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ZEPPELINS: GERMAN AIRSHIPS 1900–40

INTRODUCTION

The title of this book is, strictly speaking, something of a misnomer, for although the word ‘Zeppelin’ has become synonymous with the rigid airship, such nomenclature is actually incorrect. There were actually two primary manufacturers of German rigid airships, Luftschiffbau Zeppelin and Luftschiffbau Schütte-Lanz, during the period in question. Only one of these, Luftschiffbau Zeppelin, the Zeppelin Airship Company, produced airships that can strictly be termed ‘Zeppelins’. When the airships entered military service, the mild confusion over their nomenclature was repeated by their service designation.

Each airship was given a manufacturer’s designation upon completion: LZ, for Luftschiffbau Zeppelin, or SL for Schütte-Lanz, followed by a number. LZ 19, for example, referred to the 19th airship manufactured by the Zeppelin Company. Airships entering naval service were given the letter ‘L’, for Luftschiffe, followed by a service number, which recorded the order of commission. This meant that, for example, the 14th airship manufactured by Zeppelin, LZ 14, was designated L 1, as the first naval airship, whilst the tenth ship to enter naval service, manufacturer’s designation LZ 40, became L 10.
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Count Ferdinand Adolph Heinrich von Zeppelin (1838–1917) hailed from Württemberg, the state in whose army he served during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71. He retired in 1890 following disagreement over Prussian domination, and, aged 62, devoted himself to his vision of the dirigible airship. (Courtesy of the Zeppelin Museum, Tønder)

While this system resulted in each airship possessing two different designations, it was at least straightforward, which was not the case when it came to the Army. Initially the Army prefixed Zeppelin-manufactured airships with the letter ‘Z’, followed by a numeral in Roman figures, so that LZ 3, for example, on becoming the Army’s first Zeppelin airship, was commissioned as Z I, while LZ 5, the second, became Z II. However, following the crash of Z II in 1910, a new airship, LZ 9, was commissioned, which entered service as the replacement, Ersatz, Z II. This system meant that there had been two different airships with the same Army number, while Z I was applied to three: LZ 3, LZ 15 and LZ 19.

The system was changed in 1915 when the Army airships adopted the manufacturer’s prefix and number, so that LZ 34 was commissioned as LZ 34 and so on, until LZ 39, after which it was changed again. The last system consisted of adding 30 to the manufacturer’s number, so that, for example, LZ 42 entered Army service as LZ 72, LZ 49 as LZ 79, LZ 51 as LZ 81 and so on. These systems and the changes to them were confined to airships manufactured by the Zeppelin Company. Schütte-Lanz vessels, originally designated as SL 1, for example, were prefixed ‘SL’ followed by the manufacturer’s number in Roman numerals. Thus SL 5 became the Army’s SL V, whereas the Navy simply adopted the existing Schütte-Lanz designation: SL 3 in naval service was designated SL 3.
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Peter Strasser (1876–1918) became the leader of the German Navy’s airships in 1913 following his predecessor’s death. An inspired leader, his faith in airships and their ability to conduct strategic attacks led to his death, when, leading from the front, he perished when his ship was shot down. (Courtesy of the Zeppelin Museum, Tønder)

These various methods of identification can be somewhat confusing, so for the purposes of this work, airships are identified primarily by their manufacturer’s number, with their service number in brackets thus: LZ 82 (L 36); LZ 83 (LZ 113), etc. (See pages 39–43 for the tables listing all German rigid airships, including their manufacturer and service designations where applicable.)

This book covers the German rigid airship, the ‘Zeppelin’, from its inception in 1900 to the demise of the last of its kind in 1940. It does not deal with the other types of airship, either the pressure or the semi-rigid, and it is as well at this point to delineate the differences between these types.

The pressure airship is literally a dirigible (steerable) balloon, the shape of which is maintained by the gas pressure in its envelope. A gondola for the crew and engines was attached or suspended below this. Remove the gas and the envelope collapses. The semi-rigid airship was exactly the same, but with the addition of a keel on the underside of the envelope, from which the gondola (usually only one) is suspended. Again, if the gas pressure is lost then the envelope collapses. The rigid airship, however, has a structure that contains gas-cells, so that it maintains its shape irrespective of the amount of gas within those cells. Because of this, and because there were upper limits on the size of envelope that could be manufactured, rigid airships attained gigantic proportions relative to their smaller counterparts. Indeed, the sheer size of the rigid airships was their most distinctive feature. Historical writer E.S. Turner called the penultimate of the type ‘a leviathan nearly as long as the Titanic’. He also added ‘and as ill-starred’, but that was only known in hindsight, and for several years airships appeared to form the future of aviation, as their creator had envisaged they would.


DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE RIGID AIRSHIP 1900–14

Graf Zeppelin

Count Zeppelin’s first submission regarding the devices that were to make his name famous came in 1894, and was deemed impractical. Undeterred, he swiftly came up with a new proposal for something recognisably similar to the later machines named after him. He had become convinced that the only way he was going to see his designs realised was to raise the capital himself, which he achieved by establishing a society, Gesellschaft zur Förderung der Luftschiffahrt (Society for the Promotion of Airships). The end result was the construction, in a floating hangar on Lake Mansell, of the prototype Zeppelin, dubbed LZ, or Luftschiff (airship) Zeppelin 1.

The first airship

LZ 1 made its maiden voyage on 2 July 1900, and flew for some 18 minutes before one of the engines failed and problems developed with the rudimentary elevators. These breakdowns ended the flight and LZ 1 landed and was returned to the hangar, where further problems arose, and minor damage was caused in trying to get the huge, unwieldy, and extremely fragile, craft back into the hangar.
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LZ 3, the third Zeppelin airship is shown here, in 1906, with the floating hangar, or shed, on Lake Mansell. Note the multiple rudders and outrigger propellers, and the external keel, which were features of the early types of airship. (Courtesy of the Zeppelin Museum, Tønder)

Lessons had been learned, and the system of trimming using the free-swinging weight was modified, by transferring the weight to a carriage that could be drawn along the exterior keel. Further flights took place on 17 and 24 October 1900, with LZ 1 reaching speeds of some 32.4km/h (17.5 knots). In 1897 von Zeppelin had written that, ‘It is my opinion, concerning new flying machines other than balloons, that none of the many types built to date has a future … but I feel sure that the dependable aircraft will be developed very soon.’
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Dr Hugo Eckener (1868–1954) joined Count von Zeppelin’s company in 1906, becoming a director. He took over the leadership of the Zeppelin Company following Zeppelin’s death in 1917, and is credited with saving the company. He earned international fame as the commander of the LZ 127 Graf Zeppelin on its global circumnavigation in 1929. Eckener opposed the Nazis and disagreed with using the Zeppelins for propaganda purposes, thus losing favour and his position. (Courtesy of the Zeppelin Museum, Tønder)

He had proved that the concept of the rigid airship would work, but further development would be needed in order to make it practical. There were two main technical problems: first, the high flammability of hydrogen; second, the structural delicacy inherent in making the vessel as light as possible. It had to be light enough for its fill of gas to lift it, with something to spare for payload, and yet tough enough to endure the vagaries of the north-European weather. The very size of the craft, inherent in containing enough gas to give lift, made the drag caused by even a moderate wind significant.

LZ 2 and LZ 3

Lack of investor faith resulted in a funding crisis, however, forcing Zeppelin into liquidation in December 1900. Following a public appeal for money in 1903, an improved ship, LZ 2, was built and flew in November 1905. Its service life was brief, however, and it was destroyed on 17 January 1906. Fortunately, enough money was found to construct a third ship and this vessel, LZ 3, was to turn around the fortunes of the project, and succeeded in demonstrating the potential of the rigid airship.

LZ 3 first took to the skies on 9 October 1906, and the following year made a flight that lasted some eight hours; the naval observer on the flight submitted a positive report to his superiors, arguing that, with this vessel, ‘Count Zeppelin had enjoyed a decisive success, which showed that the path he was following would lead to his goal’.

Whilst not entirely dismissing the airship for future use, the naval authorities were not interested in the version currently available. The Army, however, was more optimistic and announced that it would purchase a vessel provided it could demonstrate certain performance standards, including the ability to remain airborne for 24 hours, with a range of 700km. LZ 3 could not meet the Army criteria, and so a fourth vessel was designed.
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LZ 6 was designed for military use, but was never taken into service. Used for publicity purposes, with some success, the vessel burned on the ground in 1910 following an accident. This picture clearly shows the multiple forward and rear horizontal control surfaces. (Courtesy of the Zeppelin Museum, Tønder)
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Emperor Wilhelm II (1859–1941), Imperial Germany’s supreme warlord. Essentially a figurehead as the war progressed, he at first forbade strategic bombing, but then allowed it provided royal palaces and certain monuments, such as St Paul’s Cathedral, were spared. (Courtesy of the Zeppelin Museum, Tønder)

LZ 4 and LZ 5

By this time finance was again a problem until von Zeppelin was granted permission to raise money through a lottery. The revenue generated allowed work to continue, and an improved version capable of meeting the Army’s standards was constructed. LZ 4 first flew on 20 June 1908 and proved promising, undertaking several long-distance flights.

Disaster struck when, whilst moored near Stuttgart, LZ 4 was caught by the wind and broke loose from its moorings before bursting into flames. There was only one Zeppelin now left, LZ 3, and this was pressed into service in order to gain publicity, with a series of flights between 23 October and 10 November 1908. The German public became enthused by airships: ‘Zeppelinitis’ took hold of the national imagination as the perseverance of the elderly count made him something of a national hero whose magnificent machines embodied German pride and industrial skill. This was largely due to the efforts of Dr Hugo Eckener, a journalist with a Frankfurt newspaper, who had become convinced that the future of aviation belonged to the Zeppelin airship. Joining with von Zeppelin in 1906, and utilising his journalistic skills, Eckener brilliantly publicised the airship and its creator. He was largely responsible for turning the Zeppelin Company around.

A further craft, LZ 5, was built, and this vessel more than fulfilled the requirements that the military had stipulated on a journey that began on 2 June 1909 and continued for 37 hours in total. Impressed by this achievement, the Army then purchased LZ 5 and the older LZ 3, and with the proceeds from this sale, the Zeppelin Company designed and built LZ 6 with the intention of selling this to the military. Unfortunately for the count and his enterprise, the purchase fell through when the Army temporarily decided that non-rigid craft could best fulfil their requirements.

British worries

These setbacks were apparently unknown to the British Government, who saw a deadly threat in the progress of German airships. In October 1908 the Committee of Imperial Defence set up a sub-committee to consider advances in aviation as they concerned Great Britain. Upon deliberation, the committee was unimpressed by the possibilities offered by the aeroplane: ‘There appears to be no necessity for the Government to continue experiments in aeroplanes.’ They were, however, distinctly worried by the development of German aviation, as manifested in the inventions of Count Zeppelin. The Committee concluded that a future war would be certain to see the deployment of aircraft, and that Germany was the potential aggressor with the greatest capability in that area.
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The passenger cabin of this DELAG ship, LZ 7 Deutschland, is clearly shown in this photograph. LZ 7 was forced to the ground by a storm and damaged beyond repair in 1910 after being in DELAG service for some four years. (Courtesy of the Zeppelin Museum, Tønder)

They dismissed the possibility of an invasion by a large-scale troop landing from airships, thus flying

DELAG


Military and naval interest








The Schütte-Lanz Airship Company
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