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IF IT HADN'T BEEN FOR FAST HORSES, 
THERE WOULD HAVE BEEN NO BIG CIGARS ••• 

FEBRUARY 10, 1986 HANS ZIMMER 

My first encounter with the big cigars took place in Berlin 
several years before the war. I was a young boy when one day our 
school had to go to the newly built sports arena in Wannsee, a suburb 
of Berlin, to see the newest zeppelin, the big cigar of the sky, on its 
first flight around Germany. This flight was a "thank you" by the big 
cigar to all Germans who made the construction of this flying 
machine possible through their donations. I still remember the 
moment when, with a deep hum, the big airship appeared slowly and 
majestically above the horizon, made a half circle and disappeared 
behind the trees of the nearby Grunewald. 

I had the second encounter with a zeppelin some decades 
later. When turning in the application of the Zimmers to become 
members of the yet-to-be-founded Golf Club Konstanz, the forms 
were accepted by a majestic -- majestic in posture and attitude -
secretary, Freifrau Graefin von Zeppelin . "Is it not something," I 
whispered to Marlies, my wife, "there are still zeppelins around -
though this one will never fly by itself ." 

I had the third encounter with a zeppelin when, a few 
years later, my wife and I had dinner at the Insel Hotel in Konstanz. 
This is a beautiful hotel situated on a little island in the Bodensee, 
off-shore of Konstanz. Through some brochures which were available 
at the reception desk I learned that the hotel was originally a 
Dominican monastery. Its origin dates back to the twelfth century. 
In its rich and interesting history many famous people stayed there. 
~m.ong. them Johannes .H~s, the Czech reformer who came upon 
mVlt~tlOn of E.mperor Slglsmund to Konstanz in 1414 to defend his 
heretIC preachmgs. In spite of a promised free passage by the 
emperor, he was captured and condemned to die by burning at the 
stak~ .. Johannes Hus went on his last walk beginning at the 
DOmIniCan monastery and died a fiery death July 6, 1415. 

. .. ~u~ing the next centur ies the monastery and its friars 
dlmln1~he.d m lmportance and eventually the monks moved out and 
the bUlldmg began to decay. It came to life again when in 1785 
Emperor Joseph II bestowed the old monastery on the le~der of ~ 
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group of refugee Hugenots, Jacob Macaire de l'Or, on the condition 
that it be converted into a calico manufactory. The granddaughter of 
this French refugee, Amelie Macaire d'Hoggens, became the bride of 
Count Friedrich von Zeppelin and together they became the parents 
of Count Ferdinand von Zeppelin - - and he is the Zeppelin. All this I 
learned by glancing through the brochure which 1 got from the 
receptionist and, thus, again I had an encount~r with a Z:ppelin. Th~s 
aroused my interest and I decided to look mto the hIstory of thIS 
interesting family and its most famous member, Count Ferdinand von 
Zeppelin. 

The Zeppelins are a very old family who lived for 
centuries as typical "Junkers" in Mecklenburg. They came from the 
little hamlet Zepelin in the heart of this German grand duchy. A 
Zepelln was mentioned in 1420 when he was arrested for murdering a 
Fieldmarschall. I do not know what happened to him eventually. At 
any rate, he must have been able to propagate the Zepelins. Shortly 
thereafter, hard times befell the family. It lost most of its land and 
possessions and the younger sons had to leave home and try to make 
their fortune elsewhere. That is how some of Mecklenburg's Zepelins 
came to southern Germany. The count's grandfather, Ferdinand 
Ludwig von Zeppelin , joined the king of Wuerttemberg's court and 
rose in stature and power. He changed the family to Zeppelin (two 
pes) and thus made it more amenable to the dialect spoken in southern 
Ger~any. ~hile in the service of the king of Wuerttemberg, he 
marned Pauhne Baronesse von Maucler. Their son Friedrich von 
Zepp:lin, married Amelie Macaire d'Hoggner and on~ of their sons, 
~erdmand, born July 8, 1838, became the Zeppelin. Amelie Macaire 
IS the daughter of the Hugenot refugee who manufactured calico in 
the old Dominican abbey. It is noteworthy that Zeppelin's mother and 
gr~ndmother were of French or Swiss-French ancestry. Thus, the 
mIxture of the serious, slow but hard-working and upright Prussian 
Junkers with the quick and lively French and French-Swiss women 
resulted in offspring of great imagination and creative genius. 
Incidentally, this combination was repeatedly responsible for 
producing some of the best-known Germans. 

In the meantime, the calico-producing venture of David 
Macaire, Ferdinand's grandfather, flourished, enabling him to give to 
the Count's parents the castle and estate Girsberg, situated just to 
the south of Konstanz, as a Christmas gift. It is said that the deed 
for the estate adorned the Christmas tree as an unusual but very 
welcome ornament. It is here and in the abbey where Ferdinand grew 
up. There was never any doubt about what career young Ferdinand 
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was going to enter. He was to be an of~i.cer. Thus, s?ortly a~ter his 
seventeenth birthday, he entered the mll1tary school in Ludwlgsburg 
near Stuttgart and graduated as a.lieutenant in 1857 while stil~ in his 
teens. Thirty-three years later, m 1890, he left the arm!, wIth the 
rank of general. His retirement happened on suggestlOn of the 
highest authority whose displeasure with the Count was caused. by 
Zeppelin's criticism of the power bestowed on a general commandmg 
a division of the German Army. Thus, the first fifty-two years of the 
life of Count Zeppelin were rather routine if it would not have been 
for two events which we will learn about later. The main adventure 
of his life, however, was only to hegin with his retirement. 

Count Zeppelin embarked to build a dirigible airship, a 
flying cigar. As an officer of the Prussian Army, he participated in 
the siege of Paris in 1870-1871 and experienced how, through the aid 
of balloons, the surrender of this city was delayed. These flying 
objects could deliver orders and news of the French government to 
unoccupied parts of the country and thus prolonged the state of 
resistance and reaching of an armistice between the warring armies. 
He also noticed that the use of balloons for reconnaissance was 
superior to the then used cavalry for this purpose. In order to 
become genuinely effective, these balloons had to be independent of 
the wind: they had to be dirigible. 

Whatever the reasons which initiated Zeppelin's obsession 
with ?uilding a dirig.ible flying machine, he plunged into this goal with 
u~bel1evable enth~slasm., bou~dles~ energy and complete disregard of 
hIS pers~nal an~ ~IS famIly's flOanclal survival. Though he recognized 
tha: besIdes mIll tary usefulness such a flying machine would also be 
of 1m ~ense value for civilians and for scientific purposes, stich as 
explorlOg the North Pole, he directed his efforts to secure financial 
suppor~ for his project to the minister of war, emphasizing the 
potentIal value of the airships for the military. However the 

. . ' mlOlster would not even grant the Count a hearing. All his petitions 
and memoranda resulted only in an icy silence by the authorities. As 
a matter of fact, Zeppelin was looked upon -- not only by the 
authorities, but also by the proverbial men of the street -- as a fool. 
This attitude towards the Count was corroborated by the following 
event. One evening Count Zeppelin was discussing his project with a 
group of officers in the dining room of t~e hotel "Marquardt" 
(Stuttgart's most distinguished ~otel at :hat t~me) when, due to ~he 
vivaciousness of his style of talkmg and dlscussmg, a famous Austnan 
actor who sat near the Count's table asked the waiter for the na;ne ~f 
the lively old gentleman. The waiter supposedly answered 10 hIS 
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Swabian dialect: "This is a fool, a Count Zeppelin, and this good man 
thinks he can drive through the air." 

Finally, Count Ferdinand secured the first official hearing 
for his plans by a very unheard of step in the Germany of the late 
nineteenth century. During the New Year's reception on January 1, 
1894, which Emperor Wilhelm gave for his generals, Zeppelin stepped 
out of the line against all protocols and aske d the Emperor to 
establish a com mission to review his projects for building a dirigible 
airship. The Kaiser rather annoyedly asked the Count whom he would 
propose to head such a commission. Zeppelin suggested the 
Geheimrat von Helmholtz. This gentleman was a professor 01 physics 
at the University of Berlin with a reputation at that time which 
resembled that which Einstein enjoyed thirty years later. Zeppelin's 
suggestion was very bold since Helmholtz was of the opinion that an 
airship as proposed by Zeppelin -- and for that matter any airship -
for theoretical aerodynamic reasons could not go faster than eight 
kilometers (five miles) per hour and thus would be completely useless 
for any military or civilian usage. In addition, this speed -- the eight 
kilometers -- could never be achieved in practice, since it is 
impossible to build an engine light and powerful enough to propel an 
airship. The year of these statement5 was 1872. It is interesting to 
note that the first four-stroke engine -- the Otto Motor -- was 
invented in 1876 and that the Wright brothers of Dayton, Ohio, were 
just children, but the elder Wright brother, Wilbur, had already begun 
to experiment with gliders. 

At this point of our story it seems appropriate to briefly 
sketch what was known at this time about human efforts to fly. To 
conquer gravity and soar with the eagles was Icarus' undoing. With 
wings made by his father, Daedalus, the son wanted to escape from 
captivity in Crete but he came too close to the sun and his wings 
made from feathers disintegrated when the wax, which was used as a 
glue, melted. Icarus crashed into the sea and perished. The dream to 
fly, however, continued. During the ensuing centuries many 
charlatans, but also some of the greatest geniuses of all times, like 
Leonardo da Vinci, kept this dream alive, however, without success. 

By coincidence, it was also two brothers, Jaques-Etienne 
and Joseph- Michel Montgolfier, who were the first to succeed in 
getting living beings to ascend into the air by a flying machine and to 
land alive and unharmed -- almost, that is. It is said that when one 
day the brothers observed a paper bag on top of a kettle of boiling 
water rise into the air the brothers were struck by the idea to build a 
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huge canvas bag and generate a fire un?er its opening •. The heat~d 
air in the canvas bag was designed to hft the balloon into the air. 
Upon cooling, the balloon would lose buoyan~e an.d should slo~ly 
return to earth. This contraption became the first aIr-worthy flymg 
machine and the first passengers were animals: a ram, a rooster and 
a duck. The animals returned from their flight, which took place on 
June 5, 1783, unharmed, except for the broken wing of the rooster. 
The bird suffered this injury when the ram, probably due to the 
excitement of being the first airship passenger, kicked wildly out of 
joy, or fear, and thus accidentally injured one of its fellow 
passengers. Incidentally, the first living being to enter outer space 
and descend alive was also an animal, the famous Russian space dog. 

After learning about this historic event, the king, Louis 
XVI, ordered the Montgolfier brothers to ready their machine for the 
first manned flight. It should take place in Paris and, since the king 
thought flying was extremely dangerous -- remember the injured 
rooster -- his royal highness ordered that the passengers should be 
two criminals who were condemned to death. It was only after much 
persuasion that Louis revoked the order and thus, on November 21, 
1783, two French noblemen, Pilatre de Rozier and the Marquis 
d'Arlande, became the first human aviators by piloting a 
Montgolfiere, as the invention of the brothers became known. 

No wonder that from then on the French were leaders in 
aviation. Soon afterwards hydrogen gas, discovered in 1766 by the 
English chemist, Henry Cavendish, was substituted for hot air. 
Hydrogen, which is roughly sixteen times lighter than air, 
consequently seemed to be an ideal filling gas for balloons except 
that it forms an explosive mixture with air. As a result of the 
availability of hydrogen, Rozier built a two-compartment 
Montgolfiere, the upper half filled with hydrogen and the lower one 
filled with hot air (generated by an open-fire heating device which 
was mounted in a gondola suspended beneath the balloon). The 
inevitable explosion occurred and Rozier became the first air fatality 
of a legitimate flying machine. The first professional pilot was 
Francois Blanchard. He flew a Charliere. This is the name 
hydrogen-filled balloons were given. They already resembled the 
modern type of balloons. Blanchard traveled with his Charliere from 
village to village and gave paid exhibition flights. Madame Blanchard 
usually served as his copilot. This Frenchman was also the first ever 
to cross the English Channel in the air. For this flight, J. Jeffries, an 
American, acted as his copilot, and it took place in 1800. More than 
a century passed by until this body of water was crossed for the 
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second time by a flying machine. In 1905, in a heavier-than-air 
monoplane, powered by a water-cooled engine, the French aviator 
Louis Bleriot accomplished this feat. 

But back to the lighter-than-air flying contraptions. 
Balloons are passive vehicles. That means they fly in the direction 
the wind blows them. The first step towards solution of this problem 
was done by Henry Jaques Giffard, another Frenchman. He 
recognized that a dirigible balloon cannot be soft. It had to have 
some rigidity. It also had to be self-propelled. He built a semi-rigid 
balloon, already in the shape of a cigar. It was propelle d by a 
three-hurse-power steam engine. This airship was forty-four meters 
(one hundred thirty feet) long and flew successfully in 1852. 
However, it proved to be too slow and it also could be steered only 
under calm wind conditions. To accommodate a more powerful 
engine, Giffard built a much larger ship. This one, however, c rashed 
on its first flight. Soon thereafter, the inventor became ill and lost 
his eyesight. 

The need and potential use for a dirigible airship became 
apparent during the siege of Paris during the Franco-Prussian War. 
Only six of sixty-four balloons released in Paris we re capture d by the 
Prussians. On the other hand, however, none of t he many balloons 
which escaped the containment of the Prussian troops around the city 
and which were designed to bring relief and orders to the Parisians 
and their garrison reached their destination. 

Thus, after the peace treaty, the French resumed e fforts 
to build dirigibles. These ventures were financiall y supported by the 
French government and, as a result, in 1844, two French officers, 
Captains Krebs and Renard (is it coincidence that both men have 
animal names? Krebs is the German word for crab; Renard is F rench 
for fox), succeeded in flying a figure eight. An improved version of 
the officer's airship was built by Juillot. 

A few words might be in order to define the problems in 
building a safe dirigible airship. By now it had been shown in practice 
as well as in theory that a lighter-than-air dir igible airship had to be 
at least somewhat rigid. Basically there are two ways to achieve 
rigidity: (1) by making the body of the ship out of metal and f illing it 
with gas and (2) by surrounding a battery of gas containers with a 
metal skeleton and covering this skeleton with canvas. Examples 
were bullt of all three of these types. The first rigid airship was built 
by David SChwarz, a Hungarian lumber merchant, who under the most 
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adverse conditions, political, financial and healthwise, buil.t a 
cigar-shaped airship from aluminum. Shortly . bef~re the mald~n 
flight of this machine, Schwarz coll.apsed a~d ?led. instantly. In hIS 
stead his widow oversaw the completlOn of hIS aIrshIp, She, however, 
was unable to find an experienced aeronaut. A mechanic finally 
agreed to take it into the air. Its twelve-horse-power Daimler 
gasoline engine got it airborne in 1897 in Berlin, but, unfortunately -
due to his inexperience -- the mechanic could not land the airship. It 
crashed, exploded and was completely destroyed. The mechanic died 
in this disaster. 

The second version of achieving rigidity was the one 
chosen by Count Zeppelin, namely to cover a rigid metallic skeleton 
with fabric. The skeleton was to enclose a battery of gas cells. 

The Count, as we heard earlier, got nowhere with the 
Helmholtz's commission in his atte mpts to get financial assistance by 
the government for his plans. Surprisingly, this was not due to 
Helmholtz's attitude. No, just the contrary happened; the professor 
revised his theory and actually was in favor of granting Zeppelin 
governmental support. Unfortunately, however, Helmholtz died 
before the commission reached a final conclusion. After an interim 
period a second professor, Mueller-Breslau, became chairman of this 
deliberating body. He was originally in favor of Zeppelin's petition, 
but now turned against him. The reason for his turn around remains 
unclear. Whether Mueller -B reslau's a tti tude in reaching his final 
position, namely to reject the Count's position, was honorable is still 
debated today. 

In 1895, Zeppelin decided to air his plans publicly and 
express his need for financial support. He had a brochure printed in 
which he revealed to a limited number of people the doings of the 
commission and especially the role of Mueller-Breslau. Ferdinand 
Zeppelin showed that the calculations of this professor, which formed 
the basis for the rejection of the Count's petition, were wrong. He 
also revealed that Mueller-Breslau in a thinly veiled counterproposal 
made attempts to build a better airship himself. In his pamphlet, 
Zeppelin emphasized the civilian usages of dirigibles. He stated that 
his vehicle could stay in the air for seven and one-half days, that it 
could cover more than one thousand kilometers (si.x hundred 
twenty-five miles) per day and tha t it could prove invaluable for 
Arctic explorations as well as for mail purposes. He said that his 
airship could reach New York from Berlin in five and one-half days. 
When he was given the opportunity to present his ideas at a meeting 
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of the very prestigious "Gesellsc.haft Deu.t sche~ lnl?e.nieure" (German 
Engineering Society), he convl~ced . t hls sClentiflc body . of t~e 
soundne ss of his ideas and gained Its endorsement. With thiS 
approvement in hand, Zeppelin, who was rather popular in Germany 
-- why we shall learn later -- decided to establish a corporation. He 
founded the 11 Gesellschaft zur Foerderun g der Luftschiffahrt" 
(Society for the Advancement of Air Navigation). To fina nce the 
corporation, he approached, in accord with the spirit of t he t imes, 
only his aristocratic friends and certain members of the money 
aristocracy. Zeppelin proposed to raise eight hundre d thousand Marks 
through the issuance of bonds. The price of one bond was to be 
twenty Marks. He himself pledged twenty-five tho usand Marks as a 
starter. The success of this bond issue was at best modera te. 
Incidentally, in all his prophecies, this, namely the e st imate of the 
costs for building an airworthy dirigible, was his only mistake a nd it 
was a major one. In just a few years his twenty-f ive thousand Marks 
and all of the society's eight hundred thousand ~arks were gone. 
Gone .:llso was his vast personal fortune in the order of several mil lion 
Marks. However , let us follow the historical sequence of ev e nts. 
Zeppelin was very fortunate in attac ting exceedingly capable people 
for the construction of his airship, its skeleton and it s special gas 
cells. He found a core of extremely dedicated men , chie f engineer 
Kober, the young volunteer Deurr, a student of mechanical 
engineering, and Captain Hans Bartsch von Sigisfe ld , Germany's most 
experienced balloonist. Zeppelin proceeded very, very methodically. 
One example might suffice to corroborate this statement. To insure 
optimal efficiency of the propellers, he mounted differently designed 
ones on a boat and compared the velocity of the boat whe n drive n by 
different propellers. 

Fina lly the big day arrived. The fi rst a scent was 
announced to t ake place a t the Bodensee near Ma nzell on J une 30, 
1900. A large flotilla of hundreds of steamers a nd boats ancho re d in 
a wide circle around the cove. Also, thousands of people were 
camping on the shores around Manzell. However, at eight o'clock in 
the evening, a blue flag was hoisted on the raft which carried the 
one-hundred-twenty-eight-meter-Iong LZ -1. This flag signal meant: 
No ascent today. The same happened on the next day and the 
majority of the spectators began to leave, agreeing that the Count 
was a charlatan. What distinguished him fro m his predecessors in this 
area of charlatanry was the fact that he was t he biggest of them all. 

July 2 arrived and again nothing seemed to happen. Then, 
shortly after eight o'clock in the evening, the airship mounted on a 
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raft was pulled out of its hall by a small steamer. After a few brief 
maneuvers it became airborne driven by its two Daimler engines of 
fifteen ho~se powers each. The huge cigar flew off majestically 
silhouetting against a yellowish evening sky. The LZ-l stayed in. the 
air for eighteen minutes and developed a speed of twenty-eight 
kilometers per hour (seventeen miles per hour). After a somewhat 
rough landing, it was anchored on its raft and towed to Manzell. 
There was an indescribable applause and jubilation of the masses 
watching this event. Then came the next day and with it press 
reports of the maiden flight of the first rigid dirigible aircraft. 
Unexpectedly and disappointingly for the Count and his coworkers, 
the newspaper writings were practically all negative. Among the 
most sarcastic and skeptical ones, the report in the very prestitigious 
and influential Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung stood out. In this 
article everything was criticized, from the preparation of the flight 
-- "haphazard" -- to the dirigibility -- "not better than the non-rigid 
ones," "it" -- the craft -- "really was at the mercy of the winds." 
The writer of this damaging article was again an academician, a man 
on the verge of entering the academic ladder, namely a 
"Privatdozent." His name -- Dr. Hugo Eckener. It took Count 
Zeppelin almost five years to convince Eckener that being the first 
professional airship captain would be a much better career than being 
one of many professors. Thus, a reporter -- Saulus -- was converted 
to an airship -- Paulus. 

LZ-l made a few more flights during the following 
months which proceeded without major mishaps. The craft suffered 
only a few minor damages during some of the landing maneuvers. 
T.he ye~r .1900 ended for the Count and his big cigar on a bitter, 
diSapPOlntmg note. The "Society for Advancement of Air Navigation" 
went broke. The "Society of German Engineers" withdrew its 
endorsement during the following year. "The monster will not ascend 
again" was the verdict of this body. Even more humiliating for 
Zeppelin was the Society's refusal to even grant him a hearing in 
1902. 

However, the Count did not give up. He mailed six 
thousand letters to wealthy individuals, including "Postanweisungen" 
(forms similar to money orders), asking for financial support for his 
plan to make his dirigible airship a success. The result of this effort 
was the minuscule sum of eight thousand Marks and a vast outpouring 
of scorn, disdain and ridicule. However, Count Zeppelin received his 
biggest blow when a circular by the department of war to aU active 
officers of the armed forces came into his possession. In this memo 
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the officers were urgently warned against supporting the Count's 
obsession with his airship. It ended wi.th "Th~ Count is an. honest man 
and he was a brave soldier, but he 1S gettmg along with age and 
obviously is suffering from a high degree of senility." 

On top of all of these character abuses again (four. years 
after the first flight), an article by Dr. Eckener appearead in the 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung in which the journalist stated that to 
him -- contrary to what the aeronauts said -- many movements of 
the airship appeared to be caused by the wind and not by the rudder. 
He -- Dr. Eckener -- could not comprehend all the commotion about 
Zeppelin's so-called dirigible. He believed that this contraption 
simply was not able to do what the Count says it could do. As far as 
he -- Dr. Eckener -- was concerned, the whole Zeppelin idea should 
be put to rest. 

Count Zeppelin, true to his character, decided to 
personally speak to Dr. Eckener to demand from him that, before he 
continued to write derogatively about his airship, to inspect it, see 
his coworkers and the shipyard. Eckener agreed and was so impressed 
by the deep conviction of Zeppelin, the quality of the Count' s ideas, 
the caliber of his coworkers and everything else dealing with the 
dirigible ship that he joined Zeppelin in his quest for building safe and 
airworthy crafts. Dr. Eckener's contribution was navigation. He 
said, if you want to fly long distances with your airship, you will 
encounter clouds, tog and other adverse weather conditions. We have 
to make sure that the necessary navigational equipment and 
personnel would be on board to capably bring the ship safely to its 
destina tion. 

In the meantime, it was 1906 and the second Zeppelin -
the first one was dismantled -- was ready to ascend. The start 
proceeded without incident when suddenly the airship encountered a 
strong thermal uplift and a powerful high wind stream, a wind so 
strong that the ship, in spite of its two engines laboring at full 
throttle, drifted towards the Alps. The crew succeeded in bringing it 
down undamaged and anchored it safely. However, during the night a 
freak windstorm of hurricane strength sprung up. The ship was torn 
loose and damaged so severely that it had to be wrecked. 

The public opinion, that is the press, descended on the 
Count like vultures. He was made the laughing stock of the nation. 
However, Ferdinand Zeppelin still was not ready to give up. He 
finished building the third ship. Finally, it seemed that this one 
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would bring him acknowledgement and desperately needed financial 
support from the government. LZ-3 was the name of the third 
dirigible airship and it was the first One with stabilizers at the rear. 
It made eight cruises without any mishaps. As a result, public opinion 
began to shift towards the "old man." By now, he was seventy years 
old. The war minister told him -- and Zeppelin took this as a promise 
-- about establishing a Prussian State lottery in support of his work. 
Zeppelin immediately borrowed more money and made plans for 
LZ-4. He wanted to incorporate in this ship all experiences gained 
from the flights of LZ-3 when another unexpected disaster struck. In 
a short note he was informed that there was not going to be a lottery. 
In spite of this blow, Zeppelin was now even more determined to 
continue building big cigars. He let go all his servants, sold his cars 
and horses and mortgaged his home, his castle, his land and forest 
holdings to the hilt. With hard work, and through the loyalty of his 
coworkers and associates, LZ-4 could be finished, but Zeppelin was 
financially at an end -- so it seemed. But unexpected help arrived. 
The "Kaiser" himself took the initiative -- probably on pressure by 
public opinion -- to step in with assistance for Zeppelin. But what 
Wilhelm 11 did -- as it usually happened with this emperor -- was 
take a step in the wrong direction. (A statement with which our late 
member, Walter Langsam, would vehemently disagree, I am certain.) 
Instead of recommending direct support for the "Old Man of the 
Bodensee," the Emperor ordered the establishment of a commission, 
chaired by two officers, Majors Gross and August von Parseval. The 
la tter was also ac tive in airship construction. His ship, however, was 
a semirigid one and depended for dirigibility on a constant higher 
than atmosphere pressure inside the balloon. Without going into 
lengthy details, the outcome of this commission's deliberations was 
that Parseval got the lion's share of the money budgeted upon the 
Emperor's order for airships. Whereupon this gentleman, Parseval 
that is, quit the military and founded a company for building 
semirigid airships. He appointed himself president and asked Major 
Gross to represent the liaison to the military. Zeppelin was furious 
about this affair and accused the military, and especially Major 
Gross, of bias. The answer was very laconic: the military and the 
government have to be just and consequently treat the two versions 
of airships evenhandedly, a statement which caused Zeppelin to ask 
acidly why the army did not treat "out of a sense of justice" the 
muzzle loader and breach loader manufacturers evenhandedly. This 
was a remark which did not make life easier for the Count. 
Undaunted, Zeppelin continued to fight for his ideas and his work and 
finally saw the proverbial light at the end of the tunnel. While the 
intrigues were still going on, the Prussian lottery which earlier was 
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supposed to support the Count's ideas was actually instituted. The 
University of Tuebingen bestowed upon him an honorary doctorate. 
Two companies, Krupp in Essen and Berg, also in the Ruhr valley, 
were ready to form a company for building zeppelins -- as the 
Coun t's airships now were called -- provided the government stayed 
out of building zeppelins for the next ten years. But now the 
government, mainly through the minister of war, General von Einem, 
finally realized that the zeppelins were for real and the only ones 
with a chance to do what the other inventors were only promising. 
Now lavish support and even restitution of the Count's private 
fortune was promised by the government , however with a condition 
attached to it. The Count had to build an airship that could stay 
aloft for twenty-four hours. 

LZ-4 was readied for a twelve-hour test flight. This 
flight was supposed to go from Friedrichshafen -- the city at the 
Manzell Cove -- via Konstanz to Schaffhausen and Zuerich, where it 
should turn around and fly via Winterthur and Rorschach back to its 
base in Friedrichshafen. This flight became the !';ought-aftcr success. 
LZ-4 stayed on course and returned after twelve hours to a jubilant 
work crew at its base. August 5,1908, was to become THE day. 

The start for the twenty-four hour flight commenced 
without problems. At Echterdingen, however, due to balking engines 
-- and not due to problems with the ship -- LZ -4 had to land for 
engine repair. In an almost impossible duplication of events, while 
the ship was anchored, a sudden fierce windstorm sprung up, tore the 
zeppelin off its anchors and crashed it into a nearby forest where it 
exploded. It was completely destroyed and had to be wrecked. 

The skeptics and opponents of the Count reacted swiftly 
Clnd predictably. "It" -- the flight -- "ended as all calm and rational 
thinking experts expected. The rigid dirigible just is and will be a 
failure." However, a storm of sympathy arose and this time 
everybody, including the commen men, were among the sympathizers. 
Even in foreign countries voices for the Count were heard. The 
influential British Daily Mail headlined its report of the disaster of 
Echterdingen: "It was a failure, but a glorious failure ." 

Now people remembered what the Count did during the 
Prussian-Franco War, how he singlehandedly was responsible for a 
successful beginning of this war and how he later in life fought with 
extreme courage for his ideas. Recognition and much needed money 
came pouring in. The big cigars were to stay in the sky. Count 
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Zeppelin's prediction became reality. His flying cigars were over 
London in World War I, but much more importantly, Count Zeppelin 
showed that they were capable of crossing the North and South 
A tlantic on a schedule. They also could travel to the North Pole. 
The big cigars circumvented the globe, and did everything that they 
were supposed to do until July 7, 1937, when the newest zeppelin, the 
Hlndenburg, exploded while approaching its mooring at Lakehurst, 
New Jersey. It was not the zeppelin's failure, but its filling gas, 
hydrogen, that caused the disaster. It was the first fa tal accident 
after years of successful, com mercial operations by the German 
zeppelin Reederei, the owners of the zeppelins. It was, however, also 
the last as it ended all future interests in airshi ps as 
passenger-carrying vehicles. This accident reminds us of the disaster 
which just two weeks ago befell the space shuttle Challenger. It also 
was the first fatal accident involving this extremely sophisticated 
passenger carrier and, ironically, perhaps, it was not the airship that 
was at fault, but again the hydrogen was the culprit. Let us hope 
that the parallels between the zeppelins and the space shuttle end 
here. Challenger's disastrous accident should not terminate the space 
program but rather should be a new beginning. 

But where are the fast horses which are part of the title 
of this paper? Let us go back in the lift of Count Zeppelin. We 
learned that he became -- as all able-bodied aristocrats at that time 
-- an officer; but contrary to his aristocratic fellow officers, he 
became dissastisfied with life in the military bureaucracy. Thus, 
when, in 1863, the opportunity for a young officer arose to be sent as 
a military observer to the American Civil War, he managed to be the 
one to be chosen for this mission. 

The Count, in an article which appeared in 1913, related 
very vividly his impressions of this young country. He was surprised 
and disappointed about the drab state of Washington, D.C. No 
boulevards, no parks, no monuments, as he was accustomed to in 
European capitals, existed in this city. Only the White House 
in:pressed him: He managed to get an audience with President 
Lmcoln. Agam, Count Zeppelin, as a typical European aristocrat 
was ~ore than bewildered about the format of the audience. H~ 
deSCribed the appearance of Lincoln in unflattering terms He was 
takb~n abac~ by the informality of the audience during' which a 
ca met offIcer sat, While dan lin h' , 
Lincoln's desk The Pr 'd h g g IS moccasm-clad feet, on 

• est ent owever I' k d th 
actually Zeppelin is a Badener' ' : e e ,young German -_ 
and ordered the issuance of d;c Germany dId ,no,t eXist at that time __ 

uments permIttmg him, as one of the 
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very few foreigners, to observe the war activities. It might be 
mentioned here that the Count already -- sewn into his overcoat -
carried a letter of introduction to General Lee, the Commander in 
Chief of the Confederate Troops. Zeppelin learned much from his 
visits with the fighting troops. Foremost among the novel and lasting 
impressions he got was that soldiers without the iron-clad discipline 
he knew from his own experience in the Wuerttemberg Army could 
also fight and more importantly win. He learned that uniforms, drill 
and formal militaristic habits played only a minor role in the makeup 
of a combat-ready army. His American exper ience probably made 
him recognize the essential things not only in army matters but 
generally in life. He also learned not to be impressed by facades, 
pomp and bombastic words. Zeppelin also experienced first hand the 
value of air reconnaissance, when he was given permission to ascend 
with a kite balloon. Maybe this balloon ride was the event which 
triggered his life-long obsession with aeronautics. 

Typical, however, for the young lieutenant was that he 
was far from being satisfied with observing the war from afar and 
seeing the battlefields only after the fighting was over. The 
opportunity to experience a real battle arrived when General Stuart 
gave him permission to ride with his troops as an unarmed observer 
during an attack. Zeppelin ventured too far ahead and found himself 
suddenly alone and confronted by a detachment of the "rebel 
cavalry." He was shot at, pursued and chased by them. It was only 
due to the speed of his horse that he got out of this situation. I 
believe if he would have been captured by the Confederate riders, he 
would not have had enough time to get out of his overcoat the hidden 
letter of introduction to General Lee. 

Let us return again to Europe. It is 1870 and Zeppelin was 
a. colonel in the ~uer~temberg cavalry. This kingdom fought on the 
SIde of the Prussians in the Franco-Prussian War. The very day war 
was deClared, the Count received orders to lead a cavalry 
detachment of five officers and seven men on a reconnaissance 
mission. Purpose of the mission was to discover whether French 
troops were already close to the border and also to locate the 
divisions led by the French Marshall MacMahon. The mission lasted 
seven days and the Count's cavalry detachment learned all that it 
wanted to know. In addition a vital telegraph line was cut, switches 
of railroad yards were destroyed and farmers were interrogated. 
During a rest, on the return ride, Zeppelin's riders were surprised by a 
group of French Chasseurs. In the ensuing skirmish, the French 
gained an easy victory. The enemy killed one officer and took the 
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members of the patrol as prisoners except one. It was 
remamtng . ' ddt th ed Count Zeppelin who got away. Ag~ln he was save ue 0 e spe 
and endurance of his horse. Could 1t be that he had fast ho~ses at the 
right times because fate had still bigger tasks in store for h1m? 

The results of the reconnaissance were so valuable for the 
Prussian headquarters that this information had a decisive bearing on 
the swift victory of the Prussians over the French in the 1870/1871 
war. The outcome of this episode and the courage of the Count made 
him an instant popular hero and his name became well known all over 
Germany. This popularity definitely helped him decades later when 
he seemingly came to an end with his dream to build a dirigible and 
rellable airship. It was the nationwide popular support which moved 
the government to solidly support his work. The literally millions of 
small donations by the German people finally put an end to his 
financial woes. 

Are there any conclusions one can draw from the saga of 
Count Zeppelin and his quest for building an airworthy, 
lighter-than-air flying machine? I think yes. Maybe most important 
is that at an age when many people start thinking about permanent 
retirernent, there are some -- maybe more than we think -- who 
have enough energy and inner resources left to start a new and 
successful career. It also can be argued that zeppelins are not 
obsolete. Their only vulnerable aspect is the explosive nature of the 
hydrogen gas. However, this gas can easily be substituted by 
completely safe helium. Such zeppelins could cross the Atlantic in 
about thirty-six hours when eqUipped with modern engines. Their 
advantage over Jumbo Jets is, I think, that they are much more 
"Terrorist proof." The zepps, filled with helium, cannot explode and 
fall down when terrorists' bombs are detonated within them. 

Maybe all that is necessary is to revive the Count's airship 
as a viable transport vehicle is a man with energy who owns a few 
fast horses at the right moment. 




