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such as Dover Regatta. We are 
constantly  looking for fu rther 
volunteers to help with the bookstall 
as well as the rubbish clearances that 
we do from time to time, so why not 
join in. LRCF can be contacted through 
the 'Contact Us' tab on our website 
w w w .lon don road .in fo  or ju s t by 
walking into The White Horse in St 
Jam es's Street where, over a pint, the 
landlady will wax lyrical about a 
com m unity group that really is trying

to make a difference in Dover. We all 
know  the difficulties the global 
economy has left us facing, but at local 
level we simply cannot afford to sit 
back and bem oan our lot whilst doing 
nothing about it. With your help, LRCF 
will continue to make a difference for 
years to come. We enjoy support from 
Councillors, Dover District Council 
Officers, the White Cliffs Countryside 
Partnership and even Kent Police. Can 
we add you to our list of supporters?

* * * * *

One of a series of articles 
covering the lives of Dovorians of international renown.

Harriet Quimby
-  the first woman to fly the Channel

by Lorraine Sencicle B.A. (eco n ) h ons

A  few days before Louis Bleriot 
entered  the history books as the 

first person  to cross the English 
Channel in  a heavier-than-air flying 
machine, H ubert Latham  (1883-1914) 
had taken off from France. He flew 8
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m iles before his engine failed. On the 
m orning of Bleriot's epic flight, 25 
July 1909, as it was windy, Latham's 
advisors le t h im  sleep. Nonetheless, 
there is a statue to Latham near Cap 
Blanc Nez, outside Calais.

Less than  a year later, on 2 June 1910, 
C harles Rolls (1877-1910) m ade a 
re tu rn  flight across the  C hannel. 
Leaving Dover at 6.30pm he was over 
Sangatte, France, at 7.15pm and was 
back in Dover at 8.00pm. Over 3,000 
people w itnessed  the event, after 
w hich he was carried through Dover, 
shoulder high. A m onth  later Charles 
Rolls lost his life in  a flying accident 
at Bournem outh. A bust of h im  can be 
seen on the Seafront.

http://www.londonroad.info
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Harriet Quimby in the Bleriot plane © Giacinta Bradley Koontz

In  1912 the first w om an,
H arriet Quimby, (1875-1912), 
flew  across the  C hannel.
Many, including myself, feel 
th a t th e re  should  be a 
m onum ent, a road nam e or 
even  a p laque in  
Dover/W hitfield, to celebrate 
her achievem ent.

It was on TUesday 16 April that 
H arriet took off from Whitfield 
aerodrom e, in  a Bleriot 
m onoplane w ith a 50hp Gnome 
engine, to m ake the epic flight. The 
feat took 59 m inutes and she landed 
at Hardelot-Plage, about 25 m iles (40 
km) from Calais. H er account was 
published in Fly Magazine of 12 July 
1912.

Harriet, a journalist, gained her pilot's 
licence in  August 1911, the  first 
w om an to do so in  the US. By 
Christmas, she had decided to be the 
first w om an to fly across the Channel 
and through contacts m anaged to get 
a le tte r  of in troduction  to Louis 
Bleriot in  Paris. On 1 March 1912, 
H arriet set sail for London on the 
H am burg-A m erican lin e r Amerika, 
where she pu t her plan to the editor 
of the Daily Mirror.

H er next stop was Paris, w here she 
placed an order w ith Bleriot for a 
seventy-horse-power m achine. At the 
sam e tim e, she p e rsu ad ed  B leriot 
to loan  h e r a fifty-horse-pow er 
m onoplane for the Channel crossing. 
Bleriot agreed and suggested that the 
aeroplane should be first tried  out 
from his airfield at Hardelot-Plage.

On arrival at Hardelot, H arriet was 
keen  to undertake  trials b u t the 
w eather decided otherwise. The wind 
increased throughout the first day and 
on the second, it blew  a gale. The 
wind showed no sign of abating b u t as 
the Daily Mirror had given h er a 
deadline to m eet, she ordered the 
m onoplane should  be sh ipped  to 
Dover.

As she was concerned about keeping 
the w hole ven tu re  a secret, the 
m onoplane was to be delivered to the 
aerodrome, w hich she described as 
having, “a fine, smooth ground from  
which to make a good start. The famous 
Dover Castle stands on the cliffs, 
overlooking the Channel. It points the 
way clearly to Calais."

In Dover, H arriet stayed at the Lord 
W arden H otel, w here she m et 
rep o rte rs  from  the Mirror. The 
following day, Sunday, was perfect for 
flying, "there was no wind. The sun was 
bright and warm. The air was so clear 
that by straining our eyes a little we 
could see the French coast dimly
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outlined across the channel." However, 
H arriet's m other had asked her never 
to fly on Sundays.

Instead, she and  aviator Gustav 
Ham el w ent to W hitfield to inspect 
the Bleriot m onoplane and for Gustav 
to show h er how to use a compass. On 
arrival, a crowd of repo rters  and 
spectators greeted them , as rum our 
had spread that a w om an was going to 
attem pt to fly a solo Channel flight!

The following m orning, M onday, 
H arriet, H am el and  the  M irror 
reporters all geared them selves up for 
the flight, bu t strong winds m ade it 
impossible. However, by 3.30am on 
the TUesday, the w ind had eased. 
D ressed in  a flying suit of h e r 
tradem ark  purp le wool-back satin, 
she wore two pairs of silk 
com binations underneath . Over this 
apparel, she wore a long woollen coat, 
an 'American raincoat' all topped w ith 
a sealskin stole.

Before going to Whitfield, she stopped 
at the Bleriot M onum ent on Northfall 
Meadow. Besides providing H arriet 
w ith the m achine, Bleriot had secured 
a long pontoon beneath  the fuselage 
to enable it to float until som eone 
rescued her, if she w ent down in the 
Channel. At the aerodrome, H am el 
undertook a trial run. Satisfied with 
the  m onoplane, H arrie t clim bed 
aboard and took off at 5.30am. W ithin 
th irty  seconds, H arriet had climbed 
fifteen hundred  feet and flew over the 
Castle. There, Mirror reporters were 
waiting to take pictures of her.

As the early m orning m ist cleared,

she could see France on the horizon. 
However, p a rt way across the 
Channel H arriet ran  into a bank  of 
cloud so was obliged to use h e r 
com pass in  earnest. W hen she 
thought she was nearing Hardelot, 
H arrie t dropped  dow n below  the 
cloud. U nfortunately , she did no t 
recognise w here she was so landed on 
a beach.

Soon a crowd of fisher folk gathered, 
congratulating her. Then, according to 
Harriet, one of the w om en "insisted 
upon serving me with a very welcome 
cup o f hot tea, accompanied by bread 
and cheese. The tea was served in a cup 
fully six times as large as an ordinary 
teacup and was so old and quaint that I  
could not conceal m y admiration o f it." 
The fisherw om an let H arriet keep the 
cup. T hen  the m edia arrived and 
H arriet was assured of h er en try  into 
the history books as the first w om an 
to fly the Channel. Sadly, H arriet was 
n o t given the  recognition  she 
deserved for on 14 April the Titanic 
had tragically h it an iceberg off the 
coast of Newfoundland.

Less th an  six m onths later, n ea r 
Boston, M assachusetts, while at the 
controls of h e r new  70hp Bleriot, 
H arriet and her passenger fell to their 
deaths. H arriet was 37 years old.

Thanks to Giacinta Bradley Koontz 
(A viation H isto rian /A u thor) and 
M artin Young (Aviation Historian) for 
their help and loan of the picture and 
photograph.

For m ore in fo rm ation  on H arrie t 
Quimby: www.harrietquim by.org

http://www.harrietquimby.org

