
Aviation in Svalbard – Part 1 

There are now few opportunities to visit places where aviation history was made that 

have remained essentially unchanged. 

Angela and I had that privilege in July when we visited the Arctic region of Svalbard, 

which includes the more commonly recognised island of Spitzbergen. 

Although the trip’s main purpose was to study flora and fauna, our voyage on the 

small Russian owned, Jamaica registered, chartered expedition ship Serenissima 

took us to almost all the sites of any aviation significance in the region. 

The area’s situation near the top of the world results in a low temperature climate all 

year and 24 hours of daylight in summer and complete darkness  through much of 

the winter. 

The Governor of Svalbard, presently a lady, is responsible for administration of the 

region. No permanent residence by persons over 65 years old is permitted due to the 

lack of adequate local hospital and care facilities, persons reaching that age must 

relocate to the Norwegian mainland. There is also an embargo on childbirth in the 

region for similar reasons. 

Nowadays the airspace above the region is relatively untroubled by aviation activity, 

with the exception of emergency missions undertaken by helicopters. Scheduled 

airline flights to the European mainland are limited to a handful each week. In fact, 

during our travels of over a week in the region, only one helicopter was seen 

airborne and no contrails were observed. 

An early objective of aviators was to make an aerial journey to or over the North 

Pole, a location only defined by navigational measurement, difficult to access by land 

and impossible (before nuclear submarines!) by sea. 

The rugged northwest area of Spitzbergen was seen by pioneers as a suitable 

launch point for an assault. 

The first recorded Polar flight attempt was made in a balloon named Örnen (Eagle) 

on 11th July 1897, crewed by Swedish expedition leader Salomon August (normally 

known as S.A.) Andrée (1854-1897) plus Nils Strindberg (1872-1897) and Knut 

Fraenkel (1870-1897), launched from Danes Island in the north of the Spitzbergen 

Archipelago. 

The balloon was constructed in Paris by Henri Lachambre with three layers of 

varnished silk and had a diameter of 20.5 metres (67ft). The relatively small basket 

provided three sleeping berths on the floor together with storage for supplies and 

provisions. Andrée placed faith in the balloon having an endurance of up to 30 days, 

the wind direction carrying the balloon in the right direction and on steering by ropes 

dangled into the water below for adjustments of course. Andrée had previously used 



the trailing rope steering method when operating an earlier balloon over Baltic Sea 

areas with dubious success.   

After the balloon was completed a first attempt to launch the balloon from Danes 

Island was made in summer 1896 and a hangar was erected and the balloon inflated 

with hydrogen manufactured on site but the wind remained steadfastly blowing from 

the north. It was also noted at this time that gas loss through the fabric stitching 

seemed to be at a level that would prevent the desired endurance being achieved.  

The expedition members returned the following summer, with Andrée probably 

feeling pressure to demonstrate success to their sponsors including King Oscar II 

and Alfred Nobel who had raised close to $1M in today’s equivalent. 

 

The Örnen departs from Danes Island on 11 July 1897 with the “steering” ropes 

trailing under it into the sea. 

The 11 July launch resulted in a flight of only two days before the balloon crashed on 

pack ice. This failure was not unexpected as immediately following the launch most 

of the steering ropes were lost, too much sand ballast was discharged, the loss of 

weight and steering control consequently resulting in the balloon ascending to an 

unintended height, thus causing more rapid hydrogen seepage from the eight million 

stitch holes.  

The three expedition members salvaged what they could from the wreckage, 

including the frame for a small boat which was then covered with balloon fabric and 

made the perilous journey through the ice to establish themselves on land, where on 

a shoreline they set up a semi-permanent camp and hopefully awaited rescue. 



 

Following the crash on pack ice on 13 July 1897 S A Andrée and Knut Fraenkel were 

pictured by Nils Strindberg. 

The fate of the expedition would not be conclusively known, however, until 5 August 

1930 when the Bratvaag Expedition from Norway, set up to study Svalbard seas and 

glaciers, found the crew’s remains together with their diaries and photographs on 

Kvitøya, an island at the far north east corner of the region. The remains were 

transported to Sweden, arriving on 5 October in Stockholm. The remains were 

cremated without detailed examination and given a State Funeral. Subsequent 

speculation has suggested that the likely cause of death had been parasitic invasion 

of the explorers’ bodies from toxic half-cooked polar bear meat (they had recorded 

that seals and polar bears had been shot, cooked and eaten).  

A bizarre side issue was that of Andrée’s fiancee, Anna Charlier, who after his 

disappearance married an English schoolmaster, Gilbert Hawtrey. They relocated to 

New Hampshire, USA, where she predeceased him. She had asked Gilbert that, if  

Andrée was ever found, her heart be buried with him. After the 1930 funeral, Gilbert 

arranged for Anna’s body to be exhumed, her heart removed and placed in Andrée’s 

grave.  Furthermore, a carrier pigeon released from the Örnen while it was still in 

flight, to provide a report of progress, was shot down while over a Norwegian ship. It 

was subsequently stuffed and presented to Anna Charlier after her fiance was 

presumed lost.  A music teacher, she hung the bird over her piano as a reminder of a 

love lost.  



 

An American journalist Walter Wellman (1858-1934), who had previously fronted a 

failed ship/dog sled expedition to the Pole in 1894, was the next to make the attempt 

in 1906, using an airship. 

At that time even to attempt an airship flight, without a developed understanding of 

control forces, the effects of environmental and meterological conditions, reliability of 

engines and navigational expertise was, at the very least challenging, if not totally 

foolhardy. So it initially proved when the Paris built airship’s engines were found to 

be useless. 

The logistical difficulty of reaching the chosen remote launch location and the  

subsequent supporting team effort to erect a protective hangar to ready the airship 

for flight was, however, an achievement to be admired.  

Wellman returned in June 1907. The hangar was re-erected and on 2 September his 

airship made a 24 kilometre (15 miles) flight northwards, having initially been 

launched by a tow from a small ship America. A unusual feature of the airship was a 

vertical sail for steering. 



 

Master and Commander; Walter Wellman stands on the deck of his airship hung 

below the envelope. Note the steering sail to his rear. (Wikipedia) 

 

The Wellman airship is assisted out of its Spitzbergen hangar. 

Two years later, on the 15th August 1909, Wellman and a three person crew made 

the final airship attempt and were fortunate in being rescued after another failed 

flight, which finished 60 miles north of Svalbard, by the ship Farm. 



Our ship was able to anchor close to the sites where the aborted attempts by Andrée 

and Wellman had commenced and after boarding a Zodiac inflatable we cruised 

alongside the shoreline where a memorial cairn has been erected as seen in the 

photograph below. 

 

The small cairn sited in the harsh Spitzbergen landscape, with the waterline a few 

metres away. 

Considerable time was to elapse before further attempts were made to fly to the 

Pole. 

Those attempts were focussed on Ny-Alesund on Kongsfjorden, a very small 

community that was initially established cica 1910 primarily to exploit coal reserves 

that had been found in the immediate vicinity. In 1916 a ship owner from the 

Norwegian mainland town of Alesund, with others, formed a company to mine the 

coal and named the area Ny (new) Alesund after his home town. In a land mainly 

covered with mountains and glaciers there was a reasonably sized flat area 

alongside the developing village and its small harbour. 

Angela and I were able to spend a morning walking around Ny Alesund, which now 

houses bases for scientific communities from many nations, studying aspects of 

Arctic geology, flora and fauna. Two immediately identifiable objects relating to the 

past aviation exploits are the Bust of  Roald Amundsen and the towering airship 

mooring mast. The small local museum has an upstairs gallery entirely devoted to 

matters aeronautical. In the quiet calm, only broken by the sounds of the wide variety 

of birds that find feeding grounds nearby, it is hard to imagine the efforts of the large 

numbers of persons that were engaged in various attempts to launch polar flights 

from there.     



The first was Roald Amundsen  who obtained two Dornier Wal (whale) flying boats 

(N24 and N25(1)), built in Italy due to the constraints on German aircraft construction 

post-WW1, with the intention of making a return flight to the North Pole. The aircraft 

were brought to Ny Alesund as deck cargo on the ship Hobby . Amundsen and his 

support staff moved into a house built for the directors of the main coal mining 

company, which was then named Amundsen Villa.  

Departing on 21 May 1925, the two aircraft each carried three crew. Hjalmar Riiser-

Larsen piloted Amundsen’s plane which also carried Lincoln Elsworth and the other 

Wal carried Norwegian Navy Lieutenants Ondal and Dietricksen and master 

mechanic Karl Feucht. 

The expedition failed at 88 degrees north, when both aircraft alighted in sea ice. On 

18 June the Rolls Royce Eagle engines powering N25 were restarted and it returned 

to Ny Alesund with all six aviators from an area laboriously cleared on the ice. N24 

was abandoned.   

 

The ill-fated Dornier Wal N24 is seen landing on the compacted snow at Ny-Alesund. 



 

One of the Dornier Wals pictured following a landing on ice at 88 degrees north. 

After the flying boat failure, Amundsen almost immediately adopted a “plan B”. This 

involved the use of an airship to achieve a trans-polar flight. 

The scale of this attempt required a significantly larger logistic support infrastructure. 

During the autumn of 1925 pre-fabricated materials and manpower arrived from the 

mainland to construct a massive canvas covered wooden hangar and mooring mast 

during the total darkness of winter. Twenty three men built the 30metre high hangar 

over a ground area 110metres long by 34 metres wide using 600 cubic metres of 

timber and 50 tons of ironwork. 



 

The structure of the airship hangar before receiving the canvas covering 

Italian Umberto Nobile had designed and commanded the airship to be used for the 

expedition. It left Ciampino airbase, near Rome, on 10 April 1926 and travelled to 

Ny-Alesind via Pulham, Norfolk, Oslo, Leningrad and Vadsø, Norway, arriving on 7 

May. The craft was positioned in the hangar and refilled with hydrogen.  

 

Unloading some of the 4,800 x 160kg bottles of hydrogen from horse and sleigh 

transport.  All of the valuable steel cylinders were returned to the mainland except 

one, which is now on display in the Ny-Alesund Museum. 



Little time was then lost in setting off northwards, with departure taking place on 11 

May. The North Pole was crossed on 12 May and the voyage finished the next day in 

Teller, Alaska. While the trip had passed without apparent incident, Amundsen and 

his travelling companion Nobile had serious differences. Those first developed when 

Amundsen insisted on naming the N1 (as the airship was identified the “N” standing 

for its designer’s surname) as the Norge. Nobile’s perception of the lack of 

recognition given to him in the trans-polar achievement was to result in fatal 

consequences later. 

At the same time as Amundsen was organising arrangements for his next polar 

attempt an American contender joined him at Ny-Alesund. Richard E Byrd and pilot 

Floyd Bennett fronted a small crew, which left Ny-Alesund on 9 May 1926 with the 

intention of circling the North Pole and returning to Spitzbergen. 

Sponsored by Henry Ford’s son, Edsel, the Fokker Josephine Ford was named after 

his young daughter. The aircraft was constructed in Holland but supported through 

the Company’s American division and registered NX4204.  

The aircraft arrived at Ny-Alesund as deck cargo from Tromsoe, Norway, also using 

the ship Hobby. There, with the airfield area snowbound, the ship’s crew realised 

that they were facing a logistical nightmare to land the dismantled aircraft. A raft was 

constructed of the Hobby’s lifeboats and the wings were attached to the fuselage 

before the assembly was rowed to a landing on the shore and manhandled up to the 

makeshift airfield. The Wright Whirlwind engines and ski undercarriage were 

attached and ground testing commenced. 



 

Byrd and Amundsen pictured during an outdoor conference. On the return from his 

flight Byrd gifted many of the navigational instruments that had been utilised to 

Amundsen. 

 

The engineless, partly assembled Fokker is dragged up from the shoreline. The 

Hobby may be glimpsed just above the port wing. 



 

The level of human activity beneath the movement of the Norge in or out of the 

hangar in the background contrasts with the attention being given to the Fokker. 

 

In the extreme background the elevated unloading ramp for coal trucks may just be 

seen behind the Fokker. 

It is now widely accepted that the Byrd flight never reached the North Pole and 

possibly only circled to the north of Spitzbergen. There was, of course, no way of 

externally monitoring the flight in such a remote region where, without independent 

radio stations, triangulation to determine the position of an aircraft was impossible. 

The Fokker, which no doubt inspired the design of Ford’s own “Tin Goose” series of 

trimotor aircraft, can now be viewed in the Henry Ford Museum at Dearborn, 

Michigan, USA.   



 

The Italia departs Ny-Alesund. Note the canvas covering on the Hangar. Inset 

Umberto Nobile. 

On 28 May 1928, Nobile returned to Ny- Alesund with his own airship Italia having 

the intention of continuing research and exploration of the region around the North 

Pole. The airship departed from the base on 23 May with a crew of 11. On the 

following day, after suffering a loss of lift, the airship impacted heavily on the ice, 

separating the envelope from the gondola. As a result of the reduction of weight, the 

envelope and subsidiary engine modules with six crew lifted off never to be seen 

again. A search operation was initiated from Ny-Alesund, eventually utilising 22 

aircraft, 15 large ships and many smaller ones and two dog teams, engaging a total 

of around 1,500 persons. Nobile and 7 others of his crew were eventually found and 

returned to Spitzbergen after nearly two months. A direct result of the disaster was 

the loss of  Amundsen, whose Latham flying boat, obtained from France to join the 

search, disappeared en route between Tromso and Spitzbergen.  



 

The ski-equipped aircraft of Swedish Air Force pilot Einar Lundborg, which was used 

to rescue Nobile on 23 June. On return to the survivors’ camp, Lundborg survived 

this crash. The shadow in the left background is of the Soviet icebreaker Krassin, 

which picked up the remaining seven airship crew members on 12 July. 

No further heroic aerial expeditions were proposed using Ny-Alesund and the area 

which had seen so much activity in a relatively short period fell into disuse. The 

massive hangar eventually collapsed when the bracing wires were unable to cope 

with wind pressures and the materials used for its construction were utilised 

elsewhere in the community.  

 

 



 

Following the collapse of the airship hangar when the bracing wires failed, parts of its 

wood structure was reused to construct the trestle bridges seen above which  carried 

the railway lines linking coal mines to the small harbour at Ny-Alesund. While the 

final coal mine closed in 1963, the trestles are preserved as it is forbidden to remove 

or alter anything human related in Svalbard that existed before 1946. 

A visitor can still find reminders of the significant part Ny-Alesund played in early 

Arctic exploration in the vestiges of the hangar base, the original airship mooring 

mast, memorial plaques, the Amundsen bust and an excellent permanent exhibition 

in the small local museum.     



 

A bust of Amundsen faces the area where all historic aviation activity took place on 

level ground immediately outside the small community of  Ny-Alesund. A similar 

commemorative memorial may be found in Teller, Alaska. 

 

 

 

 



 

The airship mooring mast at Ny Alesund, photographed in July 2016. Corrosion was 

evident where the iron structure is set into concrete plinths at the base. 

Note 1 A full size replica of Wal N25 may be seen the Dornier Museum 

Friedrichshafen, Germany. 
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