The International Aviation Meeting at Hengistbury Head, 1910

Written by John Cresswell.
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The village of Wick could claim a much older foundation, and Hengistbury Head had inhabitants far earlier; but when Bournemouth Council chose Lewis Tregonwell’s settling in the Bourne Valley in 1810 as the beginning of the present town, it marked as tangible an event as any. The Council threw itself in mounting a 10-day festival to celebrate its Centenary in July 1910. It was done with an Edwardian exuberance that was soon to be crushed by the Great War of 1914-18.

Council officials made trips abroad to study the fashionable French modes of festival and quickly acquired their splendid displays. These were later to be paraded around the town centre. But it was the knowledge of the town’s commitment to a major event that persuaded the Fédération Aéronautique Internationale to allow the world’s second aviation meeting to be held in Bournemouth as part of the centenary celebrations. Flying was still in its infancy (a mere half-dozen years after the Wright Brothers had first flown) and one of the many exciting novelties that the 20th century was ushering in. The Council was obliged to find some £30,000 for prize money and a suitable place to hold such a major event. Within a few months it secured donations from the community and chose the long area of fields and wilderness at Southbourne-on-Sea that stretched from Belle Vue Road to Double Dykes.
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The area contained a quite level stretch of land although a more square plot would have been preferred. A course - just under two miles long - was laid out in the form of a trapezoid, roughly straddling where Broadway now lies. Around its perimeter a series of grandstands and enclosures were constructed. The event was to run from the 11th to 16th July. The 19 participating pilots were mainly British with two Americans and four ‘French’, making it a truly international event. The planes were a mixture of monoplanes and biplanes. The various events were designed to push the aircraft to their limits in such aspects as speed, altitude, long distance, with ‘gymkhana’ features such as shortest take-off and accurate landing. The events did not occur like steeple-chases but the pilots could attempt any category as and when they felt able, and the prizes allocated at the end for the best achievements. Although there were pauses in the flying because of bad weather, the pilots endeavoured to keep the crowds entertained and used the event to try out their expensive machines.

Crowds flocked to the site on the first day, and for many it was the first time they had seen aircraft in the sky. Even in its infancy, some of the pilots had flair. From the start records were being broken. From the start there were spills with aircraft coming down in rough terrain. The event remains as an historic occasion in the annals of aviation, and gave a foretaste of the part that aircraft would play in the war to come. 

For Bournemouth, it is probably the most significant event in our 200 years history. The site was used again by aviators in subsequent years, and for a time was even considered as being developed for a proper aerodrome. Before a decision was made Hengistbury Head started being developed in 1928 with the Broadlands Estate in the west, and even Broadway road was laid out prior to the Second World War. Hurn was to become the town’s airport, and Hengistbury Head was spared.
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The 1910 Aviation Meeting had another claim: the first death of a pilot on British soil. On the second day, the Hon. Charles Stewart Rolls – already an experienced motorist and who recently achieved fame with his two-way crossing of the English Channel in a biplane – was attempting the challenge of landing within a bull’s eye. The wind direction had made the approach difficult, and the modifications he had made to his Short-Wright aircraft exacerbated the danger by presenting the tailplane full on to the wind. The tail snapped off and the aircraft fell like a stone, killing Rolls immediately.

