Home Port for Sky Cruisers
1931-1935




The USS. Macon is
prepared for its firse
flight from the Sunny-
vale Naval Air Station
on @ctober 26, 1933,



A Royal Welcome for
a Sky-Queen

Despite a veil of fog that had setded on
the San Francisco Peninsula, it was

a carnival-like scene near the Mountain
View-Sunnyvale border in the early
hours of May 13, 1932,

More than 100,000 people —
enough to fill Stanford Stadium -
packed the bayside fields where they
huddled in cars or sat on bleachers set
up by concessionaires.

Vendors sold hot dogs, sandwiches
and pies. Sixty-five state troopers
were called in %0 handle the eraffic on
the still-uncompleted Bayshore Free-
way where cars inched ahead four
abreast en route (o the site.

The crowd assembted by the bay
to greet a Navy ship that was due o
dock any time that morning. But this
new ‘aircraft carrier’ would not be
arnving by water,

Suddenly, abeut 7 a.m. the USS
Akron silendy dropped ghostlike out
of the clouds, The silver dirigible
stretched two and a half dmes the
length of 2 football field across the sky.

The aowd cheered.

"It was a never-to-be-forgotien
sight. ... noted one old Palo Alto
Times story.

As the Akron hovered above the
crowd, it passed over the skeleton of a
giant dirigible hangar under construc-
tion nearby.

The towering hangar marked the
site of what one day would be Sunny-
vale Naval Air Station and later
Moffets Field, a hard-won rophy for
the Bay Area that offered jobs, national
prestige and hope for Depression-
weary residents.

Although this was the firstand last
tme the Akron would visit the base,
its sister ship, the Macon, would be
a common sight in Bay Area skies
berween 1933 and 1935,

As brief as it was, the era of the sky
cuisers left its mark on the Peninsula.
And when motorists today pass by
the giant hangar that stll stands at
Moffeu Field along the still-crowded
Bayshore Freeway, they get an idea
of the size of the ‘air monster’ that once
flew over Peninsula rooftops and
found shelter in such a den.

For those who were there, it was a
never-te-be-forgotten oime.



The US.S. Akron wsiis the site of the futire Sunnyvale
Nuval Air Station




“I See an Airbase”— The Purchase

of 1,000 Acres by the Bay

About ten years before the celebrated
arrival of the Akron thatday, the
U.S. Navy made its move to enter the
lighter-than-air craft era.

Germany had found success in
using giant airships for scouting in
World War |, and the U.S. did not want
to be left behind.

At first the Navy had just two rigid
dirgibles, the USS Shenandeah and
the UJSS Los Angeles.

Modeled closely after a German
zeppelin that had been forced down
over France during the war, the
Shenandoah was assembled in 1923
at Lakehurst, N.J.

The Los Angeles, completed in
1924, was constructed in Germany by
the Zeppelin Company as part of
war reparations and delivered to the
United States on an agreement that
it would not be used for military
purposes.

But the Shenandoah's career was
shortlived. The cigar-shaped craft was
torn apart in a severe thunderstorm
over Ohio in September, 1925, mark-
ing a major setback for the program.

That year, the allies lifted a ban
prohibiting Germany from construct-
ing its own airships, and the Zeppelin

Company buile the famous Graf
Zeppelin. The luxury airship, one of the
few ever used for commercial trans-
portation, drew international attention
by circling the globe in 1929.

But with the demise of the
Shenandoah, military personnel in the
U.S. were less convinced about the
future of dirigibles.

“When I first came in contact with
rigid airships, I couldn't see anything
to them, said Rear Admiral William A.
Moffett, chief of the Navy's bureau
of Aeronautics in 1926. But once per-
suaded by his officers, he became a
strong advocate. “Itis a noteworthy
thing that every officer who has any-
thing to do with these ships. ..isin
favor of them and thinks they will be
of great value to the Navy.”

In 1926 the Navy announced that
it was going to build two new airships,
both larger and stronger than the
Shenandoah. They would become the
Macon and the Akron.

With the announcement of the
new ships, the Navy began its search
for a place on the Wiest Coast to base
one of the dirigibles. Early indicadons
were that top Navy officials were
favoring San Diego, at a base called
Camp Kearny.

But when Northemn California
residents heard abour the search, local
communities began working wogether

like never before to bring it to the
Bay Area. San Francisco Mayor James
T. Rolph made a public appeal for
property large enough for a Naval base.

During the search, a young real
estate agent named Laura Thane
Whipple, of Niles across the bay, came
upon the Sunnyvale-Mountain
View site.

Whipple, one of only a handful
of women realtors in those days, dis-
covered that the 1,700-acre Ynigo
Ranch on the banks of the South Bay
might be available: Accompanied by
her mother, she paid the site a visit.

Although apprehensive at first,
Whipple was convinced when she got
there. According to her mother,
Whipple just gazed endlessly at the
spread of broccoli, cauliflower and
hay fields.

When asked what she saw,
Whipple responded, “an air base’

Whipple recruited the help of the
San Jose Chamber of Commerce
and the San Jose Merciiry Herald. The
San Francisco Chronicte and the
Chamber of Commerce also joined in
the drivie. Soon just about all of the
Peninsula communities were part
of a regional campaign that would not
be equaled undl 1937 when cities
came together in a similar fashion to
build the Golden Gate Bridge.



In an attempt to better their
chances for receiving the base, Santa
Clara, San Mateo, San Francisco and
Alameda counties set up a financing
program. San Frandisco raised
$330,000, while Santa Clara County
communities contributed most of
the remaining $100,000 to buy the
land. Other cities made small dona-
tions, such as the $15,000 given by
Palo Alto.

The communities eventually pur-
chased 1000 acres of the bayside
land for $476,066 and turned around
and offered it to the Navy for $1.

Initssearch for a base, the Navy
checked out dozens of West Coast
locations, but narowed its selection
to two, Camp Kearny and the Moun-
tain View-Sunnyvale site.

The warm climate, favorable wind
currents and the regional effort by
the Bay Area communities all worked
in favor of the Northern-California
location.

But the competition was fierce.
Reports of the ongoing contest were in
the newspaper almost daily. San
Diego officials began to discount the
Sunnyvale site as being too foggy.

Buc among those seeming to side
with the Sunnyvale base was Rear
Admiral Moffett, head of the Navy's
selection committee.

“During a tour of inspection of the
Sunnyvale field, Moffeett is said to
have paid particular attendon to the
channel of the south shore port, which
runs up to the edge of the airbase;
said a Palo Alto Times story of the day.
According to the story, the Navy was
considering dredging the channel
to accommodate aircraft carriers and
other Navy ships.

On Dec. 12, 1930, the news arrived
from back East. The new dirigible
base would be built in Sunnyvale.

The news prompted a quick and
joyous celebration throughout the Bay
Area. Schools and banks dosed.

A victory parade ofcars wound its way
along the Peninsula. Fire whistles
blew and sirens rang.

Two months later, President
Herbert Hoover signed the bill that
authorized the Navy to accept the
Sunnyvale property for $1 and appro-
priated $5 million for construction
on the base to begin as soon as possible.

Noted a San Frandsco Chronicle
editorial:“What has been done with
Sunnyyale is an exampie of what
Northern and Central California can
do when they play the game’

This game, the Bay Area won.




Hangar Number I under construction in 1932




Construction—*Set the
Watches and Pipe Down”

Newspapers and Naval officers tried
often in vain to explain to residents’
how massive a hangar would be con-
structed at the air base. But there
were few comparisons to be made at
that time,

The hangar, 211 feet high, wonld
be saller than all the buildings in
the South Bay but one, the Bank of
America tower in San Jose. For the
width and girth of the airship shelter
with its massive “orange peel” doors,
there was no parallel.

“Visualize the roofing over three
city blocks 16 stories high with struc-
tural steel frame and you will have
some idea of the size of the hangar,"said
Lt Comm. Edward L. Marshall of
the Navy in 1931."[t will cover some-
thing more than eightacres of ground’

The base also would be equipped
with a massive nine-story meering
mast that would basically grab the giant
airship by the noseand lead itin
and out of the hanga.

The mooring mast ran on tracks
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and functioned and looked very much
like the space shuttle loading docks
that would come five decades later.

For the Peninsula, the arrival of the
base wasa boon in bad ames. It meant
an average of 500 construction jobs
amonth ata time when jobs were hard
to come by.

1t would provide a boost to the
local economy through the 500 or so
people housed at the base ané it would
bring natonal attention to a growing,
but still-fledgling area by the bay.

Hangar Number 1, home buse of the
US.S. Macon, seen above.
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Home Pbrt For Sky Cru1sers
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Principals Of  AKRON WELCONE 'U.S.Paris Fler
nmmummnm Saved From Sea

‘Honor Slaying’ |
Arrive In S. F.

By The Asclited Presa

aorus 4.

AN FRANCISON. Mav 13 —With

eiveee el e

Wit & R RE Lperiatos
g al nuwaresn! 20000 1o n
Ence. I mbhd men of
8.8 Akenn wiil b forma
ramel Uy ceniral Cxlnrnin during
e awes seliefued ml e Sonestals
a" siafion w4 3 ovlock thie atter-

By Atlantic Her

B; Cll“ﬂll\! GEORIE FAIED,
(‘m:rnnndrr af I;w Ilnlﬂ- Preident  T¥0 Impremsive plciures will re-

Raosereil,

GIANT ALCOROL \1 00,000 Gieet Akron As She
PLANT SEZED | Docks At Sunnyvale; Program
Today Marks Historic Event

Epoahal anht Ends at T:07 .
' P. M.; Extra Caution Balk-
ed Marnmg Landlng

Commander Lauds Behavior
of Craft: Says Base Ideal
! in Every Respect.

| Tw U. 8 B Akmn, the Tevy's
ptide and Lhe worlda argral am-
shliy, momred att Qanie Clara valler
ol ap T 0T ociack laat rrening. A
irrowd nf mare than [00.000 anw her
lardiing-fram agjomnlng roads. Run-
deets mape viswred (5 (Pom suee
rotnding hoias tans,

' The hivorie arrival, makine Dncle
) Bam's wesl coas nirship Gase &t
, Bunoveale an rating reslity, wii
ib' celebrated wih impresive cere-
mony' at 1 arkxk this stizmoon st
the Alr atatinn,

Firsr sighied over e mir Meld sl
exactly T o'clock yesterdny moming
—sirt had crusad high Gver Lha
feld ynnariced ut 11:4% ocloek dur-
Ing the nhehe of vigll before—the
Akron did not land in attemplis cov-
ering three hours ysnerda¥ morna
Ing bécanse of the delermined cau-
tlon of her aklpper, Liru
mander Charles E, Rasend
12-hour delay in landing waa no
faulz of elther fleid or alrup, he
‘expiulned,

*

i Pictures on Pages 2-12 :.

*
| TA perleci mooring.” fRoseadahl
| declared, with prawse for all con-
rnrc!ed with the #pochal ecrasion. aa
; hw alepped down the Eangrey from
' Her control car,

“A aplendid ship” he Added ma be

l |ooked affectionately ut the enomn«

tainous buwk of his command s sha
awung adove him o har s\oonng
cirele, “She met syery test enoouns -
tered on her trip from Lakehorst
nd wrmointed every serere eon-
dltlon superoly,

“An Nald” he snued
4x hin weather-nareowed eyes ook
In the span of the 300-foot steel
arches of the aitship dock, a tudld-
Ing Just beyond the mooring mast
'ur belizf that \hlg faid 4 \de best
ov\ thr coast for abrenip operetioma
Ja  unchanged™ w4 the expert
whose recommrndations sided Lha
eslablinhment of the air :lnl!' n
Lhbs valiey

TNFORGETTABLE rlcnus.

main  stampeg forever upon the
rai ph L 5 e n




“It means also that industries allied
to aviagon will spring up like mush-
rooms, each bringing its own payroll’’
the San Jose Mercury Herald noted
prophedcally in 1931.

“It means in short that San Jose
and the bay region are on the threshold
of the most glorious era of prosperity
in their history.”

But the one problem Peninsulans
were quick (o recognize was traffic,

Said the San Francisco Chronicle
in 193}:

“Naturally all California will want
to see the first airship that arrives and
every tourist will want to visit it later.
The Bayshore highway between San
Francisco and San Jose, when finished,
passes the site. The auto traffic is
expected to far exceed the traffic at a
football game at Palo Alto.’

As‘a result, many public officials
pledged to have the highway com-
pleted by the dme the dirigible base
was finished, and it was.

Work on the giant hangar was
under way in 1932 when the recently
completed Akron, based in Lakehurst,
N.J.,arrived on the Peninsula on its
CrosSS-COUNty joumey.

Nearly a year later, the Akron
made its final flight.

On April 4, 1933, the ‘sky-queen’
got caught in heavy storm winds and
crashed off the Adantic coast, killing

73 of the 76 officers and crew aboard.

Among the lost was Admiral
William Moffett.

Eightdayslater, thousands
crowded onto the Sunnyvale base
and, despite the pall that sall sur-
rounded the demise of the Akron,
the Sunnyvale Naval Air Smton was
commissioned.

"The air base is the result of the
finest cooperation of the bay region,
said State Public Works Direcsor
Earl Lee Kelly, speaking for the gov-

see itgome back,

his day off)

emor. “The citizens of the peninsula
are o be congratulated ..."

Acting Commanding Officer M.J.
Walker followed by giving the famous
orders to Deputy Officer Lt. DM.
Mackey, “Enter in the log that the
Sunnyvale station is placed in commis-
sion at 11:30 a.m. Set the watches
and pipe down’

A few days later, the landing field
at the base was given its official name.
Moffiett Air Field now awaited the
Macon.

Eugene Calande, 77 of Mounwin View,
an engine creuman aboard the Akron in
Lakehiast, N.J., from 1930-33:

“That was a temficera. | would like 10

It was the greatest thing in the world. Every
time yout took off there were 200 10 300 people
there, and every time you lundad, it was the
same thing. It was quite a sight.

They { Akron and Macan )rvere scouss for
the Pacific Flaet. If you sent a plane out scous-
ing it could only stay our there for a short time.
The Akron could stay out there 72 howrs.

{When the Akron crashed, Calande had

“I went to bed and right afer midnigh
the storm woke me up and that's when she
crashed. Nobody would believe it.

The sereets ar Moffert Field were all nutned
afer people who were killed in the crash. A
lot ef peaple don't vealize that!



Aenal vicw of the Sunnyvale Naval Air Sation.
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US.S. Macon on mast.

What’u in a Name? The original name
of the air base was supposed to be the Mountain
Vieu-Sunnyvale Naval Air Station, given
that the base was lacted in both communites
In fact most of the base actually sits in
Mouniain View

Bt Naval officials in Washingtan, D.C.
feared that the "mountain”in the tile would
create moe safety concerns among Congres-
sional leaders alraudy jittery about the lighter-
than-air craft program

In the end, she Mounzain View pertion
was lefeoffin faver of just ‘Sunnyvale, which
gave East Coast officials an image of vast
wide-open areas, with plenty of room for

massive airships,



US.S. Macon under construction at the
Goudyear Zeppelin Company plant in Akron, Ohio.

Andrew Hingsberger, 8!, of Mountain View, a member of the Macon's
fuel crew. He was on board the Macon on its maiden flight to the West
Coast and remembers well the day it arrived in Meuntain View.

“The Bayshore highway was packed. On every flight, in or out,
Bayshore was packed all the time. Cameras weregoing all the time. We
were probably the most photographed thing around. There were a lot
of box cameras then.

While in flight you rolled. It's more or less like being on a ship ar se
You rolled but it was nothing like being on a small boar. If you had a
lizele storm you pitched a bit.

1t was just a tremendows period, but at that time we thought nothing
of it




The Macon

On April 21,1933, the Macon, $2.5
million in the making, left Akran, Ohio
on its maiden voyage.

The entire craft, 785 feet long,
was nearly twice as large as the famous
Graf Zeppelin.

Known officially as ZRS-5, the
Macon was more modern and slightly
faster than its sister ship, the Akron,
ZRS-4, with a top speed of about
87miles per hour.

To the bewilderment of some,
the craft was named the Macon, after
the largest city in the Georgia district of
Rep. Carl Vinson, chairman of the
House Committee on Naval Affairs.

Tail contral station.

Tothose on the East Coast, the naming
was considered a politically prudent
move

The rigid airship was the product
of the Goodyear-Zeppelin Co., a busi-
ness jointly owned by the Zeppelin
Company of Germany and the Good-
year Tire and Rubber Company.

Unlke the blimps made famous
by Goodyear today, the Macon had a
hollow steel hull with three interior
keels. The intent of the strong spine
was to prevent the type of hull col-
lapse that occurred when the small
Shenandoah was torn in wo eight
years earlier.

View inside il asembly looking doumn inta contvol station

From the outside it looked and
functioned much like a helium balloon.
But on the inside, the ship was an
open cavern of girders, cables and cat-
walks with few places where crewmen
could not go.

Before 1925, many lighter-than-air
craft operated on hydrogen. But the
flammability of the gas proved to be
very dangerous,

The Macon and Akron were kept
aloft by non-burning helium, con-
tained in 12 large gelatin-latex cells
inside the craft. The ship carried alarge
supply of additional helium and
navigators were able to set the craft’s
aldrude by releasing er increasing
the gas.

Inside the hull, the ship had eight
targe 560-horsepower engines driving

outside propellers, one of the craft’s
few noisy operations. The propellers
could be pointed up or down to control
the ship during mke-offs and landings.

The Macon had accommodarions
for 100 officers, including sleeping
berths, a larpe messroom, a galley and
other chambers.

The ship also offered panoramic
views of the countryside from observa-
tion platforms at both the nose and
the w@il of the ship.

Although rigid airships were
never used commerdally in the United
Srates, the key advantages to such a
mode of transportation were said to be
issmooth, silent motion and its speed
in long distance journeys. In shor,
people did not get seasick on dirigibles.



The “Helm" in the forward contvol platform.



Anthony Quactuccio, 66, of San Josc, retired NASA - Ames Research
employee and artist:

‘T have always been a lover of the dingible cva. It was as much a pan
of my life at that 1ime as the astronaus are now

I'saw the Akvon being brilt in 1932 when we were living in Akron,
Ohio. [ was 10 years old

My fathey, some cousins and | went 1o the airport there wheve the Akvon
had its maiden flight. ! looked inside the hangar and | coidd see the Macon
being built. 1 could see all of its ribs

When [ was a litele kid, it was the fad to make linle dirigibles out
of balioons.

The lirsle airplanes (Sparrowhawhks) that the Macon carvied, they used
t0 make models of those too. | had a modal of the Macon made of rubber.

Inside the forward control platform looking aft. It wias three-fuer long. They used t0 have all kinds of sowvenirs,
Note circular engine telegraph signals similar When { came to Californic in 1936 the first thing | wantad 1o do was
to thoseused on a ship. see the giant hangar at Moffetr Field. It was right after the (Macon ) crash and

it was stll fresh in my mind,

Being a young kid at the ime [ was very interestad. [ was sad when it
crashed, you know. It was big news. It was {tke the space shuttle when
it explodad”

The completad Macon in the Goodyear Zeppelin Campany

hangar in Akron, Ohie on April 18, 1933, three days before
its maiden voyage.
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A Sparrowhawk fighter plane an the “trapeze” of the US.S, Macon,




The squadron insignia for the
“men on the flying trapeze.’

The Men on the Flying

Unlike other dirigibles of the time,
the airship was so massive thatit
also carried its own protection —five
Sparrowhawk fighter planes which
were launched and retrieved via a
trapeze in the aircraft's belly.

The airplanes would be lowered
and released through a T-shaped door
via the trapeze and a harness atwached
to the fuselage.

Retrieving the planes, however, was
a much more difficult process.

Like a performing air stunt, the
pilow had to equal theirspeed to that
of the ship and “catch” the trapeze
with a hook on top of the plane.

Despite the difficulty of the
maneuver, the pilos, known as the
“Men on the Flying Trapeze; had a flaw-
less record on both the Akron and
the Macon.

But the heavy airplanes also were
often among the first items to go when
the ships needed lightening.

On its way home from its Sunny-
vale trip, the Akron had to release two
of its airplanes aver Arizona to allow
it enough buoyancy to get over the

mountains, The two pilots, being with-
out compasses, were forced to follow
railroad tracks all the way back to
Lakehurst.

The Macon and Akron were built
to be the chief scouss far the Pacific
Fleet, providing long-range reconnais-
sance in days long before radar. [n
addition to providing protection for
the ‘aircraft carrier of the sky, the
Sparrowhawks were the ships’
main eyes.

A“Spy”on Board Theshipcame

equipped with another scouting oddity known
as a“spy” car. The small telephone booth-like
compartmeni was lowered from the aivship on
a cable about 1,000 feet or to a point below
cloud cover.

The cewman inside the spy car would
then telephone back to the main control roem
relaying navigational infermation.

The car acted assortofa reverse peviscope.



|
}‘ US.S. Macon with two Sparrowhawk fighter planes, Note “trapeze” hanging out from undey the airship. Planes were
|| relaased and retrieved with the “trapeze” The US.S. Macon had a complement of five Sparrowhawk fighter planes.
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A Sparrowhawk in its “hangar”
inside the US.S, Macon.



The officers and crew with the Macon inside Hangar 1. Note person peeking
out of the window in the forward plaform. Also note Sparrowhawk planes in

left background and training blimp in n'gh; background.
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The US.S. Macon emerges from Hangar |

at Moffet Air Field. The Eyes of the
Pacific Fleet
With nearly as much fanfare as marked During the next 16 months, the
the arrival of the Akron, the Macon Macon became a familar and popular
cruised into the skies over Mountain sight on the Peninsula, never failing to
View on Oct. 16, 1933 and docked draw large crowds whenever it took
without difficulty at its new home. off or landed.

“The new 785-fioor air giant. .. was But there was much expected of
free from the oil smudges that marred this aircraft. A total of $5 million had
the Akron's appearance on its arrival been spent on the construction of
here and seemed assilvery asif she had the Macon and Akron ata time when
just saken to the air,” said a Palo Alto the country was in themiddle of the

Times account. Great Depression. People in and out of






T iy
<

US.S. Macen during landing operations.

the military wanted results.

The Macon had the added pres-
sure of going into service following the
crash of the Akron, which had a mis-
take-filled record before its demise.

In its first of two maneuvers with
the Pacific Fleet, the Akron had been
assigned to spot the enemy fleet. Her
first day over the Georgia coast, the
Akron, with 12 looksuts scanning the
horizon, sailed tight over the fleet
without seeing it.

The enemy ships, however, had
the Akron in sight for 20 minutes.

That same year, while attempting
to dock at Camp Keamy in San Diego,
the Akron suddenly rose in the air

taking with it three men who were still
clutching the mooring lines. Two of
them fell to their deaths while the third
eventually was broughe to safety.

Almost immediately after arriving
in Sunnyvale, the Macon was sent on
manetivers in the Pacific, but it wasan
inauspicious debut. The ship was “shot
down" twice in the first eight hours.

Wrote Rear Admiral Ernest King,
Moffett’s successor as head of the
Bureau of Aercnautics, in 1933:

*This is to be a critical year for air-
ships. We have only one airship, We
must net be reckless, bue if airships are
to justify themselves, the Macon has
got to show more than she has shown!”

In 1934, Lt. Commander Herbert
Wiley, one of three survivors of the
Akron crash, took command of the
Macon.

He quickly developed and im-
proved the ship's long-range detection
and seouting system and was deter-
mined to prove the Macon’s value.

To test the new scouting methods,
the Macon left Moffert Field in July
1934 in an artempt to locate the cruiser
Houston carrying President Roosevelt
through the Panama Canal en route
to Honolulu.

Using only newspapeér accounts
of the president’s departure time as
a guide; Macon raced 3,500 miles to a
spot in the vast Pacific Ocean where
Wiley had determined they could
find the Houston.

They did.

Abaard the cruiser, crewmen were
shocked i see two scouting airplanes
come out of nowhere and circle the
ship. Minutes later the Macon dra-
matically descended from the clouded
sky and disparched a plane that
dropped bundles of the previous day's
newspapers from San Francisco onto
the Houswon.,

The Fleet's admirals were not
amused. Said Admiral Smnley, chief of
navaloperations later:"We considered
it a publicity stunt and that he (Wiley)
had no business doing it

The president, however, was
tickled. The stunt showed that the
Macen was capable of the kind of
scouting that Moffett had insended.
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81 MEN SAVED; TWO MISSING

Navy Cruisers Pick Up'

Survivors After Airship |
Hits Sea Off Point Sur

Explosion on Huge Dirigible Reported Just

Before SOS Call Sent; Eye Witness Tells
(s How Slraft Ripped Open
' ‘ By ROYCE BRIER =
The great dirigible Macon went 1o her grave in the sea

last night off Point Sar, 100 miles seuth of San Francisco.
Two are wissing from a erew of 83, and 81 were res-

SHIP LOST ITS CHIEF SAVED
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Abyssinia
Defies Italy

{Copyrieht, 1031 by Associuted Press)
ROME; Feb, 18 () —

Ethiopia's diplomatic envoy to
Rome announced  tonight
Ethiopia would not pay a cent
to Italy as indemnity, that the
African empire had one mil-
lion men available to fight

\| Italy, that no foreign power

was expected as an ally, and’
thlt "Ethiop‘u does not need
ane."
Thig _statement.. was made
directly 'to ﬁuL:“w
(Continued -pu»‘.i S

CARDET



The Day the Macon
Did Not Come Back

During a flight toward maneuvers in
the Caribbean Seain 1934, the Macon
ran into a heavy crosswind over Texas,
causing two girders to buckle in the
rudder and ewo tail fins to be damaged.

Allofthe fins needed replacing,
ascording to the Goodyear-Zeppelin
Company. But rather than take the
much-needed ship out of eommission,
Navy officials dedided to do the repair
work piecemeal.

When the Macon left Moffen Field
on Feb. 11, 1935 to ge on maneuvers
off the Southern California ceast, the
repair work was not quite completed.

It would be the ship’s eighth
maneuver with the Pacific Fleec and
its 54th and final flight.

The next day the ship was return-
ing after a successful mission when
it encountered storm winds off Point
Sur, south of Monterey. Suddenly, a
mighty crosswind struck the ship with
such force that the upper fins of che
previously damaged tail were com-
pletely severed, sending shards of metal
into the rear gas cells.

In the control car, few realized
what had happened until suddenly the
steering wheel went slack and the
navigators felt the tail drop.

Wiley ordered the dumping of
ballast and fuel. Crewmen hurried
about the ship discharging anything
they could to lighten the tail. Off-dury
personnel were ordered o the nose
to help bring that end down.

With its motors still running,
the ship sailed skywards, rising from
1,600 feet to nearly 5,000 feet where it
reached its “pressure point; the alti-
tude where helium automatcally
began discharging. The ship was
doomed.

The Macon slowly began o fall.
After swaying at his post to radio SOS

repeatedly, the radioman jumped from
the ship before it reached the water,
and was killed.

Moments later the ship settled
genty into the water, and the crew, clad
in life jackets and prepared with life
rafts, dove into the water safely.

The water was relatively warm and
ships were quickly on the scene to
pull the men out.

One man went back to the ship in
an attempt to retrieve his belongings,
and never rerurned. Butin all, 8l of the
83 men aboard the Macon survived
the crash, including “Tucky” Wiley.

George Weldy, 81, flight engineer aboard the Akron and the Macon:

“The engines were all made in Germany. They were raully metrine
engines for boas, adapted to the dingibles. They were directly reversible
engines like those on o losomotive. They were very, very dependable.

1 prat the Macon in commission, back in Akron in Muy, 1931,

It was just about time for the Macon 1o be eest flown when the Akron
crashed.

When 1 heard about it, I was in a hotel in Akron. | felt really bad. T had
some very good friends on board. | never gor over it. | think about them
every now and then.

{f you got fareward of the engine there usas no noise at all while in flight.
It was quist up theve and on long flighss you didnltstop at all.

They had some real small planes that vsed 1o come up everyday to
bringmail and milk and sadf) like chat.

For the Macon, | only missed two flighs. The first one was the flight
heve. (He drove wo Califernia).

The sevond was the day it went down. That was the day owr engine was
due for an overhaud, When we had it averhanded one of the erews wsually
stayed on the ground, and it was mytrn to miss the flight.

It was the only #me | saw the Macon in the ziv, and [ didnt sec it come
back. We waited all afiemoon and it didn't come back. That was unother
sad day.



Hangar 1, February 12, 1935
the night the US S. Macon did
not come home. The training
blimp assumes the vole of an
orphan




Lighter Than Air! Afer the crash, the Macon setdlad slowly in the
water, tail-first

Some sailors caught in'the interiar of the ship, made their way te the
observation platform at the nase where they aut through the ships lining, But
they found they were still 100 high upto jump to the water.

While waiting for the craft to sink 10 a pointlow enough (o allow them
to jump, the Navy men noticed as they shouted among themselves that
sheir voices weve becoming higher and mere child-like.

They quidkly raalized it was the helium being released.

As anyone who has ever suched on a helium balloon knows, helium
affects the vosal chords.

According to these a the crash scene, the last men o jurnp from the
Mason were laughing so hard they seemad delirions,

Epilogue:

A commission set up to determine
the cause of the crash blamed it on the
Navy's refusal to repair the Macon's
tail damage right away.

Bur because of the disastrous
record of airships, the pressure was on
President Roosevelt to abandon the
lighter-than-air craft program. Roose-
velt responded by setting up a com-
mission to examine whether there was
a future for airships.

The commission, headed by
Stanford Professor William E Durand
concluded that airships had been set
todo tasle for which they were not
built and that they had not been given
enough of an opportunity to prove
their value.

The debate was unserded, how-
ever. While many in the Navy wanted
mor¢ emphasis on heavier-than-air
craft, others still backed the dirigibles.

The Navy atone point made plans
for a rigid airship that would be nearly
40 percent larger than the Macon with
a hangar capable of carrying nine
dive bombers.

In 1937, Assistant Secretary of the
Navy Charles Edison, son of Thomas
A. Edison, scanned the interior of the
giant hangar at Moffett Field and told
his subordinates that lighter-than-air
craft should be given another chance.

“What if the Wright Brothers
had stopped after building three or
four airplanes? Where would aviation
be today?" he asked.

But, ironically, aviation would be
the destiny of Moffett Field.

The Macon was the nations last
rigid dirigible.






The Man Behind the Name—
Moffett Field

Rear Admiral William A. Moffetr was
one of the few friends lighter-than-air
craft had among military leaders.

The “aircraft-carriers of the sky”
captured the imaginaton of civilians
and legislators, gamering enough
government support to finance the
construction of the Akron, Macon and
the Sunnyvale Naval Air Station.

But with the airships poor safety
history, many high-ranking Navy
officers had yet to be convinced.

As chief of the Bureau of Acronau-
tics, Moffett was certain rigid airships
would prove their worth, particularly
in long-range missions at sea. But the
Akron and Macon were never given
that chance. Instead they were kept
primarily to coastside tactical exercises
for which they were nor suited.

As a caprain, Moffert commanded
a battleship and won a Medal of Honor
at Vera Cruz. In 1921, be was picked
to head the newly created aeronautics
bureau.

In that job, he presided over
the board created o select the West
Coast base for the Macon. Although
apprehensive at first about having a
Northermn Califomia location, Moffett
was quickly sold on the Sunnyvale site.

Moffett drove the first river in
the construction of the Akron in
November 1929 and paid frequent
visits to the Bay Area during the con-
struction of the field.

But as much as he enjoyed plan-
ning air bases and building airships, his
greatest pleasure was riding in them.

In a sudden change of plans,
Moffetr in 1933 decided o join the
Akron on its ill-fated tip off the New
Jersey coast. Moffet: wasaboard as
an observer, just nine months away
from retirement

When he felt the airship lurch
during the storm, Moffiett left his cabin
and made his way to the control car.
He apparently was not able to get out.

His body was ane of the few
recovered from the submerged wreck-
age and was bured at Atlington
National Cemetery in Virginia.

His sons, Rear Admiral William
A. Moffest, Jr. and Lt. George Moffett
were both on hand in 1983 for the

50th anniversary celebration of
Moffett Field.
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University National Bank & Trust Company
“a Different Experience in Banking"

Home Port for Sky Cruisers

This projectstarted out asa history of Moffen Field from its inception
through its use during World War Il as aNaval Air Station: for a large squadron
of blimps that patrolied our Coast during the war. The photographic
archives of Moffett Field are so rich and vast that the scope of the: project
was reviewed. The result was a focus on only a four-year period and onc of
the great, albeit unsuccessful, experiments in the strange new approach
to lighter-than-air vehicles. .. the dirigibles.

We are greatly indebted to Wally Cuneen for his introduction to the senior
personnel at Moftete Field. Our gratitude and appreciation are alsa owed
ta the following persons:

Rear Admiral Phillip D. Smith, Commander, Parrol Wings, US. Pacific
Fleet, which s headquartered at Moffett Field was mast encouraging, as was
his successer, Rear Admiral Jesse ]. Hernandez.

Mr. John R. Shackleton, Public Affairs Officer, went to great lengths to
accommadate our needs.

The photographs throughout come to us from the files of Moffer: Naval
Air Station and the Times Tribune, suecessor to the Palo Alto Times. Alse
providing photographs and help with information was Richard Sailer,
Manager, Airship Public Relations, Goodyear Tire and Rubber Company in
Akron, Ohio.

In addition to those interviewed in the text, we thank Henry M. Plymire
of Willits, California.

Our special thanks to Paul Gullixson, who performed the task of re-
searching and writing of this piece and who spent a considerable amount of
time developing and honing the manusaipt as well a5 researching the
photographs.

And finally, our thanlks for the usual ourstanding design and production
job by Paige Johnson,
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