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The war in Europe. begun in 1914, was provi ng the useful-
ness of aircraft as military w sapons, especially for observation
of troop movements and submarines. Airplanes covered more
area faster and were less vulnerable to weather and enemy fire
than balloons. After the United States entered the war in 1917,
Byrd proposed flying the flving boats to Europeinstead of ship-
ping them. The Navy promoted Byrd to the temporary rank of
lieutenant commander and assigned him to Halifax, Nova Sco-
tia, to watch for German submarines and to establish refuelin g
stations, which would make flying boats” transatlantic cross-
ing possible.

When—unfortunately for Byrd—the war ended in No-
vember 1918, so did the urgency for gerting airplanes to Euro-
pean battlefields. But he remained enthusiastic about a trans-
atlantic crossing by flying boats as a natural development of
aviation and navigation. In 1919 Byrd joined the newly created
Transatlantic Flight Section of the Bureau of Aeronautics and
continued to work on problems of navigation and logistics.
Liventually he developed a bubble sextant and a wind-drift in-
dicator that enabled navigators 16 fix their location quickly in
flight, without reference to landmarks. On May 29, 1919, hav-
ing set out from Long Island and after numerous stops at sea,
the flying boat NC-4 reached Lishon. This was the first trans-
atlantic crossing. Two weeks later, on June 1 5 the Englishmen
John Alcock and Arthur Whitten Brown completed a success-
ful flight from St. John’s, Newfoundland. to Clifden, Treland,

in sixteen hours and twelve minutes—the first nonstop flight

across the Atlantic.®

8. Richard K. Smith. First Across! The U.S. Nary's Transatlantic Flight of

1919 (Annapolis: Naval Instirute Press. 1973} 191
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Byrd as a young naval officer. (BP, folder 7638}

Byrd himself had not made the U.S. Navy’s first trans-
atlantic flight. but he had made important contributions to its
lannineg and navigation.” Althoueh disappointed at not being
& g 5 P £

on the transatlantic crossing itself, Byrd remained an influen-

9. Richard E. Byrd, Shyward (New York: G. P Putnam’s Sons. 1928).
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tial figure in naval aviation. He returned to Washington and
led the effort to create a Department of Aeronautics in the [1.S,
Navy. With the Navy, he joined inopposing Colonel Billy Mitch-
ell’s efforts to create an air force independent from those op-
erated by the Navy and the Army. Byrd testified to Congress in
1919 in support of the Navy and its air force.

As a reward for his services and in recognition of his desire
to participate in another transatlantie flight, Admiral Wil-
iam A. Moffett, chief of the newly created Bureau of Aeronau-
tics, ordered Byrd to duty in England. His navigational exper-
tise would be useful to the crew assigned to ] v the British-made
dirigible ZR-2 ro the United States in 1921. In England, how-

and the takeoff of the ill-starred

ever, Bvrd missed his train
ZR-2. While in flight, the dirigible exploded. Forty-five people
died, including fourteen American aviators. Byrd became re-
sponsible for making a report about the incident and for work-
ing with the U.S. ambassador in acknowledging expressions of
sympathy and condolences.

Despite the fate of the ZR-2, Byrd returned to Washington
still a firm proponent of naval aviation. In 1922, he success-
fully proposed that the Navy continue to maintain a corps of
trained pilots by organizing veterans into naval reserve units.
Byrd was charged with the task of creating an air station in
Massachusetts to train reserve pilots. His success there led 1o
assignments in Chi ago to organize more naval reserve units.

In 1924 Byrd returned 1o Washington ro help the LS. Navy
in a political battle with Congress. A frugal-minded Con-

gress proposed redncﬁng the salaries of all servicemen. Byrd’s

Byrd ro the Success of the Recent Transatlantic flight.” BE folder 4127, The story

of this transatlantic expedition is wold in Smith, First Across!
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PTevious SUCCesses made him a central figure in the campaign
not to lower military salaries. In the end, he managed not only
to save salaries but also to win a congressional promotion—
the only way for a retired officer to advance in rank—1to lieu-
tenant commander.

By 1924, the thirty-six-year-old retired naval officer from
Winchester, Virginia, had achieved much, but not fame. He
had demonstrated courage at sea, innovation in the air, leader-
ship in his naval assignments, and political acumen in the cap-
ital. In the Navy and in Congress he had attracted the favorable
attention of powerful and influential men. All these would be

helpful to him in the future.



The Greenland
Expedition of 1925

Y XPLORATION OF THE ARCTIC BEGAN FOUR

hundred vears ago, first as a search for an ice-free pas-

4 sage for vessels and then as a quest for the North Pole.
In 1909, when Richard Byrd was ten. Robert Peary, traveling
by dogsled, asserted that he had reached the North Pole. Peary
proved that there was no land at the North Pole and that there
was noice-free sea through which ships could pass, but his ex-
pedition raised new questions as well as answering some old
ones. On his way to the North Pole, Peary had seen “Crocker
Land,” which he had not been able to reach. Dr. Frederick
Cook, who claimed to have reached the North Pole a vear before
Peary. had also reported the existence of a mysterious land (he
named it “Bradleyland” in honor of his financial Sponsor),
What were these lands, and what did they contain? What lands
and areas had the explorers overlooked in their quest for the

North Pole? Much mapping and surveyin gremained to be done.
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THE GREENLAND EXPEDITION OF 1925

Byrd on the MacMillan Greenland expedition, posing with one of his airplanes,
1925. (BP, folder 7710)

Scientists had their own questions about the Arctic. They
wanted to know about its climate and meteorologv, terrestrial
magnetisin, ocean currents, na tural resources. wildlife. and na-
tive peoples. Explorations on foot. however heroic. had barely
opened the north for scientific investigation.

As early as 1897, the first attempt had been made to ob-
serve the Aretie from the air. Hot-air balloons had been used

for barttlefield observations, especially during the American
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Civil War. A Swedish engineer, Salomon August Andrée, pro-
posed to use a specially designed balloon to reach the North
Pole and explore the Arectic. Backed by several scientific orga-
nizations and his government. Andrée and two companions
boarded their balloon. the Eagle, and flew to the Arctic in 15G7.
From then on. nothing was known of them until. in 1931, a party
of hunters found their bodies and their journals on White [s-
land in the Arctie Ocean.!

The disastrous result of Andrée’s efforts did not stop others
from trying aerial exploration. In 1907 and 1909, Walter Well-
man, a journalist, flew powered dirigibles rather than balloons
into the Arctic. In an atternpt to stir up patriotic fervor for his
cause, he named his crafis America. Wellman’s diri gibles failed
because of bad weather, logistical problems, and mechanical
difficulties.?

The invention of the airplane by Wilbur and Orville W right
in 1903 and its development during World War I excited polar
explorers, including Peary. Planes that took off and landed ar
sea might be able to use eracks in the ice to their advantage,

as places to land and refuel. Another possibil ity was to attach

skis so that the airplanes could Iand on snow provided that
the surfaces were smooth en ough. But light airplanes depended
on the internal combustion en gine, which did not perform well
m extreme cold. and the stron g and unpredictable Aretic winds

could easily push the fra.gi! > airplanes off course.
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