these 
all tend to be looking from the group up. Any help or info 
on the ship would be greatly appreciated. 

Paul Cawte  

 
Dirigible circulated Paul’s request to the cognoscenti and 
Terry Hayward was first to respond: 

I have given a number of talks on the R34’s trans-
Atlantic flight and written various articles on her. The 
original design included not only an upper gun position 
but also a wide array of other weaponry in other positions 
on the ship. When she was completed the war was over 
the upper gun position was not developed. However the 
actual position was left and it was to here that Major 
Scott climbed to take his ‘astro’ observations. I believe 
that there may be more detail on the Airship Heritage 
Trust’s web site. 

Peter Davison then added: 
More likely to be a forward position for the mooring 

officer on board than a gun position. 

But Terry had his doubts: 
You may be right but he’d have great difficulty 

seeing down and forward. 

And Paul was pleased: 
Many thanks for your replies they are really 

appreciated. ... ... ...  If you guys think the instructions are 
correct I’ll go with them. 

+++++++ 
Email – 15 September 2019 

Crew member query - Mr W Johnson 
Please could you ask your readers if anyone can 

help to identify an R34 and R38 crew member named W 
Johnson? 

In my copy of Patrick Abbott’s story of the R34 
written in 1973 the following entry is made in the sources 
section at the back under personal recollections: 

“The following have all provided facts or anecdotes 
from their own experience or knowledge: Mr W Johnson - 
crew member R34 and R38.” 

I have never come across this individual before so 
am hoping someone out there knows something. 

Jane Harvey  
http://britishairshippeople.org.uk/ 

+++++++ 
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MUSEUM NEWS�

 

 
 

 

R34  CENTENARY  
At Pulham St Mary, 

Norfolk 
Clockwise from top left:  

1. Deborah II, the Mark IV WWI 
tank;  

2. the new Pulham St Mary sign 
(R34 side);  

3. Deborah the tank ready to help 
unveil the sign;  

4. beside the white ensign 
hanging from the tail of the full-
scale R34 land art at South 
Green;  

5. visitors enjoying the exhibition 
in the Guild Chapel 
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A special weekend to commemorate the centenary 
of the first ever two-way flight over the Atlantic was held 
in Pulham on 13/14 July. A hundred years ago, the giant 
R34 airship landed at Pulham Airship Station, completing 
its journey from East Fortune in Scotland to Mineola, 
New York and back. Thirty crew, two carrier pigeons and 
a cat (and for the outward journey a stowaway), had 
spent a total of 183 hours in the air, broken by a three 
day stay in New York, where they were feted for their 
achievement, even meeting President Woodrow Wilson.  

To mark the centenary, the Pulham’s Pennoyer 
Centre staged a major exhibition, complete with a special 
soundtrack, and including artefacts from members of the 
crew and memorabilia relating to RNAS Pulham. An 
illustrated Centenary Edition of Brig Gen Maitland’s Log 
of the R34’s flight was produced including all the original 
photos and appendices, with additional material from 
Pennoyer’s archive and the Airship Heritage Trust. 
Copies will shortly be available on Amazon.  

Deborah II, the Norfolk Tank Museum’s replica 
WWI Mark IV tank (as used at Pulham Airship Station to 
tow airships) came to visit. She helped the 90-year-old 
daughter of a WWI photographer at the Air Station to 
unveil the refurbished village sign featuring both the R34 
and R33 airships. 

The most popular element of the weekend was a 
full-scale ‘land art’ outline of the R34 marked out on the 
playing fields with interpretation posts providing 
information about the airship. Hundreds of visitors were 
astonished by its 634ft (198m) length, and aerial footage 
was shared worldwide on social media. A matching 
installation in Scotland was similarly popular, but sadly 
no-one at Mineola was able to undertake the task. 

Sunday was a more thoughtful day, with the 
exhibition supplemented by four talks on the airship and 
Pulham Air Station. Scot Mathieson provided a hugely 
entertaining account of his personal journey discovering 
more about the R34, prompted by having grown up close 
to its base in Scotland. Art Lewry told the tragic story of 
the NS11 airship, lost off [the Norfolk coast] in an 
accident two days after the R34’s return. It is believed the 
crew were attempting to regain their flight endurance 
record. Art’s great uncle, the coxswain, was killed in the 
crash along with the other eight crew.  

Wendy Pritchard, granddaughter of Major Jack 
Pritchard, who parachuted down from the R34 in New 
York to supervise its landing, presented a very personal 
view of the flight and of her grandfather’s role onboard, 
using Jack Pritchard’s own archive. Finally, Sheila King 
gave an overview of Pulham Air Station with photographs 
from Pennoyer’s collection.  

One of the most memorable aspects of the 
weekend was the gathering of 15 descendants of R34 
crew members. As well as Wendy Pritchard and some of 
her relations, the families of William Gent and Norman 
Scull were present, the latter’s daughter having travelled 
from Vancouver. Both Jack Pritchard and William Gent 
lost their lives in subsequent airship disasters; uniting 
their families was very moving. All at the Pennoyer 
Centre were honoured to have been able to facilitate this 
reconnection, exactly one hundred years on.  

Sheila Moss King 
The Pennoyer Centre,  

Pulham St Mary, IP21 4QT  
01379 676660 : (admin@pennoyers.org.uk) 

 @PennoyerCentre  facebook.com/pennoyercentre 

---ooo000ooo--- 

THE R34 ADVENTURE 
At Diss Museum 

From The R34 Centenary Edition Newsletter 
Seven years’ work finally came to fruition as Diss 

Museum played its part in the R34 commemoration. A 
blimp flew over the town, period dancers performed and 
gave workshops in the market place; and a piper 
acknowledged the Scots origins of the voyage. 

�
Piper Ray Russell outside the museum 

There was a children’s treasure trail, which told the 
story of the voyage. A memorabilia stall did good 
business, with the R34 beer selling out quickly. The 
museum had ten times as many visitors as on a normal 
Saturday. Inside they saw the R34 exhibition and were 
able to access the voyage via augmented reality, 
courtesy of University of Suffolk students as part of their 
degree course. 

Several families of the crew came, including the 
daughter and granddaughter of Engineer Norman Scull. 
They loaned some items for the weekend, including one 
of the now rare propelling pencils presented to the crew 
by the New York Fire Department. 

TV weatherman Jim Bacon provided a weather 
forecast for the voyage. The extra display in the church 
included newly colourised images of the airship. 

 
The weather map display inside the church 

The R34 commemorative exhibition in the museum 
featured models, art and textile work by local groups with 
rare items and photographs and also airship postcards. 

Continued overleaf ... 
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Diss Museum’s commemoration reached its climax 
with Peter Creswell’s musical homage, which played to a 
full house at Diss Corn Hall . . .  

 
Peter Creswell’s musical - All Aboard the R34!, 

Drawing on General Maitland’s Log of the voyage, 
the composer headed for the human and animal stories. 
Not the apocalyptic weather but the love interest, cocoa 
and Wopsie the cat. . . . All Aboard the R34!, suggested 
how Gilbert & Sullivan might have viewed the epic flight if 
they had gone on composing into the 20th century.  

The church service began with the hymn I Vow To 
Thee My Country. Then General Maitland (Basil Abbott) 
was seen showing a journalist (Gill Partridge) around the 
airship and addressing the crew. Readings from the Log 
followed and a film clip of an American commentator 
welcoming the R34 and Pritchard the parachutist. The 
next hymn was Mine Eyes Have Seen the Glory.  

Maitland spoke at a banquet, looking forward to a 
golden future for airships. More Log readings described 
the voyage home, the mysterious re-direction to Pulham 
and messages of congratulation from the King and other 
dignitaries.  

The last hymn was Thine Be The Glory, which the 
band were playing when they got drenched by the 
descending airship. Commentators on film then 
described the fate of airships in the following 20 years. 

The newly-ordained Reverend Samuel Thorp 
delivered a sermon on the lessons of the voyage. His 
Swedish wife, Linnea, played one of the commentators, 
describing the Italia disaster in Norwegian. 

 
Diss Museum Curator, Basil Abbott played the part of 

General Maitland in the musical celebration 

---ooo000ooo--- 

HILDA LYON PLAQUE UNVEILED 

 
A blue plaque commemorating the life and 

achievements of aeronautical engineer Hilda Lyon, MA, 
MSc, AFRAeS (1896-1946) was unveiled on June 29th by 
the Lord Lieutenant of the East Riding in the Yorkshire 
town of Market Weighton where Hilda was born. The 
event was a huge success with nine Lyon family 
members from Yorkshire, USA and Australia present, 
plus a contingent from Beverly High School. Many others 
came with links to Hilda including a representative from 
Farnborough Air Science Trust (FAST) with originals of 
Hilda's reports from the RAE.  

�
East Riding’s Lord Lieutenant opened the proceedings 

When I was walking back from the cemetery where 
Hilda is buried, I stopped to chat to an older man 
weeding his front garden. It transpired that his father, as 
a very young lad, saw the R38 crash in the Humber (in 
1921). Like little boys everywhere he and his pals rushed 
to get bits from the wreckage and came away with parts 
of the outer envelope. Again, like little boys in every era, 
he and his pals increased their bragging-rights by getting 
the local butcher to daub their pieces of fabric with blood, 
to make them seem more gory! 

The link here is that Hilda Lyon was the first 
woman to win the R38 Memorial Prize, in 1930. 

Nina Baker 
Dirigible also received pictures of the event from the 
AHT’s representative attendee, Roger Allton: 

�
Members of the Lyon family who had come from far and wide 

---ooo000ooo--- 
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BOOK NEWS AND REVIEWS 
NEW BOOKS 

 
ECKENER 

UNABRIDGED 
By Zeppelin Over Faraway 

Lands And Seas 
Translated by Douglas Robinson and 

Alastair Reid from the German 
original “Im Zeppelin Uber Lander 
und Meere” By Dr. Hugo Eckener 

(Flensburg 1949) 

Paperback, 302 Pages 
Publisher: Lulu : May 9, 2019  
www.lulu.com 
Price: $16.13 (US) plus S & H. 

PRESS RELEASE 
This is the first full translation 

into English of the complete text of 
Dr. Hugo Eckener’s 1949 book, “Im 
Zeppelin über Länder und Meere.” 

Of the book Eckener writes: “In 
this book of memoirs, it is my 
intention to focus solely on the flights 
of the Zeppelins between the two 
World Wars and the events and 
experiences associated with them. It 
does so for two reasons:firstly, the 
description of these famous, globe-
spanning, pioneering flights may 
perhaps contribute to the ongoing 
debate about whether the airship still 
has a role to play in commercial air 
services today, and secondly, the 
preparation and the conduct of these 
flights is so closely linked to human 
and political events in a critical period 
of enormous political upheaval, that 
they have an enduring historical 
significance, at least for us Germans, 
and are therefore worthy of recording 
for posterity.” 

REVIEW 
In 1949, four years after the 

end of World War II, with Germany in 
ruins and the future of Zeppelins if 
any, in doubt; Dr. Hugo Eckener, in 
his 81st year, composed a history of 
his airship experiences after World 
War I. More than just aviation 
adventures, it contained a message 
of hope. He told the story of how the 
international standing of Germany 
was, in no small way, restored by the 
favorable impressions made by the 
successful flights of Los Angeles, 
Graf Zeppelin, and Hindenburg. It 
also revealed Dr. Eckener’s 
encounters with Hitler and his 
minions, their capacity to negate the 
progress made by these Zeppelin 
successes, and the ill-will they 
generated resulting in the 
unwillingness of the United States 
government to provide helium after 
the Hindenburg disaster. 

Airship historian, Douglas 
Robinson, was able to offer an 
abridged English language version of 
this book; the copy in my possession 
was printed in the UK in 1958.  

Apparently Dr. Robinson felt 
that, while the stories of Zeppelin 
flights would interest English 
language readers, a tale of hope in 
restoring the standing of Germany 
might not go so well to his 1950s 
market audience. Robinson heavily 
edited Dr. Hugo Eckener’s text for 
content, eliminating two chapters, 
except for snippets inserted 
elsewhere, and adding a chapter of 
technical information by Eckener’s 
son, Knud, Doctor of Engineering. 

Now comes Alastair Reid’s 
translation of Eckener’s original text. 
The explanation for the translation 
credit above is that Reid has 
translated the previously omitted text 
and had it printed in bold face while 
Robinson’s version is incorporated in 
standard face, thus assembling the 
entire text for the readers’ edification. 

Dr. Eckener’s inclusions and 
omissions: Dr. E. opens with the 
comment that his intent is “. . . to 
focus solely on the flights of 
Zeppelins and the events and 
experiences associated with them. I 
shall, therefore, restrict myself to the 
years in which we possessed or 
strove towards having our own 
commercial Zeppelin operations . . . 
approximately a twelve year period 
between 1924 and 1936.”  

The contradiction within this 
quotation is that there will be no 

discussion of planned 
‘demonstrations’ with L72 (LZ114) - 
in the possession of the Zeppelin Co. 
at the end of 1918 - and mention, 
neither of the 1919 commercial 
Zeppelin LZ120 Bodensee’s 
operations, nor Bodensee’s sister-
ship LZ121 Nordstern. Chapter 1 
begins with the story of LZ126 (ZRIII 
Los Angeles) purchase, construction, 
delivery to America, and the resulting 
warm reception and good will that 
resulted. 

Dr. Robinson’s omissions, 
circa mid-1950s, are also fascinating 
and, perhaps an interesting reflection 
of the post-war, cold-war politics of 
that era. Dr. E’s comments regarding 
President von Hindenburg are gone 
as is his impression of Austrian public 
opinion towards Anschluss. In 1921, 
he was approached regarding the 
possibility of a Zeppelin air service 
from Spain to South America. He 
made a steamship trip to scout the 
weather and the prospects first-hand.  

In the late 1932, there was an 
inquiry regarding airship service 
between Holland and the Dutch East 
Indies. This resulted in another 
voyage via freighter from Port Said to 
Batavia. He spent two weeks on Java 
looking for landing sites and 
observing. He was familiar with 
“Multatuli’s indictment of Dutch 
colonialism” and was pleasantly 
surprised by what he found; all of 
which was grossly, ‘politically 
incorrect’ in 1958. These are but 
three examples of many. 

The Zeppelin flights described 
are covered in enlightening detail. Dr. 
E’s encounters with Hitler and other 
Nazi’s are now revealed in a fully 
restored chapter 9 and will yield a 
few surprises to almost every reader. 
The photos illustrating Chapter 9 are 
often additions selected by Alastair 
Reid. 

This is a book about a specific 
chapter in aviation history. It covers a 
few specific, historic flights very well. 
It is a saga of triumphs achieved and 
opportunities lost. It is a partial auto-
biography of a remarkable man, his 
struggles, his achievements and his 
frustrations. It demonstrates his 
strengths and reveals a few warts as 
well; especially as seen from our 21st 
century perspective. I heartily 
recommend it both to the reader 
interested in airships and to those 
interested in this era of 20th century 
history.                      

C. P. HALL II 
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Direct delivery is by Royal Mail 3-5 working days delivery (£2.95 first item and £0.50 every additional item). 
*All clothing prices include VAT. Delivery charges are exclusive of VAT. 

   
THE AHT MERCHANDISE SHOP IS LAUNCHED! 

Browse the new collection at : www.airshipsonline.com 
With Christmas approaching, are you stuck for ideas for presents?  The AHT collection is now 
available with new clothes and apparel for all tastes.  With more choice, not only on sizes but 

colours as well, there are styles to suite all tastes. 
To explore the collection, click on the SHOP button on the front page of the AHT website.   

Each purchase provides support for AHT fundraising. 
Click now, and order some new stylish surprises for someone special this Christmas. 

        
   AHT V-NECK JUMPER £30 *                   AHT RUGBY SHIRT £34               AHT CONTRAST POLO SHIRT £24 

                        
AHT WOMEN’S T-SHIRT £10           AHT ULTRA COTTON POLO  £20              AHT UNISEX T-SHIRT £10 

                      
        AHT RUCKSACK £31                         AHT LAPTOP CASE £15                    AHT MESSENGER BAG £35 
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DEPARTED 
MARY STOPES-ROE 

Daughter of Barnes Wallis who played a key 
role in helping her father to develop the 

‘bouncing bomb’ 
To the children it seemed like a game, with a 

catapult to fire their marbles and the goal of skimming 
them off the surface of a tub of water and over a 
stretched string. While Barnes Wallis worked the catapult 
and took notes, his 14-year-old daughter, Mary, collected 
the marbles. “My brother was measuring how high they 
bounced with a ruler,” she told The Times in 2013 on the 
70th anniversary of the Dambusters raid. Indeed, 
“Daddy’s playing marbles” became family code for the 
year-long development of the bouncing bombs. � 

The Times : May 31 2019,  
www.thetimes.co.uk/edition/register/mary-stopes-roe-

obituary-05jx9w5pb 

+++++++ 
Telegraph Obituaries : 11 June 2019 

www.telegraph.co.uk/obituaries/2019/06/11/mary-stopes-
roe-author-whose-book-mathematics-love-told-story/ 

Mary Stopes-Roe, who has died aged 91, was the 
daughter of Barnes Wallis, inventor of the “bouncing 
bomb”, and the author of a book that recounted her 
parents’ covert premarital courtship during the 1920s. 

In 1942, as a 14-year-old playing a version of 
“ducks and drakes” on holiday, Mary Wallis could have 
little idea of the role she was playing in the development 
of a startling new weapon in the RAF’s arsenal. 

While her father skimmed marbles off the surface 
of a tub of water by firing them from a catapult, her 
brother used a ruler to measure the height at which they 
bounced. Mary’s task was to gather up the marbles 
afterwards. � 

---ooo000ooo--- 
FORTHCOMING EVENTS 
• Wednesday 16th October 2019 - The Royal Aeronautical Society, Weybridge Branch are 

hosting a lecture entitled “His Majesty’s Airship R-100. Designed by Barnes Wallis BSc., 
innovator extraordinary” to commemorate the 40th anniversary of Sir Barnes Wallis’ death. The 
lecture will be given by Airship Heritage Trust Trustee, Roger Allton. Lecture starts 6.45 PM In 
The Napier Room, Brooklands Museum, KT13 0QN (Entrance by Campbell Gate, off 
Brooklands Road.) There is an entry donation of £2.50 at the door. Students - Free of Charge. 
Members of the Public welcomed. 

• 18th to 21st November 2019 - The Royal Institute of Navigation’s International Navigation 
Conference 2019 (INC2019) - will be held in the prestigious Edinburgh International 
Conference Centre (EICC), Edinburgh, Scotland. Details from: www.rininc.org 

• Tuesday 21st January 2020 - Zeppelin Onslaught – Britain’s Forgotten Blitz. A talk by 
Zeppelin historian and author Ian Castle for the Surrey Industrial Heritage Group : 7.30pm 
Venue: Church House Guildford, 20 Alan Turing Road, Guildford, GU2 7YF Tickets: Available 
on night for non-members of the SIHG - £5 Any enquiries to SIHG – meetings@sihg.org.uk 

---ooo000ooo--- 
MEMBERSHIP MATTERS 

UK Membership : £25 per annum : Overseas Membership : £35 per annum 
AHT Annual Subscriptions are due on the 1st of January each year 

 
 
= 

 

Subscribe via PayPal at the AHT website (www.airshipsonline.com/members/) 
or 

By Standing Order made payable to: “The Airship Heritage Trust” : Account Number : 31563866 
Sort Code: 40-24-07 : HSBC Bank plc, Unit 2, Marlowes Centre, Hemel Hempstead, HP1 1DX 

or 
By cheque made payable to: “The Airship Heritage Trust” 

Sent to: The Membership Secretary 
Brian Harrison, 9 Quaggy Walk, Blackheath, London SE3 9EL 

Enquiries: membership@airshipsonline.com 

ARRIVALS, TRANSFERS, DEPARTURES 
 (Or, for the less aeronautically obsessed - BIRTHS, MARRIAGES, DEATHS.) 
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A
 postcard of the N

ieuport A
T

-2 from
 D

avid M
arks’ collection. T

his non-rigid airship, w
as of the A

stra-T
orres (A

T
) type (w

hich had a trefoil instead of circular section envelope), 
alm

ost 263ft long, m
axim

um
 diam

eter 54ft and w
ith a hydrogen capacity of 363,950 cu ft.  It w

as pow
ered by tw

o Sunbeam
 300hp tw

elve, V
 cylinder, w

ater-cooled engines each 
driving a tw

o bladed tractor propeller, m
ounted outboard and in line w

ith each other either side of the gondola centre. T
he gondola had a raised, enclosed cockpit at the front 

housing a crew
 of 7/12; it also carried one 75m

m
 cannon and one m

achine gun, plus four 45kg or tw
o 90kg bom

bs. H
orizontal stabilisers and dorsal/ventral rudders w

ere fitted to 
the envelope rear for flight control and it had a range of 970 m

iles at a cruising speed of 29 m
ph. T

he A
T

-2 arrived in Japan during early 1923 and w
as assem

bled in the A
rm

y 
airship hangar at T

okorozaw
a (?). It m

ade a successful m
aiden flight on 10

th July that year, but further flights had to be restricted after an earthquake on 1
st Septem

ber dam
aged the 

plant generating hydrogen for it. H
ow

ever, in the m
eantim

e a 787ft long Z
eppelin hangar from

 near B
erlin, also part of W

W
1 reparations, had been transported to Japan and w

as 
being assem

bled at the K
asum

igaura N
aval base. A

fter it w
as com

pleted the airship w
as transferred this new

 abode to form
 half of the Japanese N

avy's first airship fleet, 
established there in D

ecem
ber 1923. T

here are no details of the airship's subsequent operational history other than it took part in the G
rand N

aval R
eview

 of O
ctober 1924 and 

w
as dism

antled shortly thereafter. [N
o idea what the white circle is for. – E

d.] 
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