                        TITANIC OF THE SKIES
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 When they left Nordholtz on June 16th 1917 the 19-man crew of LZ95

can have had little idea that they were flying into history. Sadly for most of them the parallels with the Titanic were incredible.. it was the first voyage of a vessel at the very cutting edge,  and a series of human errors, weather problems and design faults led inexorably to their doom.. and at the death there was no way to save lives.

L48 was the first of the new Height Climbers, designed to soar to over 19,000ft.. way above the reach of our planes and guns. She was painted black underneath to blend in with the night sky.

The first fatal error was when the crew, as they always did, elected not to take parachutes.. unreliable anyway, the weight saved helped give greater lifting power for more fuel and bombs. These missions were so dangerous that crewmen automatically received the Iron Cross for a trip.

Secondly, the weather played its part as the full moonlight and clear skies made L48 easier to spot and the chill air up high made the engines struggle, especially as she encountered adverse, unforecast winds at altitude.

Then one of her 5 engines stopped and another was failing in the thin air, which made many crewmen unconscious.. but most importantly the cold froze her water- and alcohol-filled compass. The planned attack on London was abandoned and Harwich targeted instead.

The bombs missed, hitting Kirton, Falkham and Martlesham, but the fatal step was to descend below 13,000 ft. 

Worse was to follow as the lumbering giant wallowed down to below 11,000ft. after radioing and hearing of good winds lower down. The

transmissions gave a positional fix via our new Marconi equipment.. 

( BT even issued a Phonecard celebrating this). Now the trap was sprung…

Desperate hammering could be heard as the woozy crew tried to batter the Maybach engines back to life.. compass still awry, she veered away from the searchlights and pounding anti-aircraft guns.

Planes from many local strips had cornered her and in a confused series of attacks she met her lingering death.

The FE2b of Lt.Frank Holder & Sgt. Gunner Sydney Ashby was joined by Capt. Robert Saundby in a DH2, then Lt.Loudon Watkins in a BE 2, 

though all were out of sight of each other.

Briefly, flying close enough to endanger their own lives, these brave airmen butchered L48.. her final piece of bad luck was that they had just been equipped with some new special ammunition, the Pomeroy bullets as well as the Brock, both tracer incendiaries which ignited the gas inside her.

The monster’s death-throes were brief.. the night sky was lit up for miles as L48 was as long as 3 football pitches and 80ft. high, holding 2 million cubic feet of gas .Thinking they were over the sea many crewman took off their heavy jackets and jumped… sadly they were just 1 mile inland..

but others preferred a quick death anyway, out of the giant blowtorch.

Indeed the captain was found imbedded up to his knees in the ground, every bone in his body broken.

After the tragedy came a miracle as the L48 plummeted to the ground at Holly Tree Farm, Theberton. Machinist’s Mate Heinrich Ellerkamm clawed himself from the wreckage and helped locals drag out his fellow mate Wilhelm Uecker – who lingered until Armistice Day before dying of internal injuries- and the E.O. Lt. Otto Meith. All were horribly burnt.

                                          AFTERMATH

Meith and Ellerkamm lived for many years( d.1956 & d.1963) and collected their Iron Crosses – the only survivors of a Zeppelin crash. Saundy, Watkins and Holder were awarded the M.C. and Ashby a M.M. – he was killed shortly after in a crash at Martlesham, Holder survived a crash at Eastbridge immediately nearby just weeks later, Watkins was killed in france in 1918.The dead crewmen were buried in Theberton Cemetery where a  plaque marks the site – in 1966 they were moved to Cannock Chase with other comrades.(Read the moving epitaph)

Over the coming weeks thousands visited the site, to them it was like a spaceship from Mars.The hulk reared like a dead dinosaur’s carcass Naval Technicians measured her carefully – think of her now as a stealth fighter full of the latest technology – before dismantling the remains carried in hundreds of cartloads to Leiston station.. locals managed to turn scrap duralumin into many souvenirs.

Please now read Ray Rimmels’s excellent “Last flight of the L48” for the full story, profusely illustrated.

