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   Praise for Flying Pianos

   ‘Gripping, exuberant, racy and deeply researched, here is the amazing tale of the flying machines – from cotton and canvas death traps to the air fleets of killing machines of WWII and the magnificent men and women who made them and died and killed in them, a crazy cast of eccentrics, daredevils and charlatans, all told with very enjoyable charm and swagger.’ 

   Simon Sebag Montefiore, author of The World: A Family History

   ‘Charles Spicer has done it again, in this enthralling account of British aviation history from the gentlemen flyers of the 1900s to the creation of the iconic Spitfire during the 1930s… Check in, get aboard, fasten your seatbelt, and prepare for a marvellous flight and a terrific read.’ 

   David Cannadine, author of Victorious Century

   ‘Eccentric is very much the word for it. Aviation’s pioneers were obsessive, foolhardy, prodigiously brave, infinitely resourceful and, well, kind of crazy. You had to be a little bit unbalanced to want to fly those rattletraps. Spicer’s book is fun, anecdote-rich and full of compelling characters.’ 

   S. C. Gwynne, author of Empire of the Summer Moon

   ‘Charles Spicer has produced a spirited and engaging account of a dramatic and often incredible story – the birth of British Aviation… Full of fascinating anecdotes, this is also a tale of innovation, inspiration, bravery, humility and personal sacrifice alongside relentless obsession, unreasonable ambition and unwavering optimism. In short, it is a very British story.’ 

   Peter Dye, President of the Great War Aviation Society

  

 
  
   Praise for Coffee With Hitler

   —A Telegraph and Spectator Book of the Year 2022—

   ‘This engaging book offers a warning from history that remains terrifyingly relevant today.’

   Observer

   ‘This is a complex tale, but as skilfully narrated by Spicer, it moves along briskly.’

   Washington Post

   ‘If ever there was a case of the road to hell being paved with good intentions, it is surely the story that Charles Spicer tells so brilliantly and empathetically in this exceptionally well-written book.’ 

   David Cannadine

   ‘Fascinating… an important book, which must be taken into account by all who write about the subject in future.’ 

   Literary Review

   ‘In this very well-researched and well-written work of historical revisionism, Charles Spicer reminds us of the important fact that not every Briton who wanted better relations with Nazi Germany did so from malign motives.’ 

   Andrew Roberts, author of Churchill: Walking with Destiny

   ‘In this refreshingly objective book, Spicer profiles the Anglo-German Fellowship, a 1930s British collective which tried to “civilise the Nazis” – some from naivety, others out of ruthless pragmatism.’ 

   Daily Telegraph

   ‘This compelling book captures the double-edged nature of “one mainstay of British values” – giving “even the most blatantly disgusting people the benefit of the doubt.”’ 

   The Week
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   Winged Adventurers
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      The Hon Charles Rolls and the Hon Mrs Assheton Harbord posing in a balloon, c. 1910. Wikimedia.

     


   

  

 
  
   ‌Prologue

   Automobilists and balloonatics

   On 24 September 1901, just eight months after Edward VII succeeded his mother, Queen Victoria, to the throne, three ‘automobilists,’ sipping champagne, flew over Sidcup in the City of York balloon. The three had originally planned a road tour; their Renault then caught fire, so they switched to the airborne excursion over Kent. Twenty-year-old Vera Hedges Butler (still remembered as the first British woman to pass a driving test – in France in 1900; Britain did not introduce them until 1935) shared the wicker basket with her father Frank, a prosperous wine merchant, twenty-four-year-old Charles Rolls, and Stanley Spencer (not the painter), a professional ‘aeronaut’ who controlled the balloon. Aloft, Vera proposed, and the others agreed, they should together form an aero club; unusually, this would be open ‘equally to ladies and gentlemen, subject to election.’

   For a brief while, few things excited affluent Edwardians more than ballooning, a sport with origins dating back over a century to the inventive Montgolfier brothers in France. Did the Edwardian elite now revive ‘Balloonomania’ as a gentle alternative to playing tennis in white flannels on the grass courts of elegant country houses? That, after all, stands as the image of Edwardian England celebrated by E. M. Forster, A. E. Housman and J. M. Barrie, and romanticised to this day in Sunday night television drama. In reality the times were changing socially – and technologically – at a pace that would not have amused the late queen, nor many of her subjects. By contrast, those well-heeled youths chased three things: novelty, thrills and above all speed.

   This short-lived craze for unpowered ‘lighter-than-air’ flight could not compete with the hot technological revolution soon to come: ‘heavier-than-air’ in an aeroplane, and the expansion of the car.

   The cars of the day, of which there were perhaps only eight hundred in the country, were still primitive, unreliable and disappointingly slow; the Renault Voiturette was open to the elements, had a one-cylinder engine, a three-gear transmission and might (before it caught fire) have just touched 20 mph. Given the speed limit had only recently been increased to 14 mph, in practice these were little faster than a fit horse.

   Many of those enthusiasts, like Rolls and his companions, would soon embrace all three novel modes of transport. Underpinning the close connection between cars and aircraft, the new Aero Club of Great Britain was established as an offshoot of the Automobile Club, its object to encourage ‘aerial locomotion in all its forms and applications,’ albeit initially focused on ballooning. Soon it sat in the social, regulatory and political centre of all types of aerial travel, fuelled by the flair, as its official historian colourfully claimed, of the members ‘for energetic yet decorous publicity coupled with a surging ebullience of spirit,’ which ‘shines across the decades like a beacon rising above the flat and pretentiously pompous plains of the nineteenth century.’1

   Inspired by the two bicycle manufacturers from Dayton, Ohio, Wilbur and Orville Wright, who had achieved a flight of twelve seconds over 180 feet on 17 December 1903, as well as their French rivals, the Aero Club soon expanded into ‘heavier-than-air’ powered flight, awarding the brothers its first Gold Medal for their epoch-defining achievements. With excitement for flying developing internationally, in 1905 the club assumed the British representation for the Fédération Aéronautique Internationale, the world’s governing body headquartered in Paris, overseeing all private and sport flying in the United Kingdom.

   Though having flown only twice, Charles Rolls soon became both the voice and face of the ballooning craze. He had been born in 1877, the third son of John Rolls, a Conservative MP for Monmouthshire, and his wife Georgina. When his father rose to the peerage as Lord Llangattock, Charles, then aged fifteen, styled himself ‘the Hon C. S. Rolls’ – known as Charlie to his few close friends. The sizable family income, sustained by rent from thousands of houses owned in South London as well as agricultural estates in Monmouthshire, Wales, allowed him and his family to enjoy the latest Edwardian comforts, enthusiasms and excitements to the full.

   Fascinated by all things mechanical and motive since childhood, this intense, serious and eccentric schoolboy, nicknamed ‘Dirty Rolls’ at Eton College, went up to Trinity College, Cambridge, to study Mechanism and Applied Sciences. Initially enthused by cycling, after his first car ride in 1896 he travelled to Paris where, still an undergraduate, he combined his savings with a parental loan to buy a second-hand 3¾ hp Peugeot Phaeton, becoming one of the few, and one of the very youngest, Englishmen to own a motor vehicle. His Peugeot was the first to be based in the university town and Rolls the first person to drive from London to Cambridge, motoring for nearly twelve hours through the night to evade the police.

   With further funding from his indulgent, loving father, he parlayed his hobby into a profession, setting up C. S. Rolls & Co in Fulham in 1902 to import and sell the peerless petrol-driven cars manufactured by Panhard et Levassor in France, which had pioneered the modern automotive configuration of front-mounted engine and radiator, gearbox, clutch and transmission driving the rear pair of wheels. Their cars had won many of the first ever motor races, demonstrating exceptional speed and endurance. Rolls opened a West End showroom a year later; though he was an educated engineer, competent mechanic and world-class racing driver, his genius was for marketing and publicity; his bravura, social connections and film-star looks suited that perfectly.

   Soon recognised nationally as the ‘golden boy’ of motoring, and keen to promote the nascent automotive industry, Rolls decided to champion cars designed and built in Britain. A mutual friend, Henry Edmunds (later dubbed ‘the hyphen’), introduced him to Henry Royce, a self-proclaimed ‘mechanic’ based in Manchester.

   Fourteen years Rolls’s senior, Royce came from a markedly different social, educational and economic milieu, as the fifth and youngest child of an impecunious flour miller and a farmer’s daughter. James Royce, having battled both Hodgkin’s disease and financial trouble, died, leaving the nine-year-old Henry an inheritance of just twenty pounds. His education interrupted, he made a living selling newspapers for W. H. Smith and delivering telegrams for the Post Office in the Mayfair area, where the Rolls family had their townhouse. Aged fourteen, Royce served an apprenticeship at the locomotive works of the Great Northern Railway Company in Peterborough. He bolstered his meagre education at night school before deploying his quickly evident talents in a flourishing career as an electrical engineer. In partnership with Ernest Claremont he built an electrical products business soon renowned for the quality, reliability and longevity of its products.

   Like Rolls, Royce owned an early motorcar. Having re-engineered his French-made vehicle, he determined to apply his natural aptitude for engineering to build his own model. Henry Edmunds sent a photograph and specifications of it to Rolls who, Royce having flatly refused to go to London, travelled to Manchester to charm this diffident engineering genius. Impressed by the car, Rolls quickly negotiated the sole agency to sell it worldwide.

   Soon they were partners, with Rolls promoting their cars in races and reliability trials while Royce designed and built them. Rolls-Royce Limited, incorporated in March 1906, raised capital and built a new factory in Derby, with Royce as chief engineer and works director, Rolls technical director, and Claremont chair of the board. Within two months, Rolls had broken the Monte Carlo-to-London record, covering nearly 800 miles in just over twenty-eight hours. He then took their car to the US where he out-raced the local rivals. Meanwhile, back at the factory, Henry Royce, having experimented with custom builds, model variants and different engine sizes, honed his efforts on one standardised model: the famously silent, smooth, reliable Silver Ghost – soon hailed as the ‘best car in the world.’

   Demand quickly outpaced supply and the Silver Ghost remained in production for nearly twenty years. But the restless, fearless, innovative Rolls tired of cars and deployed the profits from the business to fund his new enthusiasm – aeroplanes. Having befriended the Wright Brothers while promoting Rolls-Royce in America, he reconnected with them in Le Mans, France where they were demonstrating their planes. He imported a Wright Flyer to England and learned how to fly it, earning his first licence from the Aéro-Club de France and then becoming only the second pilot awarded a licence by its British counterpart.

   With his impeccable social connections, fearlessness and passion for innovation, the photogenic Rolls proved the perfect morning star for this thrilling modern technology, recognising that aeroplanes would change everything. The wondrous idea humankind might take to the skies in powered gliders and fulfil the dream of every poet, child or visionary who ever envied a bird soaring above was now a reality. Writing in the American Register in August 1908 (months before any aeroplane made it into the British skies), he enthused:

   There is nothing so fascinating or exhilarating as flying. It gives one an entirely new sense of life. The power of flight is as a fresh gift from the Creator, the greatest treasure yet given to man, and one, I believe, destined to work great changes in human life as we know it today.2
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      Lord Northcliffe (in fur coat) with Orville Wright at Pau, France, 1909. ANL/Shutterstock.
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   The most beautiful dream that has haunted the heart of man

   The English Channel spans just twenty-two miles across its narrowest point between the Strait of Dover and the Pas-de-Calais. Famous for extreme tidal currents and harsh weather, it is the world’s busiest ocean shipping lane. Totemic for the British, for centuries it has been the ‘moat’ protecting their damp but precious island from invasion from the Continent by the Spanish, Dutch, French and Germans for most of a millennium. As such, it has made its foggy, chilly and rainy contribution to Great Britain’s emergence as a naval superpower and global empire.

   In 1906, Alfred Harmsworth, by now Lord Northcliffe, the indomitable founder of the Daily Mail, the populist British newspaper launched only a dozen years before, had been captivated by the first ever powered aeroplane flights in Europe. Alberto Santos-Dumont, the wealthy Brazilian aeronaut and inspirational inventor, had covered nearly a quarter of a kilometre at a height of six metres in front of enthralled Parisians. This excited far more Continental interest than had the Wright Brothers’ secretive endeavours in North Carolina and Ohio three years earlier. Northcliffe had two obsessions: an excitement about all modern technologies – automobiles, streetlights, telephones, wireless and ‘aerial motor cars’ – and since the end of the previous century, apprehension about the military and economic threat posed by Germany. In a leader in his newspaper, still three years before any powered flight had happened in Britain, he predicted the ‘isolation of the United Kingdom may disappear,’ suggesting, ‘they are not mere dreamers who hold that the time is at hand when air power will be an even more important thing than sea power,’ adding to his editor, ‘England is no longer an island… there will be no more sleeping safely behind the wooden walls of old England with the Channel our safety moat.’1

   In October 1908 he offered a £500 prize (soon doubled) for the first flyer of any nationality to cross the Channel in a powered heavier-than-air aircraft in either direction. He used his now market-leading newspaper to raise public awareness with spectacular effect, while also lobbying British politicians. He persuaded the leader of the Conservative Party, Arthur Balfour, to travel to Pau in France to meet Wilbur Wright, a shrewd businessman with ambitions to sell their invention to whichever government bid high enough.

   Northcliffe was one of the first to diagnose, and worry about, the differing approaches taken in the four countries now experimenting with aviation. Having first admired and encouraged them, he now thought the American Wright brothers ‘self-satisfied’ and felt the French would soon overtake them. English and French aviators both treated flying as a thrilling new sport, but the latter did so with a degree of professionalism and government support which cast the British gentleman amateurs and their standoffish government officials into the shade. The secretive and frugal Wright brothers so obsessed about the monetisation of their intellectual property and its global business potential, they did little flying between 1903 and 1908 and forbade photography by their local newspaper reporters who therefore missed aviation history being made on their doorstep. Meanwhile, the Germans were focused on dirigibles (powered lighter-than-air aircraft) which, given their size, range and (apparent) stability, posed an obvious threat as weapons of war. It was this early European rivalry for control of the air which, over time, would add fuel to the wider tensions which would go on to foment two world wars.

   A convinced Francophile, Northcliffe, concluded one biographer, had ‘determined that Britain and her ally France should be in the forefront of aerial technical innovation’ so he championed the cause with well-publicised flying competitions offering enticing cash prizes.2 As one of the earliest public figures to raise the spectre of the military threat from a Germany racing ahead in air power, he chivvied the Admiralty and the War Office to take this seriously. Writing in February 1909 to Richard Haldane, secretary of state for war, he wondered if he might ‘bore’ him ‘on the subject of aeroplanes,’ suggesting Haldane send one of his ‘young men’ to France to ‘find out why it is that this aeroplane gets off the ground.’3 It had been a frustrated Haldane who had, two years earlier, rebuffed the chance to acquire the Wright brothers’ patents as the inventors refused to demonstrate their machine unless a contract had been signed.

   The challenge of crossing the English Channel, whether across the sea by boat or by swimming, under it by tunnel, or over it by air, has fascinated the brave, the foolish and the eccentric for centuries. A French balloonist and a doctor from Boston had been the first to fly over it, 124 years previously, in a balloon. The merchant seaman and professional swimmer Captain Matthew Webb had been the first to swim across it in 1875. Tunnelling underneath had been explored as early as 1802, while the Channel Tunnel Company began preliminary trials in the same year Webb completed his swim.

   Three rival aviators – all Frenchmen – were attempting in late July 1909 to cross this inhospitable stretch of water and win the Daily Mail prize. Northcliffe had hoped the Wright brothers would rise to the bait, but they declined on the grounds such challenges were cheap publicity stunts and the rewards not worth the risk. The first, Hubert Latham, a daring, wealthy and competitive twenty-six-year-old big game hunter and sportsman, had an English grandfather and surname and an Oxford education. The month before, he had made the longest powered flight (other than the Wrights’) of over an hour and held the world record in a monoplane. The second competitor, the forty-three-year-old fully French and absurdly named aristocrat Comte Charles Alexandre Maurice Joseph Marie Jules Stanislas Jacques de Lambert, had been Wilbur Wright’s first French pupil and now owned a Wright Flyer. The third, thirty-six-year-old Louis Blériot, had designed and largely built his monoplane himself.

   At 2.30 a.m. on the morning of Sunday 25 July, a deeply sleeping Blériot had been very reluctantly roused from his bed at the Terminus Hotel in Calais by his friend and manager, Alfred Leblanc. The weather had been unseasonably bad that summer with high winds for weeks hampering the various attempts to get airborne. Leblanc had stayed up late so was the first to spot an improvement. Thirty minutes later the two men left the hotel by car for the small village of Les Baraques, three kilometres west of the town.

   Born in Cambrai in northern France, Blériot, a talented engineer and successful businessman, had developed the world’s first practical (acetylene) headlamp, allowing automobiles to drive at night. Having opened a showroom in Paris in 1897 he supplied the carmakers Renault and Rolls’s friends at Panhard et Levassor and used the profits to fund his true passion, aeronautics. In this he proved determined, persistent and stubborn … but also spectacularly accident-prone. The Illustrated London News estimated he had survived more accidents than all his competitors put together, while Flight agreed he had ‘probably had more miraculous escapes than any other living man.’4 So frequent were his ‘mishaps’ he developed a novel technique to minimise injuries. Once a crash was inevitable, he would throw himself onto the wing of the plane; this increased the damage to his aircraft but reduced that to himself. Despite this track record, Blériot knew crossing between France and England to be within reach as, only a week before, he had flown cross-country for over twenty-five miles in three-quarters of an hour and had won the French Aéro Club’s first Prix de Voyage.5

   Nearby, Hubert Latham slept soundly that early morning. Six days previously, after numerous delays, he had been the first person in history to attempt to cross the Channel by plane. A crowd estimated at 10,000 waved him off in his giant dragonfly-like Antoinette VII monoplane before its engine failing mid-air robbed him of success and forced him to ditch in the sea tantalisingly close to the English coast. Epitomising a blend of British phlegm and French élan, he calmly awaited rescue on his wrecked, but still buoyant, aircraft while smoking a cigarette. But on this morning, Léon Levavasseur, Latham’s manager, assessed the wind to be too strong and so let his pilot go on sleeping.

   The French government had provided a naval destroyer, Escopette, to escort Blériot and rescue him should he suffer the same fate as Latham. At 3 a.m. Blériot drove with his wife, Alice, and Leblanc to the ship where he gave her his wallet for safekeeping, bid her adieu, and ordered the captain to put out to sea to assume his station offshore. Having recruited a ship’s crewman to handle communication between plane and ship using flags, the three men arrived at the tarpaulin-covered shelter erected in a farmer’s field to house the aircraft. His waiting team of mechanics had refuelled the thirteen-litre petrol tank and added oil to the crankcase, before Alexandre Anzani, the developer of the eponymous engine, arrived to check his creation. Blériot, who had not flown for a week, made a fifteen-minute trial flight around Calais to test the rigging and engine before landing his plane without mishap on the cliff facing England.

   Now ready for departure, he waited for dawn to break as the Daily Mail competition stipulated flying in daylight. Charles Rolls, the official observer from the Aero Club of Great Britain, and an aspirant competitor himself, stood by. At 4.30 a.m. they spotted first light and, while Leblanc felt disappointed not to see England, the air was clear, visibility good and a light breeze blew from the southwest. Hubert Latham still slept soundly.

   Blériot was ill-prepared both for the trip and for the likelihood of success. He had eaten and drunk little since waking and brought no change of clothes. Dressed in a tweed suit under a wool-lined khaki jacket all beneath blue cotton engineers’ overalls, he had covered his head and ears with a close-fitting cap and shod one foot in a sturdy brown boot, and the other in a bedroom slipper. An exposed exhaust pipe had inflicted third-degree burns on the latter necessitating twice-daily injections by a Calais doctor to prevent gangrene.

   The enterprise was fraught with danger. Although no pilot had lost his life in an aeroplane, many near misses meant the fatal risks were well recognised. Flight accepted the inevitability of death but saw this as justifiable sacrifice given ‘the magnitude of such a thing as the achievement of enabling mankind to ride the air at will.’6 Pilots had almost none of the instruments available today and Blériot eschewed what few there were, carrying neither watch nor compass despite admitting to being bad at navigation. His plane, far smaller than Latham’s, would be less likely to float and its already injured pilot could not swim. With only the vaguest notion of where to land on the English side, he asked a bystander ‘Où est Douvres?’7

   Notwithstanding the early hour, a cluster of excited villagers waited to wave him off as he limped on crutches to his aircraft, now held steady by five men. The Blériot XI was the eleventh iteration of his series of experimental designs; he had championed the ‘one deck’ or monoplane format so, unusually for the time, it had only the one pair of wings. The framework, built from ash and American spruce strengthened by piano wire, supported detachable wing frames, double-covered in ‘Continental’ waterproofed linen fabric, spanning twenty-eight feet but less than four inches thick. Two bicycle wheels mounted on a shock-absorbing suspension system made from strong elastic bands sustained the front of the aeroplane while a smaller wheel attached beneath the tail. An inflated airbag mounted inside the frame between pilot and tail would serve as a float in water. Flight acclaimed it ‘wonderfully compact’ and ‘one of the smallest practical machines ever built.’ Unloaded, it weighed just under 500 pounds (225 kg) – akin to a Shetland pony. A full loading with pilot and fuel took this to just over 700 pounds – still only half that of its competitors.

   Blériot’s elegantly minimalist design offered few creature comforts: the pilot sat on a low board with his back resting on a leather strap and feet on a pivoted crossbar controlling the rudder and thereby the direction of flight. His left hand held a lever to warp the wings for balance and control the twenty-five-foot-long tail mechanism. His free right hand would control the throttle and ignition levers and operate a rubber bulb to increase pressure in the lubricating tank. Flying in such an open cockpit, even accepting the day’s weather and temperature were reasonable and his speed modest, would have been an assault on the senses. The air whistling through the plane’s fabric and wires and the unmuffled din of the motor coupled with the chill of the morning and sudden immersion in the clouds must have been exhilarating and unnerving in equal measure.

   The air-cooled, three-cylinder, semi-radial motorcycle engine mounted up front – ‘tractor-style’ – delivered a modest 25 hp to a seven-foot propeller (or ‘tractor screw’), carved from walnut, laminated and polished to the standard of high-quality furniture, and weighing less than five kg. The Blériot’s simplicity facilitated rapid assembly and disassembly in around thirty minutes, far quicker than most, a real advantage at a time when flyers transported their machines between competitions most often by road, rail or ship, rather than by air.

   Only a month before, after Blériot carried two passengers with him for an hour, Flight announced ‘the monoplane has arrived’ as the ‘racer of the air,’ noting how ‘these single surface machines have called for an eminently sporting class of man.’8 It is no exaggeration to say almost all today’s aeroplanes owe something of their design to the Blériot XI. All sorts of imaginative configurations had been tried with earlier flying machines: biplanes (two main pairs of wings stacked one above the other), triplanes (three main pairs of wings likewise), tandem wing monoplanes (two or more sets of wings set one behind the other), canard wings (a pair of small forewings placed ahead of the main wing, supposedly reminiscent of a duck with neck outstretched in flight); annular or closed wings (where the two main planes merge at the ends so there are no conventional wing tips), and box kites (biplanes with a square framework inspired by kite designs). Engine and propellers were positioned both fore (‘tractors’) and aft (‘pushers’), i.e. behind the pilot.

   But it would be many years before Blériot’s monoplane concept – i.e. a single wing (or ‘plane’) on either side of the pilot – would become the standard. To twenty-first-century eyes, these fast and elegant designs seem the epitome of what a modern aeroplane should be, while the main rival, the biplane, appears quaintly archaic. But given the wood and fabric materials then available and used to build aircraft, biplanes offered better strength-to-weight ratio and greater structural integrity with less bracing required. A double set of wings provided a larger surface area which generated around a fifth more lift. Biplanes had superior low-speed handling and manoeuvrability, allowing for shorter take-offs and landings. Having a narrower wingspan added to the strength and allowed for easier storage. Until thicker wings were developed and lighter, more powerful engines became available, monoplanes continued to have their detractors: the debate over the relative merits of the two basic variants would rumble on well into the late 1930s.

   Having determined the sun had indeed risen, Leblanc signalled ‘tout est prêt’ so Blériot bid goodbye to Rolls and his mechanic. Accelerating the tiny engine to 1,200 rpm, close to its limit, he climbed across the sand dunes over the telegraph wires running along the cliff edge. Once well aloft, he eased the throttle to spare the engine, directed his aircraft towards England, and settled into his flight. Around 250 feet below him, the freshening wind disturbed the sea on which the destroyer, already a few miles out from port, travelled at her full speed of twenty-five knots with a clear view of her charge.
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      Small children admiring Louis Blériot flying his monoplane, July 1909. Library of Congress.
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   Tout est prêt!

   Ten minutes after overtaking the Escopette, Louis Blériot turned his head to check his escort only to find neither it nor the French coast in view. Returning to look forwards, he saw no sign of the English coast as a bank of cloud had enveloped the aircraft.

   ‘I am alone. I can see nothing at all – rien de tout!’ he admitted to himself.

   Lost above the sea for ten minutes, unguided, without compass or any perception of speed, he ‘felt as if he was not moving’ because, while ‘over land, houses, woods and roads appear and disappear as in a dream… over water, there is only a wave, always the same wave’ and so there is no sense of progress.1

   Throughout the flight, the French coastguard in Sangatte monitored his progress for as long as possible through binoculars, communicating with their Dover counterparts in morse code using the latest Marconi wireless telegraphy installed at the cable office next to the abandoned Channel Tunnel works. Their last cables, sent at 4.59 a.m., proudly reported their countryman flying ‘with perfect steadiness till out of our sight’ before politely asking ‘let us know as soon as you see him.’ Alice and a few friends were equally attentive as they watched from the Escopette as the little plane quickly overtook them until it dwindled to a ‘speck on the horizon.’ Tensions heightened as those onboard had no means of knowing if the accident-prone pilot had arrived safely; though lovingly confident in her husband’s success, Alice could not ‘hide her terrible agitation.’

   Just twenty tense minutes after leaving French soil, Blériot spotted Dover’s castle and green-topped cliffs, well to the east of his planned landing site. As he turned westwards along the cliffs, stronger winds reduced his speed. Though later claiming confidence he could have flown for another ninety minutes, he spotted a gap after a mile or so with a green landing spot known as Northfall Meadow. There, Charles Fontaine, a representative from Le Matin newspaper, was vigorously waving a large French tricolour indicating where to land. Despite the journalist’s enthusiasm, the site, with its steep slope, was far from ideal as an airstrip. Having avoided the buildings to his right, Blériot encountered an ‘eddying wind’ which added to the hazards of landing. Despite circling twice to ease his descent, he hit the ground with a bump from twenty metres, damaging the framework and propeller of his monoplane. Neither timing nor distance were recorded with any degree of precision, so estimates vary, but he had flown as many as thirty-one miles in under thirty-seven minutes.

   Few people had been awake, and even fewer about, in Dover at five o’clock in the morning of Sunday 25 July 1909 when a nightwatchman on the town’s pier spotted a ‘peculiar object… moving very rapidly across the sky.’ Within minutes, the chief officer of the nearby coastguard station noted a ‘continual buzzing’ coming from a ‘machine’ several miles away, travelling at an ‘incredible speed.’2 The nightwatchman had correctly deduced the object as ‘one of the flying men,’ but neither he nor coastguard saw the machine’s ungainly landing in a meadow behind Dover Castle five minutes later.

   Monsieur Fontaine was the only newspaperman at the landing site; the journalists from the Daily Mail and other newspapers were waiting on the beach. The privilege of being the first Briton to witness the arrival of the world’s first international flight by a powered heavier-than-air aircraft onto English soil therefore fell to Police Constable John Stanford. Within minutes, the event would be the subject of intense local excitement and, within hours, an international sensation.

   Two more constables, a police sergeant, the Dover correspondent of The Times, some coastguards and customs men, and members of the Kent Territorial Cyclist Battalion (who were camping nearby) quickly joined PC Stanford. After some debate, the ever-vigilant British customs officials, initially uncertain as to how to deal with this novel arrival, decided to record the skeletal little Blériot XI as a ‘yacht’ and, with ‘fitting forbearance,’ agreed they did not need to search it for contraband.

   Word had spread within half an hour; the church organist ended the Sunday service with ‘Oh for the wings of a dove’ as fascinated townspeople headed to the crash site. A tent, erected to house the damaged aircraft, welcomed the stream of curious visitors, and charged sixpence admission with the proceeds going to a local charity. Soon Blériot’s friends arrived to take him away by car to the Lord Warden Hotel but not before he had shaken hands with all present. Having failed to monitor the aircraft in flight, the English wireless operators only confirmed his safe arrival to their anxious French colleagues, his mechanics and supporters an hour later. The Escopette’s passengers also lost track of their hero so sent a boat ashore to get the happy news.

   The world hailed Blériot a popular hero within hours; congratulations from the British king, the Legion d’honneur from the French president, and the admiration of his peers drowned out scepticism about the sport. Latham, though still furious at having overslept, graciously telegraphed his rival:

   CORDIALE FELICITATIONS, ESPÈRE VOUS SUIVRE BIENTÔT.3


   Charles Rolls, the last person to speak to Blériot before he left, applauded the Frenchman’s ‘exceedingly plucky performance,’ which would ‘undoubtedly give a great fillip to aeronautics.’4 Enthralled admirers from all around the world sent over 1,250 congratulatory telegrams, postcards and letters; though mostly addressed just to ‘M. Blériot’ at ‘Dover’ or ‘France,’ they were nonetheless punctiliously delivered by the postal services of both countries.

   The news pushed Lloyd George’s budget off the front pages as the British popular press trumpeted England as now, ‘NO LONGER AN ISLAND,’ while the more poetic Pall Mall Gazette quoted Revelation, chapter 21, verse 1: ‘And there was no more sea.’ The Daily Mail rammed home to its readers the consequent military threat to the British who ‘have hitherto dwelt secure in their islands’ and so would have to accept ‘locomotion is now being transferred to an element where Dreadnoughts are useless and sea power no shield against attack.’5 Such anxieties reflected the rising tensions of international politics: imperial rivalries and a knot of fragile alliances had riven Europe with the informal ‘Triple Entente’ between Britain, France and Russia facing the more binding ‘Triple Alliance’ of the increasingly militaristic and modernising Germany, the sprawling Austro-Hungarian empire and Italy.

   For the wider world, the event was epoch-making as the first successful flight by an aeroplane over a large body of water and the first sea crossing between two countries by air. Flight nicely explained the importance of Blériot’s achievement, reckoning how on the Saturday night, ‘not more than one man in a thousand’ thought crossing the Channel even feasible that summer, whereas by ‘midday on Monday, at latest, the continents of North and South America, of Australia, of Europe, and the leading centres in Asia, were agog with the news.’ Now, the ‘age of aerial locomotion by mechanical means is no longer of the distant future, but is in very deed of this year in which we are living.’6

   Across that stretch of water, Le Matin admitted to a ‘little French pride’ – especially given their own correspondent’s role in the adventure. The newspaper painted Blériot as heir to the great French innovators: the motor car pioneers; Paul Vieille the inventor of smokeless powder; Ferdinand de Lesseps for his work on the Panama Canal; Gustave Zédé with submarines; Louis Pasteur in science; and the Montgolfier brothers in ballooning.7 Another French paper, Le Petit Parisien, majored on the military threat, asking, ‘can one imagine armies and fleets ready to have a rain of destruction fall on them?’ before hoping the ‘annihilation of towns will be a risk so terrible that governments will be obliged to draw back from the idea of war.’

   Nor did the Germans miss the significance of his triumph: the Berliner Lokal-Anzeiger chided the respectable British newspapers for reporting this as a sporting achievement, crowing with glee, ‘England is no longer an island… those among the English newspapers who tried to play down the importance of this event are not convinced.’8

   H. G. Wells, then the country’s most successful author, expressed frustration with the sporting dilettantism of the British youth, bemoaning in the Daily Mail how ‘while our young men of muscle and courage were braving the dangers of the cricket ball… the foreigner is ahead of us… his schools are places for vigorous education instead of genteel athleticism, and his home has books in it, and thought and conversation.’ He contrasted this with ‘relatively dull and uninspiring’ British homes and schools where ‘this new generation of nicely behaved, unenterprising sons… play golf and dominate the tailoring of the world, while Brazilians, Frenchmen, Americans, and Germans fly.’9 Charles Rolls agreed, telling an audience our nation of sportsmen had made slow progress in ‘aeronautical matters’ because ‘whereas in France many rich men can be found who will spend money on purely scientific matters, the rich men of this country are liable to spend it on more sporting matters than in scientific matters, especially one so impossible as flying was thought to be.’10

   In the US, the Washington correspondent of the Herald woke a grumpy Wilbur Wright in the early hours with the news and asked for a comment. Following grudging congratulations, the father of aviation assured the journalist his brother’s upcoming flight from Fort Myer in Virginia to nearby Alexandria would overshadow Blériot’s achievement.

   The shy, modest and dignified Blériots now endured an exhausting whirlwind of congratulations on both sides of the just-conquered Channel. Having returned by destroyer to France for only one night, they were back in England by Monday morning, stopping briefly at Dover for a civic reception hosted by the town’s mayor. Admirers mobbed Louis, wanting his autograph on their shirts, cuffs, collars and handkerchiefs.

   Lord Northcliffe and boater-waving fans received them at Victoria Station as they arrived in a special saloon carriage attached to the London train. An open car took him and Blériot in triumph to a celebration lunch at the Savoy Hotel hosted by the Daily Mail. Richard Haldane, the secretary of state for war, welcomed the Frenchman in competent French and presented his prize of two £500 notes in a silver cup which Alice quickly sequestered. Blériot replied, also in French, how ‘hitherto France and England had been united by the right hand across the sea; now they were united also by the left hand across the air,’ before raising his glass to drink to ‘England and her King.’11

   On the Tuesday, the French ambassador gave another lunch for this private and reserved couple, immediately after which the Aero Club required them to digest a dinner at the Ritz Hotel, where it elected Blériot a full member and presented him with its Gold Medal. The room was decorated with intertwined British and French flags and the table decked with red, white and blue flower arrangements and a model of the triumphant monoplane made of sugar. Following toasts to the king, the French president and the Aéro-Club de France, Charles Rolls announced Blériot’s plan to attempt to fly from London to Manchester. Overall, the entente remained very cordiale.

   The by-now-exhausted Blériots returned to France that evening by boat. Having slept the night at Calais, they were ‘acclaimed at every stop’ on the noon train to Paris and showered with presents and flowers for them and their children. The rapturous reception at the Gare du Nord, with drafted police officers holding back perhaps 100,000 spectators, dwarfed anything seen in London. To shouts of ‘Vive Blériot!’ and a welcome by cabinet ministers, mounted Republican Guards and a cavalcade of motor cars and carriages escorted them in an open landau along four miles lined with cheering Parisians to the Aéro clubhouse. At the club, the Blériots reunited with their children, then enjoyed a brief lie down, before being presented with another gold medal.

   The Sunday before, an American retail magnate, enjoying a motoring holiday with his wife and mother, heard the news of Blériot’s arrival while breakfasting at their hotel in Folkestone, eight miles along the coast from Dover. Immediately grasping the magnitude of the event, he abandoned the two women at the breakfast table and drove to the landing site.

   Harry Gordon Selfridge had just four months previously opened his eponymous department store at the then unfashionable west end of London’s Oxford Street. Combining genius for retail with genius for publicity, he is credited (or maybe blamed) for establishing shopping as a leisure pursuit rather than a chore. His magnificent new store outshone its stuffy London rivals, bringing American verve and Parisian chic to conservative British retail. Novel amenities provided for hungry, tired and inconvenienced shoppers included elegant, affordable restaurants, comfortable cloakrooms and even a well-stocked library. As he later told a friend, the Frenchman’s flight was ‘so big that I had to link it with the store… Louis Blériot and I were changing the world, each in our own way… I had to get that plane.’

   Selfridge walked up the cliffs to the crash site and the tent housing the wounded Blériot XI, paid his sixpence admission, and was immediately entranced: ‘I shall never forget the spell of that tiny, fragile contraption.’ Quickly seizing the initiative, he introduced himself to the bemused pilot and, notwithstanding the language difficulties, arranged to rent the aircraft for four days. He had it transported overnight to London by railway (consigned as a ‘flying machine, damaged’) to reach Cannon Street Station at four in the morning. From there it made its way to Selfridges for display in the luggage and sports department on the lower ground floor. A wooden barrier, manned by special constables, protected the aircraft, while a French tricolour flag flew from its tail with a sign mounted at the front explaining the ‘AEROPLANE FLIES THIS WAY.’

   The department store proved the ideal setting to show off the aircraft and was an inspired marketing ploy. Selfridge had placed advertisements announcing the admission-free display in the morning papers. Excited Londoners queued patiently for the doors to open at nine o’clock. Over four days, 150,000 people saw the aeroplane and the store remained open till midnight on the Thursday. Members of the Houses of Parliament enjoyed a private view and the Blériots a special welcome. While Selfridge’s competitors scoffed at his vulgar American publicity techniques, it had been a spectacular success. As the store’s historian concluded, ‘the public were impressed; they stayed to buy and came again.’ Gordon boasted he had made the store ‘the third biggest attraction for sightseers in London’ after Buckingham Palace and the Tower of London.12

   Blériot also benefited commercially from his flight. Orders flooded into his factory for the Blériot XI from the UK and worldwide. At 10,000 francs (about £400) the tiny plane cost only a third of the larger Wright machines. He had exclusive rights on the Anzani engine and sold five hundred of his machines within two years – including to the French, British, Russian, Austrian and Italian armies – likely more than all competing models combined.

   It is hard to exaggerate the magnitude of Louis Blériot’s achievement as the first to cross the English Channel by aeroplane, which had ‘as vivid and profound effect on Kings and Governments as it had on the general public.’13 The powered aeroplane, after over a century of conception, experimentation and frustration, had come of age. His peers and successors instantly acknowledged him as their inspiration. Within weeks, following in his slipstream across that stretch of water became the definitive sporting challenge and technical benchmark for any pilot, professional or amateur, hoping to join the international elite of recognised aviators. But, while it would be churlish to deny this plucky, modest Frenchman any gram of his glory, he had been lucky. He admitted to a fellow pilot his Anzani engine had held out for the journey only because ‘a shower of rain cooled it at its most critical time.’14 Hubert Latham very nearly preceded him on his first attempt and might have outflown him in his better plane had he not been asleep for a second attempt; in any event, had Blériot failed, others would have succeeded within weeks.
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   Gigantic beetles turned loose into the sky

   The organisers of the world’s first international aviation meeting could scarcely have been luckier with their timing. In 1908 the French champagne growers faced a slump in demand for their famous wine and decided to stimulate interest with a showcase public event. Early plans for an automobile rally were quickly replaced by an air show; the Marquis de Polignac, head of the house of Pommery Champagne, took charge and enlisted the support of his confrères at Mumm, Heidsieck, Clicquot, Roederer and Krug to underwrite an eight-day festival. Sponsorship by these wealthy producers of a branded product as prestigious as champagne ensured the financial and wider success of the new pastime and set the template for the underwriting of such sports which prevails today. As one aviation scholar put it, ‘the aeroplane was thus finally ushered into civilization by courtesy of the most civilised, urbane and sophisticated industry of France.’1

   In May 1909, the distinguished and competent Comité d’Organisation announced that the Grande Semaine Aéronautique de la Champagne (also known as Reims Aviation Week) would be held in August of that year. Just a month before it opened, their fellow Frenchman, Louis Blériot, crossed the Channel. His success inspired the world: while only a few hundred had witnessed his triumph, 40,000 assembled to see Latham’s second failed attempt just three days later. Suddenly almost everybody wanted to see an aeroplane fly and would travel miles and wait hours to do so.

   The organisers rented 2,500 acres of farmland, a horseracing track and a military practice ground on the plain surrounding the village of Bétheny, just five kilometres north of Reims, Champagne’s largest city. The site had been the location for a military review in honour of the Russian tsar eight years before. The grand French horseracing meetings of Chantilly, Longchamp and Deauville served as the template for the design, programme and ton (class) but on a scale grander than anything witnessed before. Ten kilometres of circuit were laid out with giant pylons erected, around which flew the planes. Excited visitors disembarked from packed trains arriving every four minutes into a newly built railway station while others came by automobile, bicycle or on foot. A special train brought three thousand spectators from London. The elegant dress code in the members’ enclosure and the carnival atmosphere in the grandstands seating 50,000 racegoers evoked the ambiance of a first-class race meeting, except now the stewards monitored numbered flyers and machines as they raced through the air. A huge results board, augmented by naval signals, updated spectators in real time on each race won and each record broken. As Country Life reported, more than half a million people ‘from France, from England, from Germany, Spain, Italy, Hungary and America’ came to see ‘mortal man ride master of the wind.’

   A small city had been built with restaurants (fitted with electric lights to allow dining late into the night), gardens, hairdressers, a shoeshine parlour, kiosks selling newspapers and tobacco, a florist and even a sunglasses shop, whose wares were essential for a sunny day spent gazing skywards. Happy patrons of packed hotels and guesthouses charged £30 per week, six times their usual rates. The organisers provided the pilots with a hangar for each aircraft and a tented village for their mechanics and crew. Engineers installed the largest telephone and telegraph network ever deployed at a public event with twenty kilometres of underground cable connecting each corner of the ground and to direct lines to Paris, London and Berlin, where newspaper editors stood by to receive bulletins from their correspondents on site.

   There were competitions for speed, distance and altitude, with lesser prizes for the skilled mechanics and for carrying passengers. Generous prize money of 150,000 francs (£6,000) attracted twenty-two pioneering aviators, each paying 1,000 francs (£40) to register thirty-eight aircraft. Only twenty-three took to the air, fifteen biplanes and eight monoplanes. No British-built aircraft entered the competition, so it would be a duel between French and American designs, especially Wrights and Blériots.

   The mostly French pilots included the heroes of the previous month’s Channel crossing, Louis Blériot, Hubert Latham and Charles de Lambert, alongside rising stars such as Louis Paulhan and Henri Farman. The promised Italian and Austrian pilots failed to arrive, while George Cockburn found himself the sole competitor from Great Britain. Other prominent British aviators watched keenly from the grandstands with Charles Rolls joined by his friend and fellow motoring enthusiast, Claude Grahame-White.

   Inspired by Blériot, whose aircraft he had queued to see in Selfridges, the thirty-year-old Grahame-White was now obsessed with learning to fly. Having left school at sixteen he secured an apprenticeship with an engineering firm in Bedford. Following experience with early motor lorries in the north of England and a stint big game hunting in South Africa, he established a motor car dealership in Albemarle Street, close to Rolls’s Conduit Street premises in London’s fashionable Mayfair. He had initially shared his friend’s passion for ballooning but, frustrated by its limitations as a means of transport, quickly switched his affections to heavier-than-air flight. As his biographer explained, ‘True, ballooning on a sunny summer’s day with a pretty companion and a hamper from Fortnum’s could be a very pleasant way of passing the time – but there was always the tedious business of getting home: deflating the balloon, packing it in the basket and the search for a conveyance to some out of the way station where one might have to wait hours for a slow train to London.’2 On leaving his office that week, he warned his staff, ‘I’m off to Reims – Don’t be surprised if I come back flying!’3

   Orville and Wilbur Wright were notably absent from the world’s first flying meeting; dour, secretive and serious-minded, they disliked public spectacles, sniffed at exhibition flying, worried about safety at air shows, and claimed ‘their time could be put to better use.’4 During 1908 and 1909 that time was dedicated to their flying exhibitions in France and Germany which certainly stimulated interest in heavier-than-air machines on the Continent, especially from the military. They may well have bridled at the elitism of the European flying scene, peopled as it was by aristocrats and the very wealthy. In a lecture nearly four decades later, John Moore-Brabazon, by then the Right Honourable the Lord Brabazon of Tara, acknowledged the brothers as ‘men of great technical ability as well as practical engineers, with keen imagination and enterprise,’ but compared their place in society with ‘young men who keep a bicycle shop in the provinces and sell gramophones at the same time.’5

   The Aero Club of America instead sent Glenn Hammond Curtiss to represent his country, supported by two thousand fellow Americans as spectators. He brought a lightweight monoplane which he had designed and built himself but not yet flown. A former bicycle mechanic like the Wrights, he had graduated onto building and racing motorcycles with skill and pluck. Already acclaimed as the ‘fastest man in the world’ having reached over 136 mph on a motorcycle, he is credited with pioneering the twist throttle. He would later challenge the Wrights’ patents and establish himself as a rival aircraft manufacturer.

   Country Life had correctly predicted the weather that week would determine whether the event proved ‘a success or a fiasco.’6 This fragile new sport was still critically vulnerable to climatic conditions. The unusually wet summer hampered the start of the festival when storms destroyed some installations while rain, wind and mud worsened the conditions for pilots and spectators alike. But when the weather cleared on the first evening, thirteen pilots were soon airborne, with an unprecedented six aircraft flying at once. During that record-breaking week, more pilots flew, more often, faster, higher and for longer than ever seen before, to the delight of the spectators. Men jumped on tables with excitement and women wept with joy as the ‘great mechanical insects soared into the air… droning and humming like gigantic beetles turned loose into the sky.’7

   On the Wednesday, Louis Paulhan, who had been airborne for only two months, flew further and for longer than the Wright brothers, previous holders of the record, marking ‘the beginning of the end of [their] supremacy in aviation.’8 The most prestigious event, the Gordon Bennett Cup, resulted in a Franco-American duel between Blériot, the favourite, and Curtiss. (The name of the eponymous sponsor, the eccentric and sports-obsessed publisher of the New York Herald, has been adopted ever since as a so-called ‘minced oath’ to avoid blasphemy.) Curtiss triumphed in the first all-out speed contest in the history of flying, with a new measured world speed record of 47.1 mph. Though impressive by the standards of the day, he still moved nearly three times faster on his motorcycle than in his monoplane. Henri Farman established a new distance and duration record, covering more than one hundred miles in just over three hours. Sometimes Henry or Harry, Farman was one of three Anglo-French brothers, sons of the Paris correspondent of the London Evening Standard, who together set up a successful aircraft manufacturing company.

   The president of the French Republic, Armand Fallières, led the political, military and social beau monde, arriving in pouring rain and strong winds with ministers and his impatient wife, so they saw only one exhibition flight. Lord Northcliffe, fresh from his triumphant sponsoring of Blériot’s crossing, arrived from London to be joined by David Lloyd George, chancellor of the Exchequer, his friend and close colleague, Winston Churchill, president of the Board of Trade, and General Sir John French, inspector-general of the army. Lloyd George concluded the week acknowledging that ‘flying machines are no longer toys and dreams, they are an established fact… the possibilities of this new system of locomotion are infinite’ before admitting regret the British were ‘so completely out of it.’9

   With such luminaries attending, security around the aircraft hangars and the aviators’ enclosure was tight. Officials refused Grahame-White entry to the inner sanctum, despite his membership of both French and British aero clubs. Anxious to reconnect with his hero, Blériot, whose acetylene lamps he specified for the cars he sold and whose Channel crossing had galvanised his passion for flying, he finally secured access on the third day by posing, in perfect French, as part of the presidential party.

   Once inside, Blériot arranged a pass for Claude and introduced him to the other French aviation stars, including the pilots Latham, Leblanc and Paulhan, and the plane builders such as Henri Farman and Léon Levavasseur. But Blériot’s latest monoplane, the Type XII, designed especially for the Gordon Bennett Cup, excited Grahame-White most; its 80 hp British ENV engine made it capable of 50 mph and so the fastest new monoplane on offer. He agreed to buy and take home the very machine its designer was flying at the meeting, once Blériot had the chance to get his revenge in a three-lap race against Glenn Curtiss sponsored by Heidsieck Monopole and Roederer champagne. Blériot was leading when a pipe split and escaping fuel caught ablaze, necessitating a crash landing at full speed from fifty feet and destroying the machine. Undeterred, Grahame-White headed to the Blériot factory in Paris, where he supervised the construction of the next completed machine, which he christened the White Eagle, and learned how to fly without an instructor within a few hours.

   Immaculately organised despite fickle weather, nascent technology and unprecedented attendance, the champagne-sponsored Reims Aviation Week had been an unqualified success, financially, technically, politically and socially, proving both the viability of the sport and the skill of the roughly thirty experienced pilots in all of Europe. It also offered a huge boost for the tiny aircraft building industry, with orders for fifty-two new aeroplanes placed that week. More observant attendees noted how the unreliability of the engines limited the further progress of aviation. The Times explained to its readers, ‘the problem which brought Icarus to grief, which tormented the brain of Leonardo DaVinci… has become possible of solution only through the invention of a light and stable motor whereby to animate the gigantic wings of a machine heavier than air.’10

   Of course, the pilots were the stars of the week; ‘after Reims,’ as one historian concluded, ‘aviators became the new superheroes, daredevil masters of the sky soaring aloft in their flimsy contraptions and exercising a romantic allure among their adoring followers, particularly women.’11 And just ten days after the triumphant close of the meeting, that jeopardy writ large when thirty-year-old Eugène Lefebvre crashed and died at Juvisy while test-flying a new Wright Flyer – the world’s first pilot fatality. Only a fortnight later, forty-seven-year-old Captain Ferdinand Ferber was killed at a flying meeting in Boulogne, when his Voisin biplane hit a ditch. (The first person to die in a heavier-than-air aircraft was US Army Lieutenant Thomas Selfridge in a Wright aircraft flown by Orville Wright on 17 September 1908.)

   Those enjoying that week on the Bétheny plain included the mayor of Blackpool. Accompanied by a civic delegation from that seaside resort on the northwest coast of England, he returned home inspired to set up the Lancashire Aero Club to host an equivalent meeting just two months later. Meanwhile, the Doncaster town council in neighbouring Yorkshire was thinking on similar lines. Given the weather challenges the flyers had faced even in a French August, contemplating meetings in either northern English town for the second half of October seems foolhardy. With so few competent pilots available worldwide, scheduling two rival events in adjacent counties during the same week seems absurd.

   Nonetheless, the Aero Club of Great Britain, now formalised under the international aegis of the FAI as the arbiter of such matters, authorised the Blackpool meeting for the third week of October. Meanwhile, the Doncaster civic authorities invited the world’s leading aviators to compete during the same week, despite not having the required approvals. Consequently, any pilot competing at Doncaster risked disqualification from subsequent sanctioned events around the world. The organisers nonetheless refused to reschedule, on the basis, according to the Aero Club’s official historian, that ‘if Lancashire could hold a meeting, stubborn Yorkshire could see no earthly reason why they should not.’12

   Doncaster had a better venue in its Town Moor, home of the classic St Leger horse race, inland, sheltered, and with infrastructure to accommodate and amuse the spectators. Blackpool’s famous beach, by contrast, exposed both pilots and spectators to wind and rain straight off the Irish Sea. Its corporation secured finance from Lord Northcliffe and Sir Thomas Lipton, the tea magnate, as well as the ‘great hotels, tramways, breweries, newspapers, mills, coal merchants, grocers, plumbers, painters and so on’ in the region.13 The local hotels entered into the spirit of the occasion, hanging models of aeroplanes in their lounges and adding special dishes such as Suprême de Tripe à la Aeroplane to their menus. The prize fund of over £6,000 (around £625,000 in today’s money) attracted a roster of famous French pilots including Henri Farman, Louis Paulhan and Hubert Latham alongside A. V. Roe. Doncaster attracted fewer French stars despite offering more prize money for a range of cups for flying distance, time in the air, speed, height, passenger-carrying, cross-country and the best British aviator. The sponsors included the Great Northern Railway, the local MP and the town’s tradesmen – not quite the glamour of the Grande Marque champagnes.

   Both meetings were blighted by appalling weather from the outset, making flying perilous, often impossible, and the spectators discouraged. With the Blackpool meeting scheduled to start on the Monday, Doncaster opened its gates prematurely on the preceding Friday despite heavy wind and rain. While the weather eased somewhat on the Saturday, it hindered the rest of the week, with no flying possible on Thursday, Friday or the second Saturday. The two British entries at Doncaster were comedically hopeless, with neither making it into the air. Captain Windham’s homemade monoplane collapsed when he leant on it while posing for a photographer, emitting a ‘loud cracking noise’ before ‘depositing its proud owner on the grass.’ Once repaired, it disintegrated when it made contact with a stationary motorcar. Edward Mines, who had arrived with a ‘miniplane of his own construction,’ called Dot, fared no better.14

   The rain-sodden Doncaster spectators witnessed almost as many crashes as flights. The American-born Wild West showman, Samuel Franklin Cody, ‘dressed in a comic opera attire of thigh-high leather boots, a kind of foreshortened Burberry coat, a
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