
Reviews
AIR NAVIGATION HISTORY

Most Ttobable Position. (A history of aerial navigation to 1941.) Monte Duane
Wright, 280 pages, 6-2j x 11-2$ in., University Press of Kansas, 1973, $13^0.

It happens that Colonel Wright has taken his history of air navigation from the
earliest days of ballooning up to 1941 because this was the date of America's
entry into World War II. But he could at least equally well have picked the same
year as the divide in the development of aerial navigation because it was then, at
last, that the legacy of years of neglect by operational staffs became apparent in
the inability of Bomber Command to hit its targets in Germany. This neglect was
not confined to Britain alone. As Colonel Wright points out, it was also charac-
teristic of America, even with such officers as William Mitchell; and only in
Germany had it been partly realized that 'advantitious aids' such as radio beams
were necessary to supplement the traditional methods taken into the air from
marine navigation.

Colonel Wright very fairly quotes Sir Francis Chichester writing in 1939:
'and so a tradition was founded that navigation was a novelty unworthy of a
warrior. This tradition that flying and fighting are the things while navigation is
only a fad persists today, and has done immense harm to British [air] navigation*.
Of course what happened between 1939 and 194^ completely changed the
military attitude, and one of the interests of Colonel Wright's book is to trace
the origins of the techniques that were then taken up and have since become
commonplace. He has good cover of American, British, French and German
sources. There is very little said about Russian developments, but it is not clear
whether this is merely for lack of cover or because the Russians were substanti-
ally behind the west.

We learn that the barometric altimeter was mooted by Thomas Baldwin of
Chester in 178$, less than two years after the first human flight in a balloon.
The idea of a Lorentz-type beam had been patented in Germany in 1907, and
from it the 'radio-range' was developed in America between 1921 and 1930.
And an idea for an inertial navigation instrument had been patented in Britain in
1914.1 can remember Lord Cherwell telling me in 1937 or '38 that such an idea
had recently been put up to members of the Tizard Committee, but that it had
been turned down because it was held that one could only measure the velocity
of an aircraft relative to the air in which it was flying, and thus could take no
account of the wind. But, as Lord Cherwell pointed out, you can instead measure
acceleration by an inertial device, and integrate it continuously to find your
velocity relative to the origin on the ground, and then integrate again to get
your absolute displacement. We saw such ideas come into practice first in the
V-2 rocket and later, of course, in inertial navigation generally.

On the civil side, Colonel Wright traces navigation through the leisurely
century or so of ballooning to the increased demands of airships before and during
World War I and thence to the pioneer long-distance flights of the 1920's and
the demands for all-weather navigation thrown up especially by commercial
aviation, both transcontinental and transoceanic. Despite all the experience
built up at Farnborough in World War I, it was the civil demand much more than
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the military that was the important factor in the development of air navigation
up to the beginning of World War II.

The publication of Colonel Wright's book was assisted by the American
Council of Learned Societies under a grant from the Andrew W. Mellon Founda-
tion. With its extensive bibliography and numerous references it is a very help-
ful, if rather non-technical, survey of its subject.

R. V. Jones

HYDROGRAPHY 1973

Report of the Hydiographer of the Navy 1973- 34 pages, illustrated. Taunton, 1974.
No price stated.

This attractive report outlines the activities of the Surveying Service; the
Professional Division; the Naval Division; the Administration and Supply
Division; and the Meteorological and Oceanographic Services, of the Hydro-
graphic Department under the Hydrographer of the Navy, Rear-Admiral G. P. D.
Hall, C.B., D.S.C.

An Admiralty Order in Council dated 12 August 179J led to the establish-
ment of a Hydrographic Department; and, as soon as the Order in Council was
approved, the 'proper person' appointed Hydrographer to the Admiralty Board
was Alexander Dalrymple. He was to be:

'intrusted with the custody and care of such plans and charts as now are, or
hereafter be, deposited in this office belonging to the public, and to be charged
with the duty of collecting and compiling all such information as may appear
to be requisite for the purposes of improving the navigation, and for the guid-
ance and direction of the Commanders of His Majesty's Ships . . .'

The very small staff of the new Department consisted of the Hydrographer
and his assistant and one draughtsman. The early growth was slow and, some
twenty years after it had been established, the Department's full-time staff com-
prised seven members. But from this small beginning, the present shore staff of
the Hydrographic Department is now about 800, and the sea-going staff number
about the same.

From 1823 Admiralty Charts have been available to navigators in general—
about joo charts being sold in that year. The first catalogue described 736 charts,
and this was issued in 182c. In 1830 the first Admiralty Chart Agent, R. B. Bate
(who was succeeded by his apprentice, J. D. Potter) was appointed, but today,
through some 160 Chart Agents offering a world-wide distribution service, the
annual sale of charts exceeds i\ million with a revenue of £2 million.

The effort of the Hydrographic Service today is directed not only to the mari-
ner, but to the marine geologist as well; for, as Admiral Hall points out, the
Service strives to help research in the Earth-sciences, and commercial interests
operating around the British Isles are heavily dependent upon the products of the
Hydrographic Service. It is interesting to note that the Service has resumed direct
responsibility for the monitoring of changes in critical parts of the deep-draught
shipping routes in the coastal waters of the British Isles. It has also expanded its
activities in setting up a Storm Tide Warning Service to give Negative- as well as
Positive-surge Warnings. This, like the monitoring of changes in shipping chan-
nels, is of particular importance to the operators of deep-draughted ships.


