
Lord Brabazon memorably  

described it as looking like “a  

diseased haddock”.  

Diss Museum’s forthcoming  exhi-
bition promises to be something 
special, with several other striking 
items. 

These will be featured in the 
newsletter early in 2014. 

The museum will also feature 
World War One,  including a day 
to mark putting the missing names 
on the war memorial. 

Persistence sometimes pays off in 
museum work. 

Diss had been trying to track 
down the R34 model that used 
to be at London Airport. 

There were no replies from 
Heathrow, so Basil Abbott  

mentioned it to Ian Brown at 
East Fortune. 

“Oh, that’s the one at Brook-
lands,” he said. “They offered it 
to us, but we have one, so we 
said Diss might like it.” 

Basil Abbott was on to Brook-
lands like a shot; but was told 
that the model had been  

promised to the Fleet Air Arm 
Museum. 

After a few months it occurred 
to him that, if the FAAM had just 
acquired it,, they might not yet 
have displayed it and a loan might 
be possible.  

  The FAAM were very helpful 
and agreed. Then they got back 
to Diss and said, “Er, we haven’t 
actually got a model of the 
R34.” 

So Basil got back to Brooklands 
and eventually found that,  

although the model had been 
promised to the FAAM, it had 
never actually gone there. 

But both Brooklands and the 
FAAM were agreeable to a  

season’s loan at Diss Museum 
from the Spring of 2014. 

It will make a great companion 
piece to the maquette of the 
Lynn Chadwick R34 sculpture, 
on loan from  the Tate. 

This was also destined for 

 London Airport, until it was 
rejected by the air establish-
ment. 

 

No replies from any schools yet, 
but the Heritage Lottery Fund 
gave a preliminary nod to a 
scheme to send community film 
makers into schools and make 
animated airship films. 

We have written to schools in 
South Norfolk, North Suffolk, 
East Lothian and Bedfordshire. 

We need to get some interest 
from schools before making a 
£10,000 bid to the HLF. 

We took advice from Thetford 
who had run a similar scheme 
when commemorating Thomas 
Paine.  

They suggested that it should be 
aimed at High Schools as an 

after-school activity. 

If we don’t get a response we 
could spread the scheme to 
primary schools and to other 
parts of the country. 

With funding available it would 
be a shame if it does not run 

R34 Model Loan 

Education Project Under Way 
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The R34 model at East Fortune 

An airship project 
in partnership 
with other  
museums, leading 
up to the 2019 
centenary of the 
R34’s double  
Atlantic crossing 
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Anness of the RNAS 

 

In 2006 Diss featured an exhi-
bition called Secrets of the 
Butcher’s Attic. 

Ernest Anness had served on 
airships out of Anglesey, as a 
navigator and bomb aimer, 
looking for U-boats in the 
Atlantic. 

His demob box, containing his 
Royal Naval Air Service  uni-
form and effects were still in 
the attic. 

The museum was able to 
develop glass plates so that 
pictures of Anness were seen 
for the first time. 

After the war he had kept up 
an interest in aircraft and 
motor cycles, so there were 
many  pictures and magazines. 

Now-forgotten aeroplanes of 
the inter-war years flew again 
when the museum made a 
mobile display of them.  

 

Officers and men at the airship station on Anglesey  
during WW1. Ernest Anness is arrowed. 

Left, the kind of Sea Scout airship on which he served. 

 

Above, Ernest Anness in flying 
gear, a photo developed from a 
glass plate. Right, Museum  
Manager Basil Abbott wearing  
Anness’s RNAS uniform. 

Ken Gray, grandson of  Corporal J. H. Gray, an Engi-
neer on the R34, sent pictures of the hat his Grandad 
is wearing on the image above. Also a pic of sealskin 
gloves worn by the crew to combat the cold at high 
altitude; and a document about the airship’s engines. 
Maybe the American-looking sailor’s hat was given to 
him in New York.  



Dirigible (1931) 
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Many people will know of 
airship films like The  
Hindenberg, Zeppelin and 
The Red Tent. But there 
was another, made in the 
airship era, that is now  
forgotten. 
This was Dirigible (1931), 
directed by Frank Capra 
and starring Jack Holt, 
Ralph Graves and Fay 
Wray. 
Most people know Fay Wray 
only from her memorable 
date with King Kong; but 
few recall just how beautiful  
she was. 

Dirigible was based on a 
story by Lieutenant Com-
mander Frank Wilber Wead 
USN; and has some of the 
elements of the Italia  
voyage of 1928, although 
now the mission is to the 
South rather than the North 
Pole.  
The Picturegoer's Who's 
Who & Encyclopaedia of the 
Screen Today for 1932 
says: "There are exception-
ally fine sequences of an 
airship's battle against the 
elements and an equally 
thrilling aeroplane crash at 

the Pole, followed by the 
survivors' desperate attempt 
to reach their base." 
The film had a $650,000 
budget, the highest Colum-
bia Studios had ever 
invested. Shooting was at 
Lakehurst, New Jersey, at 
the hangar that would later 
house the Graf Zeppelin 
and Hindenberg. 
The fictional USS Pensa-
cola was actually the Los 
Angeles, previously the LZ-
126 Zeppelin. 
The old Arcadia airfield  
became a set, complete 
with artificial snow, ice 
mounds and a painted back-
drop attached to the back of 
the dilapidated Army  
barracks. Arctic breath was 
simulated by dry ice in metal 
containers inside the actors' 
mouths. 
The film shows the mid-air 
docking and recovery of an 
aeroplane by an airship.  

  

 

Fay Wray 

Ralph Graves (left) and Jack Holt (right) in Dirigible. Margaret Mitchell, 
author of Gone With the Wind, suggested that Holt should play Rhett 

Butler in the film version, a part that went to Clark Gable. 

Ralph Graves 

Jack Holt 
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Diss Museum 

Keeper of the Flame 

Organization 

A re-creation at Flixton Museum of part of Pulham Airship Station 

Diss Museum is looking spruce after £37,000 worth of 
renovations. The district council had £100,000 to give out, 

with 25 groups after it. Diss gained over one-fifth of that 
money, largely because of the good name of the museum 

and the many projects it has run.  


