THE R1 00 AIRSHIP TRAIL
How it all began
On 26th November 201 3 Howden Civic Society won
£32,538 from the Big Lottery Fund to pay for the design
and installation of a trail of over twenty plaques to mark
the length and features of the R1 00 airship. This was
achieved by winning a public vote following publicity on
the ITV Calendar programme and The Peoples’ Millions
website.
Designed by Barnes Wallis (of Dambusters and bouncing
bomb fame), the R1 00 was built by the Airship Guarantee
Company in Howden in the 1 920s, and was of innovative
design. It was of great importance locally as over 200
people were recruited from the surrounding farms to work R100 dropping water ballast to gain height, umbrellas at the ready for the bystanders..
on it. It was known affectionately as the “Cupid Airship”
since twenty couples met and married while working on The British government commissioned two rigid airships;
the project.
the R1 00, designed and built by a private company, and the
R1 01 which was designed and built by the British Air
Nevil Shute Norway, who was later to achieve worldwide Ministry. It was felt that having two prototypes would lead
success as the author Nevil Shute, also worked on the
to twice the level of innovation over traditional lines.
R1 00 as the chief calculator. A Society Blue Plaque is
mounted outside 78 Hailgate, where Nevil Shute lodged The R1 00 was designed to carry 1 00 passengers in luxury,
while working on the R1 00.
having passenger and crew accommodation spread over
three decks, with cabins, dining and lounge facilities and
viewing galleries. Powered by its six Rolls-Royce engines,
the R1 00 flew to Canada in July 1 930, an outward trip of
nearly 80 hours, arriving in Montreal to a rapturous
welcome. Its return flight in August was achieved in less
than 60 hours.
Unfortunately, two months later the British Air Ministry’s
R1 01 crashed in France on 5th October 1 930, on its
maiden flight to India. 48 of the 54 people on board were
killed and following this disaster the Government
abandoned the airship programme.

Wedding Belles

Nothing is left of the huge sheds and the massive complex
in Howden where the airship was built, nor of the
bungalow where the Wallis family lived.

Howden Civic Society first floated the idea of an Airship
Trail a few years ago and a working party was set up with
committee member Ken Deacon at the helm to submit an
entry to The People’s Millions competition on ITV
Calendar. On 30th October the group was told that it had
reached the final and could start to publicize it.
A film crew came to Howden to immortalise Ken, together
with ..... allotment holders (representing the farm workers
who had worked on the airship) and ..... local ladies
dressed as brides (to illustrate the 20 couples who met
and married while working on R1 00) and ..... pupils from
the Junior School, some of whom read out their creative
writing inspired by the airship and ..... a motley collection A Star is Born
of passing residents, Civic Society members and market
stall-holders.
voting day to ensure that every household received a flyer
about it. Emails were sent out on an almost daily basis to
Just a few weeks were available to spread the word. Local keep the vote at the forefront of everyone’s
groups played their part and and a major role was played consciousness.
by Howden Library, local shops and businesses in getting
the message out. Local people spread the word to friends The great day came and the publicity team went into
and family (no matter how far-flung) by phone, email and overdrive! As soon as the phone number was available,
Facebook. Five stalwart HCS committee members and a banners showing it were hung around town and posters
dog tramped the streets of Howden the weekend before were put up in strategic positions. The number was printed
on slips which were given to commuters at the railway
station, customers in shops, pubs and the local garden
centre. Local schools dispayed banners and sent pupils
home with the number. Emails were sent out from 'mission
control' to contacts around the country and the number
was also read out on BBC Humberside. At 6pm our film
clip was shown on ITV Calendar. The phone lines stayed
open until midnight, with many of our supporters ringing
in 1 0 times (the maximum allowed).

We have a telephone number, everyone on your bikes to vote.

By noon the next day the news had come that all this
enthusiasm and community support had been successful,
and the TV crew were back – with an over-sized cheque!
Howden Civic Society was overwhelmed by the support
given by so many people and delighted by this superb
example of what can be achieved by a small community
working together.

What happened next
A start date of 28th January was given for the project and
when this arrived a contract for the majority of the work
was placed with Sculpture Works of Wirksworth in
Derbyshire. Twenty-four oval plaques were to be installed
along the 21 6 metre trail in the centre of Howden, marking
the exact length of the R1 00.
A major part of the project was to be the involvement of
the whole community, especially the school children. To
this end the artists conducted exciting workshops with the
Junior School and gave a presentation of their work,
together with film footage of the R1 00, to an evening
meeting attended by more than 1 00 people. A free booklet The Cheque arrives, thankfully not in the post.
was produced to detail R1 00's part in the history of lighterthan-air flight and act as a guide to the Trail.
As well as the design of the plaques there were many
unexpected problems to solve, such as getting necessary
permissions from the Local Authority and establishing that
the work did not impinge on the apparatus of suppliers of
gas, water, electricity, telephone, street-lighting, or any
other piped or cabled services! It was all unknown
territory for us.

A tea fuelled meeting of the sub-committee, now where were
those gas pipes buried?

After all the planning and all the meetings, the time came
to install the plaques. Monday 6th October was the start
date for existing pavers to be removed and replaced with
new ones, each with its own bronze plaque, and further
down the trail for pavers to be let into sections of tarmac.
Naturally, after weeks of fine weather, the heavens opened
and it rained and rained!
The following week the Interpretation Panel, giving an
outline of the trail and the R1 00 airship, was installed. Dry
weather this time, fortunately.
And then ..... Mary Stopes-Roe, daughter of Sir Barnes
Wallis, who had spent her early years living at the airship
station and watching the R1 00 being built, came to
Howden to formally open the R1 00 Airship Trail on
Wednesday 22nd Ooctober.

Pavements were never so interesting!

Work commences despite the weather.
The plaques were installed down the Market Place, and
beyond, on schedule despite the best efforts of the
weather.
The intrepid committee were out in force making sure the
cones were in place and everything went according to
plan (well almost, the hold ups on the M1 and the rain
were not quite part of the plan).

Pavers arrived safely if a little damp.

Not all tea and biscuits on the committee.

So which way up do you reckon it goes then?

It's behind you, the first of 24 plaques goes in.

Gondola Plaque outside Annie's Fruit Bowl.

Interpretation Panel installed.
The Interpretation Panel, with its eye-catching design, was
the last part of the trail to be installed by Sculpture Works.
This time the weather managed to be a little kinder while
the work was carried out, no buried treasure was found
however.

Keyhole surgery, in the Ashes.

So this was buried under the turf all this time?

Is it Christmas, can I unwrap it.

Either Ken caught a whopper in the moat or he likes the panel.

The Interpretation Panel is now installed. near the Bishops Manor.

Mary Stopes-Roe opens the Trail
On Wednesday 22nd October the trail was officially
opened by Mary Stopes-Roe, daughter of Sir Barnes Wallis.

Howden Junior School supporting the Trail opening.

Speeches from Peter Shipstone (HCS Chairman), Dr Bernard Nield and Mary
Stopes-Roe.

Mary cuts the ribbon, the Trail is open.

