
 
 

EDITORIAL		
As	this	is	being	written	we	are	yet	again	in	the	
throws	of	a	storm	with	prolonged	rainfall.	It	is	
lashing	against	the	windows	and	venturing	outside	
is	a	de9inite	no	go!	No	doubt	the	“Brook”	(as	it	was	
known	in	my	childhood	days)	is	swollen	and	
over9lowing	its	banks.	Hopefully	the	swan’s	nest	
with	its	clutch	of	eggs	will	survive	the	currents.	The	
new	nesting	islands	should	hopefully	provide	
enough	protection.	
On	April	5th	we	will	have	a	talk	by	Geoff	Hodkinson	on	
the	Dawlish	Pier.	He	will	give	us	more	information	on	
his	researches	leading	on	from	a	short	introduction	he	
gave	previously.	What	would	have	been	its	effect	on	
tourism	and	commerce	had	it	been	built?	One	can	
only	speculate.		
The	story	of	Haldon	Air9ield	reaches	its	conclusion	
this	month	with	the	third	and	9inal	article	written	by	
David	Gearing.	
As	always	articles	for	publication	in	a	future	edition	
are	very	welcome	as	are	accompanying	pictures.	
	 	 	 	 													Ian	Thomson	

AIR DISPLAYS AND RACES AT HALDON 
AIRFIELD 
by David Gearing 

This is the third and final article on the Haldon airfield.  
The first article covered the first two years’ activities 
(1928-29) and the second the scheduled passenger 
services that operated from 1933 to 1939.  This one 
describes some of the other flying activities at Haldon 
during the 1930s, including airshows and races. 
The major event in 1930 was an air rally on 21st June, 
the second to be held at Haldon.  Like the first, it 
attracted large crowds; reports at the time estimated the 
number of spectators between 30,000 and 60,000, so this 
was probably the best attended event of any kind in this 
area in 1930.  The programme included demonstrations 
of at least twelve different types of light aircraft, 
formation flying and aerobatics by three RAF Bristol 
Bulldog fighters, a handicap race over 15 minutes, a 
demonstration of vertical climbing, slow flying and 
manoeuvrability by an Autogiro, and a balloon bursting 
competition.  The latter involved pilots flying very low 
and touching a balloon tethered to the ground with a 
spike at the end of one wing.  After the scheduled events 
joy rides were offered to members of the public, and food 
stalls set up specially for the occasion stayed open until it 
got dark. 

Another air display was held in September 1931  It began 
with a flypast of Blackburn Iris flying boats based at 
Plymouth, which must have been quite impressive; they 
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were powerful long range reconnaissance aircraft with 
three engines and a distinctive high tailplane.  The main 
event was the Teignmouth Air Trophy race, run in three 
heats and a final.  It was open to all types of aircraft, with 

each entrant being given a time handicap.  The first prize 
of 100 guineas had been raised by subscription among 
local residents.  The circular course was 32 miles long: 
from the airfield to Haldon Belvedere to Haytor Rocks 
and back, which meant that in good visibility the aircraft 
could be seen all the way round.  Surprisingly the winner 
flew an Avro Baby, a small sporting biplane of a design 
dating back to 1919, with a top speed of 80mph.  The 
aircraft concerned had previously been owned by Bert 
Hinkler, a well-known aviator whose achievements 
include his pioneering solo flight from England to 
Australia in 1928 and the first solo flight across the 
South Atlantic in 1931.  Other attractions were scheduled 
while the race was going on, including a flying 
demonstration of a Monospar ST-3, an experimental 
model using a new type of wing design that was very 
light for its strength – aircraft design was evolving very 
quickly in this period.  There was also aerobatic and 
inverted flying, ‘crazy flying’, a parachute descent, and a 
demonstration of an auto-towed launch of a glider. 
 
Sir Alan Cobham’s National Aviation Day touring 
display came to Haldon for the first time in August 1932, 
in its first year of operation, during which it visited over 
150 places around the UK, often using improvised 
landing sites.  There were fifteen aircraft on tour, 
including a Handley Page W10 16-seat airliner.   The 
touring display came back in August 1933, this time with 
a high performance biplane flown by Geoffrey Tyson, 

who would go on to become a test pilot for Avro, Flight 
Refuelling, Shorts (where he tested Sunderland flying 
boats) and after the war for Saunders-Roe for whom in 
1952 he made the maiden flight of the gigantic Princess 
flying boat, which attracted much attention at the time.  
The display included the usual aerobatics, racing round 
pylons, wing walking and so on, and later there were 
opportunities for spectators to ride in one of the planes or 
in an Autogiro, for a fee of five shillings.  It was part of a 
campaign initiated by Cobham to encourage the powers-
that-be to build a nationwide network of aerodromes to 
enable scheduled air services to link all 
 

The National Aviation Display returned to Haldon again 
in 1934.  In the History Group archive files there is a 
letter signed by Alan Cobham to the Dawlish Town Clerk 
informing him of the imminent arrival of the display 
team.  The letter bears the campaign slogan ‘Make the 
Skyways Britain’s Highways’ and came together with a 
brochure, display programme and a supply of advertising 
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posters.  But when the intended date (August 9th) was 
announced later in the local press it was apparent that 
Hospital fetes in Dawlish and Teignmouth were already 
arranged for the same day.  When the Town Clerk 
informed Cobham of this the aviation event was changed 
to August 11th.   
The National Aviation Display’s final visit was in August 
1935, but the last major air display at Haldon -‘Devon 
Air Day’ - took place on July 24th 1937.  It was organised 
by the Straight Corporation which managed Exeter, 
Haldon and the recently opened Plymouth airfields; the 
day’s events were scheduled to enable participants to 
visit the three locations in turn.  7,000 people came to 
Haldon, a similar number to Plymouth, and many more 
to Exeter.  The highlight was the Devon Air Race, from 
Plymouth to Haldon to Exeter and back to Plymouth.  
There were fifteen competitors in twelve different types 
of aircraft, each one allocated a handicap: a delay to their 
starting time compared to the first away.  On the day the 
slowest finisher had an average speed of 70mph.  The 
quickest by far was Alex Henshaw, a well-known racing 
pilot, in a Percival Mew Gull, which was specifically 
designed for handicap racing.  His average speed was 
208mph; but he would have been doing close to 300mph 
on the descent from Haldon along the coast past Dawlish 
towards Exeter.   

(In 1939 Henshaw used the same plane to break the 
record for the fastest solo flight from the UK to Cape 
Town and back; incredibly his record stood for 70 years.)  
However, he had a handicap time of 40 minutes and only 
came sixth; the winner was Captain Percival Phillips in 
an Avro 504N, a type which first flew way back in 1913.  
This particular plane was used day-to-day to tow 
advertising banners across London.  He must have flown 
a perfect race, as his average race speed of 103mph was 
higher than the official maximum for the 504N.   

Other notable events at Haldon during the 1930s 
included brief visits by the Prince of Wales, who 
frequently travelled around by air and held a pilot’s 
licence himself.  He was very popular with the general 
public until his abdication as Edward VIII in 1936, and 
was probably the most written-about and photographed 
celebrity of his time.  He first came to Haldon on 30th 
May 1930 en route from Cornwall to Torquay, when he 
was greeted by large crowds.  Indeed, many people had 
turned out a week earlier just to see the royal aircraft land 
and take off at Haldon to ensure that the runway was 
safe.  The Prince next came to Haldon on 27th July 1932 
when he was visiting the Duchess of Devonshire, 
presumably in Powderham.  His third visit was on 17th 
July 1934 when an estimated 1,000 people waited in a 
cold wind to see him arrive at 6.30pm in a DH84 Dragon 
(as pictured in the January newsletter article).  He was 
greeted by the airfield manager Bill Parkhouse in the 
small Club House at the south corner of the airfield 
before leaving by road for the Royal Naval College at 
Dartmouth. 
All civil flying activities at Haldon were brought to a halt 
with the declaration of war in September 1939, and the 
airfield was requisitioned by the Air Ministry.   

FEBRUARY MEETING by David Gearing 

At our meeting on February 2nd Adrienne Hesketh gave a 
presentation of a collection of fifteen of her own short 
piano compositions.  In introducing her, Ray Bickel 
noted that this was probably the first ever musical 
presentation to the History Group.  We were unable to 
provide Adrienne with a piano, so she played them from 
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a CD.  Some pieces were composed when she was still a 
girl, the first when aged only 9.  She explained that ten of 
the fifteen had been inspired by Devon places, 
particularly the north coast around Westward Ho!, where 
she used to live, or by events such as the May Day 
celebrations at Lustleigh.    
Interestingly, until recently she did not document her 
compositions on paper, relying instead on memory alone.  
Adrienne told us that the final piece she played was 
composed soon after a walk on Dawlish beach, when a 
bright clear day was suddenly interrupted by localised 
sea mist.  For me the most effective was the one entitled 
‘Hartland Point and Quay’, inspired by waves surging up 
the beach below the high cliffs at Hartland.   
   
NEWS FROM THE MUSEUM 
 
Although the museum is closed at the moment – opening 
May 2016 – there is a lot going on behind the scenes. 
The main display room is showing wedding dresses etc. 
all with a local connection. This is by popular request as 
there was a display a few years back and many folk have 
asked about it; so it is now bigger and better.
The “Storm” display has also been updated.  
Approximately eighty year 6 children from Torquay 
Academy have been to see it as they are studying 
“Disasters” – noisy but rewarding. We have also been 
approached by a school in Teignmouth, re the Evacuee 
and Wartime display. The new stewards who joined us 
last year are looking forward to the new season; so things 
are a bit easier. We are very excited about the fast 
approaching 2016 season.  
M. Stuckey 

On the Left: The Stormy Dawlish Seafront on 5th 
February 2014.  

Below: the aftermath of the storm with damaged beach 
huts on the path to Coryton Cove.
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