THE IMPOSSIBLE FLIGHT.
By Richard A. Hindle
Introduction.
George Hubert Wilkins was an Australian adventurer, explorer, inventor and a very quick learner.
During his lifetime he survived more brushes with death than those of a dozen proverbial cats! His
polar experience had mainly been gained as the official photographer with Stefansson’s Canadian
Arctic Expedition, 1913-16 (Fig. 1). He then joined the Australian Expeditionary Force in Europe
as a photographer in World War I. He was wounded eight times and awarded the Military Cross and
bar. Both citations were for rescuing platoons lost in no-man’s-land. After the war he participated
in the England-Australia Air Race, which was won by Ross Smith. Although he had learnt to fly, he
went as a navigator and had to invent navigational instruments for long-distance flying. His plane,
a Blackburn R.T.1. Kangaroo, (Fig. 2) crashed, possibly through sabotage, near the walls of an
asylum in Crete. He went on the British Imperial Antarctic Expedition, 1919-20 led by John Cope
and then as ornithologist on the Shackleton-Rowett Expedition, 1921-22. The British Natural History
Museum was receiving reports from Australia that certain endemic species were becoming rare.
This led to him being appointed command of the 1923 Natural History Museum’s Expedition to
Eastern and Northern Australia to shoot specimens for their archives. There was no thought given
in those days to conserving the endangered species!

Fig. 1. 38c. Canadian stamp for
the Canadian Arctic Expedition,
1913-16. Wilkins’ camera is in
the foreground.

Fig. 2. Blackburn R.T.1
Kangaroo. A First World
War bomber.

Background to Arctic exploration.
Knowledge of the northern Arctic was still scant. It was believed that a continent existed around
the North Pole. Expeditions in the 19th century in search of Franklin had improved knowledge of
the Canadian Arctic but what lay further north there was unknown. Fridtjof Nansen (Fig. 3) had
discovered that the Arctic ice moved. In 1893 he set the Fram into the polar ice and drifted towards
the North Pole. When he found the Fram started to drift away from the Pole, he set out on foot
with Frederik Hjalmar Johansen to try to reach the Pole. One thing that Nansen did was to cut
through the ice and measure the depth of the water below. It was much deeper than expected as
a 2,000 fathom long (12,000 ft. or 3,600 m.) iron cable failed to reach the bottom.

Fig. 4. Robert Edwin Peary
and Matthew Henson, who
allegedly were the first to
reach the North Pole.
Fig. 3. Fridtjof Nansen.

Edwin Peary (Fig. 4) was dubiously credited with being the first man to reach the North Pole in
1909. It was mired by the fact he was in a legal dispute with Frederick Cook, who claimed he was
there in 1908. The courts ruled in Peary’s favour. However the time Peary took for this journey
was considered by neutral observers to be so short that he could not have reached the Pole and
back. However, no one had, as yet, flown to the North Pole.
Wilkins did not want to be embroiled in a race and changed his aims to carrying out polar surveys.
Initially the aim was a Trans-polar flight from Point Barrow to Spitsbergen. At the same time both
Amundsen and Byrd decided that they were also going to attempt similar flights in the opposite
direction.
Wilkins was always driven by scientific research rather than seeking glory.
The Detroit News – Wilkins Arctic Expedition, 1926.
The Detroit News – Wilkins Arctic Expedition. He wanted to keep it simple with one plane, a pilot
and a mechanic. However his backers wanted a much more grandiose expedition with two planes,
pilots, mechanics, press reporters, photographers, etc.
To start off he had two planes – the Detroiter, a Fokker tri-motor and the Alaskan, a Fokker
monoplane fitted with skis. Wilkins was the first to suggest this form of landing gear. These planes
were severely damaged having crashed either on landing or take-off (Fig. 5). They were replaced
with two Stinson bi-planes. On 29th March 1927, Wilkins and Eielson flew north in a Stinson on a
reconnaissance flight to about 78º North. He had planned to make the first landing on the polar
ice, even though both Byrd and Amundsen believed it to be impossible. However fate brought the
realisation sooner than anticipated as the plane developed engine problems and forced a landing
on the ice.

Fig. 5. Sad endings to first flights Top the single engined Alaskan.
Bottom the three-engined Detroiter.
The pictures are taken from No More
Beyond, by Simon Nasht.

While Eielson repaired the plane; Wilkins cut two holes in the metre thick ice about thirty paces
apart. He set off an explosive charge at one hole and listened for the echo. It arrived about seven
seconds later. However this occurred just as Eielson restarted the engine. He told Eielson to switch
it off and took another sounding. The result, a time of 7.3 seconds, proved the depth of water to
be about 15,000 ft. (4,500 m.) deep. It proved there wasn’t a continental shelf in the region and
therefore there couldn’t be a continental land mass in the polar region. Both Byrd and Amundsen
had reported not seeing any land in their polar flights. This along with Nansen’s findings at the
other side of the Arctic was definitive proof of an ocean under the ice.

Two hours later, Eielson eventually managed to restart the plane’s engine and they headed south.
At about 9 p.m. the engine failed again. They crash landed in the dark onto the ice. It was a
remarkable escape. Wilkins took a sighting and calculated their position to be 72º 30’ north and
155º west. He dug a hole through the ice and found that the current was taking them away from
Point Barrow. They were 100 miles (160 km.) from safety. The experience gained from the
Stefansson expedition enabled him to build snow houses and dry their footwear on their chests
overnight. On one occasion Wilkins fell through the ice into the ocean. He was saved by the
buoyancy of his back-pack, as he couldn’t swim. Eventually he managed to climb onto the ice.
Considering the temperature was -30ºF, Eielson thought Wilkins was mad, when he saw him find
a sheltered spot, strip off, dance about like a maniac then rub the inside of his reindeer suit with
snow. It was not until later he realised the dance was to restore his circulation and the snow dried
his clothing! For thirteen days after they walked and, where the ice was treacherous, crawled
some 125 miles (200 km.), including detours, to the Trading Post at Beechey Point. James Takpuk,
an Inuit who Wilkins knew from the Canadian Arctic Expedition went to Point Barrow to get help.
The other Stinson was sent to fly them back. Eielson later said that it was Wilkins’ knowledge and
experience that saved them.
Wilkins produced a cover to commemorate this event (Fig. 6) dated 30 April 1927. The stamp is
cancelled with both the Detroit News – Wilkins Expedition handstamp and the Barrow Duplex and
signed G. H. Wilkins and a manuscript “1200 miles over the arctic by airplane Lat. 77º 45’ N. Long.
175. 100 miles on foot to shore.” It is not known how many covers were serviced, but I believe it
could be in single figures. The majority of covers serviced seen (Fig. 7) state “12,000 miles”, which
would have taken him to the equator and back! It is believed Wilkins inadvertently added an extra
zero.

Fig. 6. Cover produced
after the eventful flight
over the Arctic Ocean.

Fig. 7. As Fig. 6 but with
the manuscript “12,000
miles” error.

Wilkins was not alone in recording this expedition. Harry E. Klotzbach, a stamp dealer in Buffalo,
New York sent some covers (Fig. 8) to receive the same cancellations as Wilkins’. As these do not
have any reference to the flight, it is only by knowing the relevance of the postmark that a
connection can be made.

Fig. 8. Cover produced by Harry E. Klotsbach to
record the eventful flight over the Arctic Ocean.

The Wilkins - Detroit News – Arctic Expedition, 1928.
Following this debacle, the Detroit News withdrew their sponsorship of the expedition, but
honoured the outstanding debts and gave Wilkins the planes and equipment. Whilst in San Francisco,
he saw a Lockheed Vega, which he thought would be ideal for a Point Barrow to Spitsbergen flight.
Unfortunately, he hadn’t the funds. Luckily, two Australians were in town looking for both a plane
and sponsorship. They were Charles Kingsford-Smith and Charles Ulm. Wilkins repaired the Detroiter
by using the wings from the Alaskan, a practice which would not be allowed today. Fig. 5 shows
how badly these planes were damaged. The plane was subsequently named the Southern Cross
(Fig. 9) and went on to make history by being the first to fly across the Pacific Ocean. It is now
housed at Brisbane Airport.

Fig. 9. The Southern Cross, formerly
Wilkins’ Detroiter.

Wilkins now had some money to buy a plane and fund a new expedition, which he named the
Wilkins – Detroit News Arctic Expedition, in respect of his former sponsors, which they
acknowledged but didn’t contribute any more funds.
The geographic route chosen from Point Barrow to Spitsbergen was via the northern tip of
Greenland. This route took him very close to the North Magnetic Pole. Navigation by compass
became a major problem. Both Byrd and Amundsen believed that navigation close to the North
Magnetic Pole was impossible. Amundsen is supposed to have said to Wilkins: “What you are trying
to do is beyond the possibility of human endeavour.”

Map 1, shows the various flights made by Wilkins in 1927 and ‘28.

Map. 1.
On 15th (16th according to Grierson) April 1928, he and Eielson took off from Point Barrow (Fig. 10)
and headed for Spitsbergen. Wilkins had to take accurate readings every hour to correct the course.
The added difficulty of the North Magnetic Pole meant the compass needle took more time to
settle. This was exacerbated by both air turbulence and the lack of landmarks to help assess any
deviation from the route due to the wind blowing them off course.

Fig. 10. The Lockheed Vega being pulled by huskies to the runway.

After 11 hours he estimated they should be near Grant Land, the most northern part of Ellesmere
Island, where Peary had made his dash for the Pole. Cloud cover indicated that land was close by,
but where? The clouds were so high that it was impossible to fly over them. They got a few glimpses
of land through breaks in the clouds. Wilkins offered Eielson the choice of either landing or a long
walk to safety or flying on. Eielson decided against walking. After 18 hours, Wilkins reckoned they
should now be within range of Spitsbergen. Bad weather forced them to land on, what they later
discovered to be, Dead Man’s Island. Three attempts were made before they made a safe landing
in a valley, a most remarkable feat considering the wing tips were very close to touching the rocks
on both sides of where they landed. Ben Eielson’s coolness in the face of adversity in landing the
plane safely has to be commended.
Again they had to wait five days for a blizzard to clear. They had to dig out snow for six hours to
make a runway. Wilkins had to push the Vega to get it moving but then was unable to climb aboard
before Eielson took off. For the second attempt, Wilkins held a rope between his teeth, so that
when the plane started to move he could grab hold of the rope and pull himself on board.
Unfortunately, the plane moved away much faster than expected and the rope was pulled from
his mouth before he could grab it. He suffered from loose teeth for the rest of his life. The third
attempt was successful. Shortly after take-off they saw the radio masts at Green Harbour about
6 miles (10 km.) away (Fig. 11). This was most fortuitous as they only had enough fuel in the tank
for about half-an-hour’s flying.

Fig. 11. Postcard of Green Harbour. The radio
mast can be seen at the right-hand side.
The news made headlines all around the world and they were feted in all the countries they visited.
Whilst in Norway, Amundsen said “No flight has been made anywhere, at any time, which could
be compared with it”.
Wilkins received a telegram saying that the King of Norway wished to meet him (Fig. 12). The
telegram is dated 19/5/28 and reads “I am authorised to inform you that his majesty the King
wishes to see you and Mr. Eielson for dinner at Gamlehaugen, the royal residence near Bergen, at
seven forty-five Tuesday night twenty-second. Professor Helland Hansen, Bergen.
Another banquet was held by Aftenposten (The Evening Post) to honour this achievement on the
26th (Fig. 13). The chief editor of the newspaper received a telephone call at the dinner with the
news that Umberto Nobile was missing in the Arctic. Amundsen, who had flown over the North
Pole with Nobile, said he was going to search for him. Both Wilkins and Eielson volunteered to

help, but Amundsen turned down their offer. It would be the last time they saw Amundsen. His
plane took off and never reached Svalbard. It is believed lost near Bear Island.

Fig. 12. Telegram from Professor Helland Hansen
asking Wilkins to meet the King of Norway.
Fig. 13. The menu from
the dinner on the 26th May.
In Paris, he received a summons to attend Buckingham Palace to receive a knighthood for services
to science and the country.
On 2nd July Wilkins wrote to Roessler from the Waldorf Astoria Hotel, New York, stating that 96
covers had been serviced (Fig. 14) and also “I hereby confirm our conversation of yesterday in
which I informed you that during our stay at Green Harbour Spitsbergen there were no post office
cancellation stamps available to Hr. Boruty Ihlen (This may not be his correct name – Wilkins' scrawl
is not the easiest to read) the local postmaster and the manager of the Spitsbergen Radio, which
is officially known as Svalbard Radio.

Fig. 14. Cover No. 2 of 96
from the Point Barrow –
Spitsbergen flight, signed
by Wilkins.

Hr. Ihlen however, kindly stamped your covers with the Svalbard Radio official stamp. He will
guarantee the fact that the covers were carried on the flight.” (Fig. 15).

Fig. 15. Contemporary facsimile copy of the letter from Wilkins to Roessler.

Wilkins also received the Patron’s medal from the Royal Geographical Society. The American
Geographical Society awarded him the Samuel B. Morse Gold Medal, their highest honour. This was
the first time in forty years it had been issued. Neither Byrd nor Amundsen received this medal
for their Trans-polar flights.
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