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DECEMBER 2009 

Merry Christmas & Happy New Year 
Thanks to everyone involved for making 2009 a great  success with one of our best shows ever ! 

The Museum’s operational SR.N6 Mk 6 Twin Prop makes  a rare outing in to 
the Solent during Hovershow 50 carrying Trustees, P atrons & Dignitaries 

Autumn / Winter Issue 



Hovershow 50 Success  
 
With months of planning and national TV coverage the 50th 
anniversary of the hovercraft was celebrated with two 
successful events marking the golden anniversary as it 
deserved. 
 
In June the Hovercraft Society commemorated the launch of 
SR.N1 at Cowes with a luncheon in the company of John 
Chaplin, the SR.N1 engineer and one of the three aboard for 
the Channel flight a month later. John gave a lively talk and a 
series of lectures were held in East Cowes. The party were 
able to stand on the slipway and tour the empty factory 
where she was built and launched 50 years before. Now until 
recently, in part used for wind turbine blade manufacture, the 
original Saunders Roe Columbine hanger had a ghostly feel. 
Patron Christopher Bland gave an after dinner speech. 
Thanks to Ray Wheeler and Brian Russell for organising this 
event and to John Chaplin, all the way over from the USA 
where he carried on his hovercraft career.  

This date and event gave the Museum the 
ideal platform to launch Hovershow 50 to 
commemorate the SR.N1s Channel 
crossing a month later at the Science 
Museum in Wroughton (see above)  
hosting the SR.N1 pilots and inventor’s 
daughter. The BBC and national press 
were in attendance and a great day was 
had by all. Despite the cramped conditions 
a photo shoot and circumnavigation of the 
craft was possible. The SR.N1 looked to 
be in pristine condition in the collection. 
 
Frances Cockerell formally opened the 
Show on July 25th at Lee On Solent 
accompanied by pioneer pilots.          
Stuart Syrad OBE MC introduced the 
inventor’s daughter, joined by Pilots    
Tony Smith, Col Roger Harris rtd and the 
Mayor of Gosport Diane Searle and her 
escort. Also at the Show was pilot         
Bob Strath who co piloted the SR.N1 on 
her maiden voyage. 

 
The Show began with a press day and public preview a day earlier and had the large AP1.88 freighter named Eagle 
visit from Hoverlines, making a dramatic arrival in heavy weather. The largest operating craft at the show the AP1.88 
series 200 has been used in Angola, 
Africa, Brazil & South America. 
 
Hovertravel ran a successful daily service 
between Portsmouth, Ryde and the Show 
and enabled day trips from the Show to 
the Island over the  four days. Rides were 
given in the Tiger 12 from Tiger Hovercraft 
Tours, now based in London after a stint 
in Plymouth. The craft is 034 the last of 
the Air Vehicles Tiger 12 production line 
and reconfigured with bench seats. 
 
With over 60 craft at the museum and 40 
visiting large and small craft we reached 
the total of 100 craft. Thanks to the 
Hovercraft Club of Great Britain and all 
their racing and cruising craft which kept 
active on the airfield and sea, and even 
with an Isle of Wight visit and were able to 
camp on site adding to the atmosphere. 
 

Frances Cockerell opens the show with the Mayor, Ma jor Stuart Syrad & Warwick   
Jacobs looking on  

The slipway with assorted craft ready for action at  the show 

From left Col Roger Harris, Major Stuart Syrad,                  
Frances Cockerell,  Cdr Chris Stafford and Bob Stra th  



After the official opening a VIP reception was held in 
the marquee and over 100 guests from the hovercraft 
pioneering days gathered to celebrate. We were 
delighted to have family of Les Colquhoun who ran 
the World’s first hover service across the Rhyl with 
VA.3, then set up Hoverlloyd. Dan Turner from Macace 
and Hoverlines who pioneered Hover platforms. Mike 
Pinder, an original Trustee, developed ways of 
hovering oil tanks a depots, and invented the inflatable 
hovercraft with Pindair. Iain Trussler over from 
Belgium, and Tony Smith both early Hovertravel pilots 
from the 1960s and went on to run craft worldwide. 
 
The show had a massive public support with over 
10,000 visitors and took £35,000 leaving a £20,000 
profit to help this next years running costs. The windy 
weather had an impact on rides but where possible 
these ran, and the airfield grass and arena were less 
windy. 

 
Thanks to the RNLI on exhibit with a crew and  their 7th new craft. Another Griffon on display was their smaller 380        
5-seater demonstrator prior to refit and delivery to the new owner in Abu Dhabi. 
 
Thanks to ex-Canadian Coastguard team, 
Captain Colin Shew and Chief Engineer Paul 
Augusta who flew over from Vancouver to 
ensure SR.N6 025 ran smoothly. During the 
four days she ran for six hours and did a trip 
to Ryde on the last day enabling pilot Robert 
Trussler to get his necessary hours in for type 
rating on an SR.N6, following in his father’s 
footsteps.  
 
The craft had been repainted thanks to Blast 
Off UK on site at Lee and looked resplendent 
in new red, white and black though keeping 
her Eurosense lettering. Many thanks to 
members Nikki and Dave for this great job! 
For a brief while she was in primer and 
looked like one of Saddam Hussein’s ex 
Basra fleet! For the show she did a special 
flight with Frances Cockerell, 50 years to the 
day her father flew across the Channel on 
SR.N1. This SR.N6 is only 6 years newer 
than SR.N1 being the original Sure from the 
1966 Hoverlloyd Channel service! 
 
The main large craft operating were Eagle and Freedom 90 both AP1.88, SR.N6, Tiger 12 with both BH.7 and SR.N4 
Princess Anne open instead for a change. Thanks to Capt John Lloyd and Alan Burns both SR.N4 pilots keeping the 
cockpit visits so popular. The craft were cleaned up splendidly by Bob Rennick over from Canada especially to help, 
and Rebecca Kings. 

Warwick introduces Frances Cockerell as she prepare s to cut the 
fantastic SR.N1 cake 

SR.N6 025 departs for a trip in the Solent 



The press and public interest really was very reassuring and visitors came from as far as Germany, Austria, Spain and 
France especially, not least Scotland from over here. BBC News 24 did us proud and as well as celebrating the 
anniversary a lot was done to promote a growing stronger hovercraft industry and their use world wide. The Museum, all 
its supporters and helpers can be justifiably proud of the event and helping  turn around public/press perception of the 
hovercraft. Thanks to all involved for one of our best shows ever. 

  

New Trustee for Hovercraft Museum  
 
Robin Eagle has joined the trustees, replacing Mick 
wells who has been involved since the SR.N4s came 
into Lee but has now stood down. Mick remains the 
Museum advisor on the gas turbine craft, notably SR.N6 
and SR.N4 on which he was an engineer across 
four decades. 
  

Robin has a background in small craft having owned an 
Osprey 5 and more recently a Canadian Canair. 
  

Recently too, Capt. Alan Burns steps down having been 
involved for 13 years as a trustee. Alan was an             
ex-Seaspeed SR.N6, SR.N4 and Super 4 captain right 
from the pioneering first days. He will still be closely 
involved with his wife Viv as they live just outside the 

gate at Lee...a few hundred yards from the two giant SR.N4s he flew! Both Alan and Mick brought to the trust a 
wealth of technical experience spanning 4 decades each and both are still on hand for advice plus help from their 
wives Viv and Carol, familiar faces at the Hovershows and social events.  
 

 

Top Gear  
 
The Museum recently 
assisted with a Top Gear 
special hosted by Richard 
Hammond which has now 
been released on a DVD.  
Richard and his team 
converted a Transit Ice 
Cream van in to a hovercraft 
and flew it across a lake in 
one segment on the video.  
 
Your editor even makes a 
brief appearance and after 
having viewed the footage is now on a crash diet ! (They say the camera adds 
10 pounds...more like 10 stone !). Well worth a view if you want a laugh... 

Freedom 90 departs the Lee slipway below, while at right Eagle makes a welcome appearance 



Griffon Hoverwork Celebration  
 
On 18th September, 110 members of Griffon Hoverwork celebrated the merger of the two companies by flying 
into the Museum for a Hog roast and party. 
 
AP1-88 Freedom 90 brought the crew in from the three factories at St Helens on the Island plus Woolston and 
Hythe on the mainland. Although both companies had much contact this was the first gathering of the new hover 
company, the biggest in the world. In the first two years the company are seeing predicted sales of £33m. The first 
and newest craft to come out the Bland Group’s stable was a Griffon Hoverwork 380 bound for Abu Dubai along 
with five sister craft now on the production line. This was the craft’s maiden voyage with half an hour on the clock! 
To date Griffon have built and  launched 99 craft and Hoverwork 6, plus many more  refurbs and rebuilds. Current 
orders include two for Morocco, six for Dubai, four for the Royal Marines, one PASCAT for the MOD, one for Sin-
gapore airport, two design projects, two 8000s, two BHT-150 for Scotland, one for the Aleutians. New Managing 
Director James Gaggerio of the Bland Group, a third generation Italian and family director, praised the work of the 
two merged companies, second to none in the world. With the merger, the Woolston plant will go, concentrating 
on Hythe on the other side of Southampton water.  
 
The Hovercraft Museum was proud  to have hosted the party and being equidistant between all the sites was in 
an ideal spot, with slipway to hand. Hovertravel is also owned by the Bland group but now contracts its mainte-
nance to Griffon Hoverwork.  
 

 
Just to prove things were easier in 1959 than 
today... 
  
At left, the SR.N1 was moved complete to  
central London for the December 21st boat 
Show at Earls Court...being pushed in place... 
 
Alas 50 years on the craft was deemed too 
wide a load to move to Hovershow 50  by the 
Science Museum, Convoi Exceptionel and 
Highways Agency. 
  
Back then it went from Cowes to London, and 
is now nearer to us at the Science Museum 
near Swindon !  
 

At right SR.N2 with HMS Wakeful frigate in the 
Solent on 23rd March 1964... 
 
Warwick was not yet one and the Editor wasn’t 
even born ! 
  
Bob Strath was at the controls... 
 
Changing the subject, a recent radio interview 
with Warwick Jacobs available for download at 
the following address: 
 
http://
soundofscience.wordpress.com/2009/09/04/
show-66-first-broadcast-on-4th-september-
2009/ 
 

Curry Night  
 
The Museum is hosting a Curry Night for members on Saturday 16th January, Tickets are £5 each and if you wish 
to book some places, please contact the office number 023 9255 2090 (leave a message if we’re not there) or 
drop us an e-mail at enquiries@hovercraft-museum.org. We look forward to seeing you there ! 
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_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Madam Mayor,  My Lords,  Ladies and Gentlemen                                            
                                  
I want to say at once – how very honoured and delighted  I was to be asked by Warwick Jacobs to open  this historic 
and exciting Hovershow 2009 on the exact 50th Anniversary today of the first Channel Crossing by Hovercraft.  
  
Warwick was a founder in 1988, and is a long standing Trustee of the Hovercraft Museum – a Trustee extraordinaire 
I think, and an indefatigable year after year Hovercraft Show creator.  He is also a considerable artist, who painted 
my father’s portrait, and ably circumvented the sometimes startling questions shot at him by my father during a  
painting session!  Warwick’s long fascination with hovercraft  is well known, and his many friends and contacts will 
testify that he can talk hovercraft non stop!           
 
I feel sure that it is not generally realised that the Hovercraft Museum receives no funding other than that raised by 
very welcome Membership Fees, and from selling hovercraft books and memorabilia, and also that raised by        
enthusiastic volunteers putting on Shows like this every year. The huge annual rent and the upkeep costs they have 
to find, always make me truly amazed at how they can accomplish this each year. 
 
My father and mother became the first Patrons of the Hovercraft Museum in 1994.  My father only agreed to this   
provided my mother could become a joint Patron with him, and I am now proud to follow them as a Patron myself. 
 

~~~~~~~ 
 

I would now like to attempt to set the record straight from the Cockerell  viewpoint, on one or two aspects of       
hovercraft history – I feel I owe it to my father to do so.  I owe it to my father to wake up the ghosts of Saunders Roe 
and call them to account!                                                                                                            
            
Last month as you know, on 11th June we had another very historic 50th Anniversary – the Anniversary of the first 
flight in 1959 of the Saunders Roe SR-N1 – the first ever man carrying hovercraft. Astonishingly – having invited the 
world’s Press to East Cowes to witness the launching of their new craft – Saunders Roe did not invite the inventor!    
         
As I said publicly in June, the only reason for my father’s presence on that momentous occasion, was                       
because he somehow got to know about it in advance, and so drove with my mother to the gates of Saunders Roe, 
and appealed to the gatekeeper who allowed them in.  My parents were living just a few hundred yards away in East 
Cowes, and I can think of no polite words to describe this discreditable behaviour of the Directors of Saunders Roe 
towards my father. 
 
In anyone’s judgement – my father had a moral right to be there.  Full use was being made of what is now termed his 
‘intellectual property’, benefiting from the huge amount of work and endeavour, in terms of time, as well as financial 
cost that he gave over many years.     
 
An interesting but still not widely known fact, is that in 1957 – two years before the 1959 SR-N1 – my father had   
produced a ‘ Report On Flexible Extensions’  i.e. skirts, which was later published in ‘Flight’ magazine.              

 
I am looking across at the SR-N4 the Princess Anne while 
talking to you, but let me tell you that at the launch of the 
first SR-N4 in February 1968 –  my father was again not 
invited to the occasion by Saunders Roe.  He went with my 
husband by ferry from Southampton, and they walked as 
near as they could to the slipway, but they had to peer in 
through a fence to see the launch of the craft.   

Without any doubt, the Directors of Saunders Roe were out 
of their depth in terms of appropriate conduct towards my 
father, and saw him as an outsider.  They were unwilling to 
acknowledge his brainchild, disregarding the extraordinary       
achievement by a solitary fellow working far away in       
Suffolk, all of which culminated in his major patent dated 12 
December 1955, the first of his fifty nine hovercraft patents. 
 

However, I am glad to report, that on that strange and notable June day – all was not lost.  My parents had their own 
private celebration when my father gave to his beloved wife, my mother, the gold watch I am now proud to wear;  
given to her to mark their years of hard work and achievement together – which culminated on that day in seeing my 
father’s remarkable invention which they had together named a ‘hovercraft’ – take its place on the world stage, as a 
new form of transport! 

The launch of the first SR.N4 at Cowes as seen from  beside 
the slipway 



Now, to get back to the Channel Crossing on 25th July 1959, by three men in a rather small hovercraft!  The fourth 
man, co-pilot Bob Strath, who with other pilots is with us today, was devastated to be left behind somewhere in     
Calais when pilot, Cdr. Peter Lamb, with a very keen eye on the weather conditions took the decision to set off     
immediately at 4.55 am.   
 
In her diary, my mother says that on the previous day, the 24th,  she and Mrs Lamb spent the day together,  listening 
to radio and television, waiting and waiting for news that they were safely across, but much later they were told that 
the Crossing would be early the following day. 
       
Although my father had not known if he would be authorised to be on board for the Crossing until the day before, his 
allotted task on board had been to act as  human ballast at the prow – but he had not been given proper wet weather 
gear, and even worse, no harness to anchor him to the craft, with the result that he had a very narrow escape when 
he was nearly washed overboard.  He soon became very frozen, and the extreme noise from the engine affected his 
hearing forever.    
                    
Later on, having arrived in Dover – my father announced that the crossing had been “a piece of cake” and then went 
on to wonder where he could get some breakfast!  Of course what he said was utterly right to gain good publicity for 
their historic venture, although we now know that the crossing was not without danger to everyone, with various   
incidents. 
                                              
Rather wonderfully, a telegram from his father addressed to “COCKERELL  HOVERCRAFT  DOVER”      
with just a pencilled note on it, reading “ ON BEACH BY PRINCE OF WALES PIER”,  found its way to him!  It reads  
“BRAVO  BRAVISSIMO – FATHER” .      
             
In the official Saunders Roe film of the epic Channel crossing, of which I have a copy, it is conspicuous that my father 
has been carefully edited out of it, and I doubt if the true unedited version still exists.   Saunders Roe, had apparently 
been afraid that my father would steal the limelight from them and although it was his naturally, the limelight really did 
not interest him at all! 
                                                                                
My goodness!  All their efforts to blank out my father’s presence are now turning round to cast a ghostly and         
detrimental reflection.   But what those directors of Saunders Roe did not foresee, was that some fifty years later, a 
daughter’s admiration and devotion would generate a firm resolve to set things straight and reveal the truth!   
 

~~~~~~~  
 

Even in this year of celebration  of the successes and achievements by hovercraft  worldwide in the last fifty years, it 
has seemed to me that the view of some of the Press in this country appears to have become somehow rather stuck 
in a negative attitude, which I think is due to the cessation of the Channel crossing SR-N4s.  This has resulted in a 
fashionable view that hovercraft have faded away. 
      
But of course they have not!   There has been a reluctance to look around at the world, in which hovercraft are to be 
found operating in seventy countries plus.  Hovercraft  are  living and breathing here and worldwide:  in those       
seventy countries such as  America, Russia, Canada, Greece, Italy, North Korea, India, Saudi Arabia, China and  
Japan to give just a very few examples.  They are being used for very  many fascinating applications and tasks, too 
many for me to list here, but this sort of information is not usually forthcoming.   In television programmes and news 
during this celebratory year, the viewer needs to be given the historical context and data and the current international 
perspective.    
     
However, I think perhaps in the last few days I can just about detect in this 50th Anniversary Year, that a fairer, more 
factual and considered evaluation of today’s hovercraft is at last being given...                     

The SR.N1 Channel Crossing—preparation for departur e with Cockerell on the left, while at right Sir Ch ristopher is seen as 
‘ballast’ on the bow of the craft while mid-Channel  



What was Christopher Cockerell, the man, like?  Above all else, his 
mind was not trapped by established thinking, and this enabled him to 
approach everything in a more fundamental way.  Like his father, he 
was an inspiration, a leader of men, and those around him soon     
recognised his qualities and became his enthusiasts.  He was a fair 
and kind man, very generous to many, and he would go out of his way 
to help people with their problems. 
 
He could sometimes be forthright, and so single minded that now and 
then he forgot to consider the niceties of life.  For example, one     
evening at Hythe where he lived, having called a neighbour Dennis, 
earlier on to ask him if he could bring something he wanted, my father 
settled down to work on something.  Later, it suddenly occurred to him 
that Dennis was nowhere to be seen.  My father rang him...“Dennis 
where are you??!”  Pause “...but, Sir Christopher –  I’m in bed... it’s 
two o’clock in the morning!!”   
 
Not for nothing did his wartime Marconi team claim that his initials 
‘CSC’ –  stood for ‘CHOP,  SCRAP and CHANGE’!    He would set 
them up to do something –  then come in next morning and say “Stop 
– I’ve had a better idea, work on it this way...”.  
 
He had arrived in Cowes in February 1959 ready for hard work, with an exceptional innovatory technological talent, 
already well proven by his thirty six electronic patents gained while working at Marconi before and during the war, 
when he led his team producing a new radio communications system in just a matter of weeks so urgently needed by 
our RAF bomber crews. 
 
He was a true patriot and would do anything for his country, even against his own interest. Offers came in from 
abroad, but nothing would tempt him.   When he was offered an honorary degree in Science from Cambridge          
University, ever conscious of the need to promote the status of engineers in this country, he asked if he could have it in 
engineering, and when they declined, he declined the honour of the degree.  
 
My father had very wide interests indeed, including the arts, and I could claim him to be ‘Universal Man’.   As a friend of 
his, Juanita Rothman, founder and editor of the publication ‘Hovering Craft and Hydrofoil’ said to me just a few days 
ago, “He was unique – you could talk to him about anything, on any subject.” 
 
I am not quite sure that even now in 2009 – the significance of one man actually having invented a new form of      
transport with no parallel in nature – has yet been fully grasped by all. Can you think of another example?    But I think 
the lucky man just rescued at Weston-super-Mare – who had sunk in the mud up to his chin, has fully grasped the 
unique amphibious nature of hovercraft! 
  
I am always thrilled to recall, and I think it is not much known, that my father had a singular honour accorded him in 
1987 when a piece of Antarctica was named after him as ‘The Cockerell Peninsular’.    
  
Next year, the 4th June 2010 will be the centenary of my father’s birth, and the Hovercraft Celebratory Column will be 
unveiled at Somerleyton in Suffolk, where he had invented hovercraft in 1955.  The Celebratory Column has been 
funded by very many donations, and all those kind benefactors will be invited to the unveiling.  We have been promised 
a Fly Past by the RAF Memorial Flight in honour of my father’s work for Bomber Command during the war. 
  
May I finish by very warmly welcoming everyone here on this historic and memorable day.  With so many of the 
hovercraft elite gathered here, it is a wonderful day for reminiscences and anecdotes!  And for all those hovercraft 
“...band of brothers;” who are missing, they will surely feel “...accursed they were not here...”!                                                                   
 
But I must come down to earth, and thinking of the future, one thing is very certain, hovercraft will continue        
mushrooming across the globe in their various sizes and guises – for all the years to come! 
 
So let me say:   Christopher Cockerell – you are still with us –  and we salute you!       
 
I now have the greatest pleasure in opening this HOVERSHOW 50  ~  
 
© Frances Cockerell 25 July 2009 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Bibliography:   This speech is based on personal knowledge, and with reference to the archive papers of  
Sir Christopher Cockerell CBE FRS, which includes the following papers:     
1.  'A Note On The Early History of Hovercraft by Sir Christopher Cockerell  September 1974’ 
2.  Letter to his father, Sir Sydney Cockerell dated August 15th 1959 with Christopher Cockerell’s   
     (first) description of the Channel crossing. This letter was later presented to the Science Museum.           
3.  'The Channel Crossing Of The Hovercraft SR-N1  Oct 12th 1959'  Christopher Cockerell 

Sir Christopher Cockerell CBE FRS                
at Calais before the crossing 


