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Aeroplane landing 

 

Monument on Helvellyn commemorating the first aeroplane landing there 

In 1926 a small aeroplane landed on the summit plateau of Helvellyn and took off again. The 

plane was an Avro 585 Gosport, a two-seater biplane flown by Bert Hinkler, a test pilot who 

worked for A V Roe, the plane's manufacturers, at Woodford Aerodrome near Manchester. 

A ground party had cleared and marked a landing strip. Attempts on 15 December and on 21 

December were abandoned. 

On 22 December Hinkler, accompanied by John F. Leeming, president of the Lancashire 

Aero Club, made another attempt. The landing was no problem. On the steep slope and with a 

strong headwind the plane stopped quickly. Professor E. R. Dodds witnessed the landing. The 

uphill take-off was more difficult and the plane dived off the edge of the summit with 

insufficient airspeed, but picked up speed as it dived, narrowly missing Striding Edge, to 

return to Manchester.[33] 

A stone tablet on Helvellyn, 40 yards (37 m) south of the shelter, commemorates this landing. 
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Avro 585 G-EBPH Gosport on Helvellyn.  

 

This Avro 585 took off from Woodford on 22nd December 1926 for a well planned 
landing and publicity stunt on the mountain of Helvellyn. This incident was therefore 
not a flying accident but a stunt undertaken to claim to be the first aircraft to make a 

landing on a mountain in the UK. The pilot landed the aircraft on the flat top of 
Helvellyn, asked a witness on the ground to sign a paper stating the landing was 
made, then took off and returned to their home aerodrome of Woodford. Prior to 

being successful they first attempted this on 15th December 1926, but after taking off 
from Woodford and heading north towards the Lake District the weather became 
progressively worse so it was abandoned. The second attempt was made on 21st 
December 1926 but the winds were found to be too strong over the Lake District to 
make a safe landing so again they returned to Woodford. The aircraft involved is 
shown above (photograph via Mr David Earl). A.V.Roe & Co.Ltd. presented the 

Lancashire Aeroplane Club with the first Avro Gosport in April 1926 and it was flown 
in to Woodford by Bert Hinkler and presented to the club chairman John Leeming at 
a flying display. The photograph below shows that aircraft with John Leeming in the 
pilot seat and Bert Hinkler behind and it may well be the same Gosport as used in 

the Helvellyn landing. This superb photograph was found in Flight Magazine's web-
archive.  

Pilot - Mr John Fishwick Leeming.  

Passenger - Mr Herbert John Louis Hinkler DSM.  
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John Leeming (pictured in the front seat) was born on 8th January 1895 at Chorlton 
and became interested in gliding at a young age. He built his first glider when just 
thirteen years old. In 1924 he and nine friends formed the first British civilian aero 
club; the Lancashire Aero club with John Leeming as their first Chairman and later 
President. He was awarded a Royal Aero Club aviators' certificate (Cert.No.8006) 
after training at Woodford aerodrome on 25th June 1926 but at that time listed his 

occupation as a cotton spinner. In 1928 he founded Northern Air Lines (Manchester) 
Ltd who flew chartered flights. During WW2 he served in the RAF and acted as aide 
to Air Marshal Owen Tudor Boyd but on a flight between Malta and the Middle East 

the aircraft in which he was flying was forced down over Sicily and he was taken 
prisoner of war. He later convinced his Italian captors that he had had a nervous 
breakdown and they re-patriated him in 1943. After the war he wrote a number of 

books. He died on 3rd July 1965.  

 



 

Herbert "Bert" Hinkler was born 8th December 1892 in Bundaberg, Queensland, 
Australia. At a young age he experimented with gliders in Australia before travelling 

to the UK and working for the Sopwith Aviation Company before the First World War. 
During the First World War he served in the RNAS as a gunner / observer and was 
awarded the DSM, Gazetted on 2nd November 1917. After the war he worked as a 

test pilot for A.V.Roe in Southampton and undertook numerous aviation feats and set 
many records of flying. He was awarded his Royal Aero Club aviators' certificate on 
11th April 1927 (Cert.No.8092) but this was not after training anywhere specific - he 

appears to have just taken the qualification test. He flew the first solo flight from 
England to Australia in February 1928 for which he was awarded the AFC, Gazetted 
on 13th March 1928. On 7th January 1933 he left England to try to beat a faster solo 

flight to Australia but his aircraft was later found to have crashed on Mount 
Pratomango, in the Tuscan Mountains of Italy and he either died in the crash or of 

his injuries before rescue came. The crash site was not located for two months. He is 
buried in Florence, Italy. His photograph shown above was found on Flight 

Magazine'sweb-archive.  

 



 

The area of the landing and the commemorative plaque.  
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The Plane Landing Feat on Helvellyn  
Most visitors to Helvellyn's summit will at one time view the plaques on that summit and 
if the weather allows, they will take the time to read the inscriptions. Most are amazed at 
the feat of adventure they read which gives the account of the landing of a plane by the 
pilot. 

 
The inscription reads: 

 
'THE FIRST AEROPLANE TO 

LAND ON A MOUNTAIN 
IN GREAT BRITAIN 

DID SO ON THIS SPOT 
ON DECEMBER 22ND 1926 

http://scafellhike.blogspot.co.uk/2015/11/the-plane-landing-feat-on-helvellyn.html
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JOHN LEEMING AND 
BERT HINKLER 

IN AN AVRO 585 GOSPORT 
LANDED HERE 

AND AFTER A SHORT STAY 
FLEW BACK TO WOODFORD' 

 
John Leeming was the chairman of the Lancashire Aero Club and Hinkler was a famous 
flyer who had himself flown in the Schneider Cup, in 1925, which was won by United 
States. 
 
 

 

Above is a better reflection of the terrain they had to land there craft on. 

 

What is not generally known by the walker is that this was their 3rd attempt to land 
the aircraft, the first being on 15th, however the weather conditions of mist up to a 
level of 4,000 feet meant that the attempt had to be abandoned, as they stated they 
would have had to rise to 6,000 ft; Helvellyn is 3,118 feet. They had understandably 
been very disappointed and had wished they had set off earlier in the morning when 
the weather had been better. During the flight from Woodford, made in separate 
planes, the weather had got progressively worse and they were battered by hail and 
shower. They hoped to make a further attempt on 16th. On their return to Woodford, 
snow was beginning to fall, which says something of the conditions these brave man 
pitted themselves against. 
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The second attempt could not be made until 21st, which was made this time together, 
but the wind proved to be too strong and again was abandoned. They landed at 
Lancaster and had developed an engine fault which was then repaired. 
On the third and successful attempt, they took off from Lancaster around 1 pm, both 
together in the plane, which they reported had behaved splendidly. They passed over 
Scafell with a wonderful panorama, though they did run into some cloud banks, but 
reached Helvellyn shortly after. They reported hitting air pockets, one in which they 
reported falling 500 feet and were pleased to be harnessed in as they could have 
been thrown out and were 'tossed like corks'; they later described this as the most 
difficult part of the feat. During this turbulent fall they lost a letter which had been 
intended to be posted at Thirlmere; they also lost a cushion, so it would have been a 
bumpy ride back for one. 
They made a splendid landing but it was not one of the two locations they had 
reconnoitred. They had decided to 'go for it' and put it down, at 1.35 pm and within 
10 yards of the summit cairn, by their reckoning.  Hinkler had to keep the engine 
running at full power to prevent the plane rolling down the hill as Leeming hurried out 
to chock the wheels with stones. The landing had not been without incident as any 
walker knows it is one of the flatter fell tops but not actually flat when close on it. They 
came in at approximately 80 miles/hour descending in a spiral of three circles, landing 
and striking boulders described as 18 inches in size.  
Leeming approached a flabbergasted Professor E. R. Dodds of Birmingham 
University, who by chance was partaking in his interest of hill walking, and requested 
a piece of paper from him. After much fumbling the Professor produced a bill for minor 
university articles, which Leeming accepted and certificated it with cold hands 
scrawling that the said landing had been obtained. Photographs taken of the event 
and the certificate, proved to any doubters that the feat had been achieved. 
It had been commented on at the time that with dogged spirit and despite the lack of 
preparation, i.e. someone to indicate the best landing and put out smoke trails to 
show wind speed and direction, they still pulled it off.  
The bravery of the feat was commented on yet it was also recognised that this was 
hoped to be a rare event due to the desire of others to enjoy the tranquillity of these 
open mountainous spaces. The whole purpose of the daring event was to show the 
worth of modern aircraft and their ability to land safely in the most inaccessible of 
places. Personally, I think they proved that! 
 
Mr Leeming went on to co-found Northern Airlines Ltd. and started a campaign for 
Manchester to commence the first municipal airfield, which was based at Barton 
Aerodrome in 1928. In 1931 he organised an appeal for Manchester girls to be the 
passengers in air races around Manchester which was part of a pageant organised 
by Northern Airlines. Sixteen girls from sixteen districts were required, they had 500 
applications and the matter had to be settled by ballot. 
In December of 1931 he was called as an expert witness to a 21year old male 
motorcyclist's inquest where the rider was seen by witnesses to develop a wobble 
and crash. Mr Leeming gave the expert opinion that leaning over a handlebar at 60 - 
75mph could cause temporary blackness; he referred to it as brain amnesia, 
comparing it to what pilots can also suffer. The coroner accepted it as a reasonable 
hypothesis and it was recorded as the cause of the riders accidental death. 
 
As for Hinkler, he attempted to break the flying record to Australia (he has himself set 
such a record in 1928), in January 1933 but went missing. A search was conducted 



for him by a Captain Hope who himself went missing but was thankfully found. He 
had to give up the search around 22.01.1933 as he began to realise the enormity of 
the search area. Hinkler's body was discovered near the end of April by peasant 
charcoal burners in the Tuscan mountains of Italy, only identified by damaged 
documentation and the plane markings. The body was approximately seventy feet 
from the wreckage, the helmet was thrown off and he had very serious head injuries 
leading to the assumption that death was instantaneous. He was honoured by 
Mussolini, his body lay In State in the little village of Castle San Niccolo, no Union 
Jack could be found so he was wrapped in the Italian flag and buried with full Military 
Honours at Florence. 
 
Returning to Leeming, the Barton Aerodrome proved unsuitable for larger aircraft and 
he was asked to find another site. Despite initial objections, Ringway was chosen 
and opened in 1938, now Manchester airport.  
He was also an accomplished author including children's books, the more famous 
one being Claudius the Bee for which Walt Disney bought the film rights.  
At the start of the Second World War he joined the RAF and was forced down over 
Sicily in 1940, destroying confidential papers and reportedly over £200,000. He was 
held in prisoner of war camps and managed to write home explaining how well and 
kindly they were treated. He regained his freedom by eventually convincing his 
captors of his mental illness and was released in 1943.  He later wrote a book on the 
subject. The mental illness had been a ruse to escape and he returned to duty.  
It was then reported that in June 1943 he was involved as an instructor pilot in an 
incident where two Hurricanes were circling at tree top height. The other plane 
crashed into Downside School at Chilcompton, near Bath; here the boys were 
engaged in a cricket match. Nine of the boy spectators and the other pilot, Sub Lt. A. 
C. McCracken (the trainee pilot being 'tail chased' by Leeming in the exercise) were 
killed. A Mr A. Myddleton Welshere (or Wilshere) who appeared at the inquest for 
Sub. Lieutenant. J. F. Leeming stated that he had only circled the ground once. 
After the war he continued to write; he died in 1965. 
John Fishwick Leeming (8 January 1895 – 3 July 1965) was an English entrepreneur, 
businessman, early aviator, co-founder of the Lancashire Aero Club, gardener and 
author. One could also describe him as a man who lived a full life - but he is best 
known and honoured for landing a little plane on Helvellyn. 
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Helvellyn Summit Shelter with Striding Edge to the centre-left 

At the summit, there is a cross-shaped summit shelter, a small cairn, and also a plaque commemorating the first British 

Mountain-Top landing of an aeroplane in 1926 by John F Leeming and Bert Hinkler. Incidentally, the erection of this plaque 

was made possible by Michael Berry, the founder of English Lakes Hotels. As always, the summit is a great place to 

recharge the batteries, rest the legs and enjoy a hearty packed lunch. The total walk is around 9.5 miles and involves 3250ft 

of total ascent, so the rucksack needs to be well stocked with plenty of food and drink to keep the energy levels going for the 

whole day. 
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Plaque commemorating the first mountain top landing by an airplane (Organised by Michael Berry) 
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district-archive-1926 

Aeroplane lands on Helvellyn  

23 December 1926: John Leeming and Bert Hinkler land plane 30 yards from Striding Edge 

precipice in surprise attempt 

 

The Helvellyn flight, in the AVRO machine which landed on the mountain, 22 December 1926. 

Photograph: Walter Doughty for the Guardian 

The Manchester aeroplane which has twice in the last week essayed a landing on Helvellyn, 

to be driven back twice by unfavourable weather - first by fog and then by a gale, - yesterday 

achieved its aim and perched for a while on the very summit of the mountain. The aeroplane 

was piloted, under dual control, by Mr. Bert Hinkler, the well-known test pilot, and by Mr. J. 

Leeming, the Manchester aviator, by whom the enterprise was originally planned. 

 

Helvellyn from the air: teaching resource from the GNM Archive July 

2015  
This month’s teaching resource from the GNM Archive focuses on a series of attempted aircraft 

landings on Helvellyn mountain in 1926, and the efforts of a Manchester Guardian photographer to 

capture them.  

Read more  
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Yesterday’s flight, when it was generally understood that the attempt had been indefinitely 

postponed, came as a surprise; the two airmen set out from Lancaster without declaring their 

intentions, and were fortunate in the circumstances not only in making their landing on the 

mountain, but in finding an unexpected witness to their achievement waiting to receive them. 

Plans had been made for the first attempt a week ago, under which prepared landing places 

would be marked out and fires lit to give the airmen a key to the wind. On landing the airmen 

were to find an organised welcome. But under the surprise conditions of yesterday’s flight 

there was no one on the mountain by pre-arrangement. It happened, however, that a professor 

of Greek from Birmingham University was climbing Helvellyn yesterday for his own 

amusement; he had reached the summit just about the time that the aeroplane arrived - at 1 35 

pm, - and its pilots secured from him a certificate of the success of their enterprise. The 

certificate thus given by Professor E. R. Dodds, and brought back by the aeroplane, was in 

the following terms: 

I hereby certify that an aeroplane - GEBPH, pilots Bert Hinkler and John Leeming - landed 

on the summit of Helvellyn on December 22, 1926. 

The first attempt to make a landing on Helvellyn, which was undertaken to show the 

adaptability of modern aircraft and the possibility of landing in strange places, was made on 

Wednesday of last week. Two aeroplanes were engaged, one flown by Mr. Leeming and the 

other by Mr. Hinkler, but they were driven back by fog before reaching Helvellyn. The day 

before yesterday the two pilots again started from the Woodford aerodrome in Cheshire in 

one Avro-Gosport machine, with dual control, but only a reconnaissance flight was made, 

and, having trouble with plugs, the airmen stayed the night at Lancaster. It was from 

Lancaster that the successful attempt on Helvellyn was made yesterday morning, and it was 

made without warning, in case the weather should interfere and the light prove a 

disappointment. 

Original Test Surpassed 
In the circumstances the flight might be described as something more of a success in what it 

set out to do than if the first flight had been completed. The first flight would have 

established the ability of the aeroplane to land on a mountain side, but it would have been on 

ground which had been to some extent prepared, and on which danger points had been 

marked out. 

 

The stories you need to read, in one handy email  
Sign up to The Guardian Today and get the must-read stories delivered straight to your inbox each 

morning  

Read more  

Brink of a Precipice 
The landing itself seems to have been a fairly peaceful and comforting experience. It was 

made on higher ground than had been marked out, because there seemed no difficulty in 

coming down on the summit. And after circling three times in a descending spiral over the 



mountain the aeroplane came to the ground at a distance which Mr Leeming puts at 20 or 30 

yards from the edge of the Striding Edge precipice. 

Brought to a standstill, it threatened to run back down the hill - a danger averted by the 

engine being kept running on a fairly full throttle until Mr Leeming could jump out and find 

stones to put behind the wheels. After about twenty minutes’ chat with Professor Dodds, 

securing his written witness to the landing, and taking a few photographs, the airmen took off 

over Striding Edge about the point where it directly overlooks Red Tarn, taxi-ing up the hill 

with difficulty, but gaining flying speed just in time to see their machine over the precipice. 

They returned to Windermere, where the need for petrol brought them down in a field, and 

were back at the Woodford aerodrome in the early evening. 

This is an edited extract, read the full article 
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Helvellyn from the air: teaching resource from the GNM Archive July 

2015  

This month’s teaching resource from the GNM Archive focuses on a series of attempted 

aircraft landings on Helvellyn mountain in 1926, and the efforts of a Manchester Guardian 

photographer to capture them.  

 

John Leeming flying over the Cumberland hills in his AVRO plane, December 15, 1926. Photograph: 

Walter Doughty /The Guardian  

Robin Christian 

Wednesday 1 July 2015 10.00 BST Last modified on Wednesday 23 November 2016 

11.43 GMT  

On the 15 December 1926, aviator John F Leeming attempted to land an Avro plane on 

Helvellyn, a 950 metre high mountain with a restricted plateau in the English Lake District. 

Hoping to capture this historic event was photographer Walter Doughty, the Manchester 

Guardian’s first photographer who accompanied the flight in a plane piloted by Bert Hinkler. 

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/robin-christian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Avro
http://preview.gutools.co.uk/gnm-archive/gallery/walter-doughty-guardian-first-photographer
http://preview.gutools.co.uk/gnm-archive/gallery/walter-doughty-guardian-first-photographer


Doughty was already an aerial photography enthusiast and had become the first 

newspaperman to photograph Blackpool from the air in 1919.  

Unfortunately a combination of fog, hail and snow meant that the attempt had to be 

abandoned but, Doughty did manage to take these rare photographs of Leeming’s plane. He 

also explained the process behind getting the aerial ‘snapshots’. 

Coming back we were in almost total darkness, and had to seek the aid of a compass. Towns 

could hardly be made out, but near Warrington we were able to pick up the Ship Canal, and 

followed its course until we landed over Irlam. 

The inclusion of Doughty’s own words in the Guardian’s article about the failed landing, 

credited only as the ‘Manchester Guardian Photographer’ outlines some of the enjoyment he 

must have had whilst taking these adventurous photographs.  

After another failed attempt, Leeming finally managed to land his plane on the mountain 

summit on 22 December 1926. A hiker signed a certificate as a witness of the feat and 

Leeming took photographs of the plane atop Helvellyn. 

 

 

 

Three examples of John Leeming flying in his AVRO plane taken by Walter Doughty in December 

1926. Photograph: Walter Doughty for the Guardian  

There are few examples of pristine vintage prints in the ‘Aircraft - Early Flights’ picture file 

(part of the Manchester Picture Library) now housed and preserved at the GNM Archive. 

This is because the reverse was often used to record interesting details, such as the 

photographer’s caption, dates of publication, picture editor’s notes and crop marks. These 

rarely-seen markings reveal a lesser-known history of the picture library and give a voice to 

those who contributed to them. It is unusual to come across a print in the collection that does 

not hold these details and in many cases the inscriptions provide valuable clues as to their 

context and origin.  
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Mr Leeming diving through the clouds to see where he is. Taken over the Cumberland hills, 

December 15 1926 Photograph: Guardian News & Media Archive for the Guardian  

Of the 21 prints that make up this picture file, four are of Leeming and his plane - each one 

an extraordinary example of aerial photography as seen through Doughty’s advantaged 

viewpoint. Not only are these pictures of historical value, they may well not exist elsewhere 

as, to our knowledge, no negatives of this set survive. Although discoloured, they have lasted 

well and outlived the printing blocks which first brought them to readers of the Manchester 

Guardian. These blocks, as recorded on each prints reverse had been destroyed by the end of 

that same year.  
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A plaque on top of Helvellyn records a very interesting occasion. It reads "The first 

aeroplane to land on a mountain in Great Britain did so on this spot on December 22nd 

1926. John Leeming and Bert Hinkler in an Avro 585 Gosport landed here and after a short 

stay flew back to Woodford". 
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