
Flames in
the Sky!

ere i t  comes,  lad ies and

gent lemen.  And what  a  s ight  i t  is ,  a
thr i l l ing one,  a  mante lous s ight . "

So began Herber t  Morr ison,  an
announcer  for  rad io  s ta t ion WLS.  He was
calmly  descr ib ing the a i rsh ip  Hindenburg.
I t  was just about to land at Lakehurst,
New Jersey, on MaY 6, 1937. Morr ison
was one of the reporters there to cover
the story.

Suddenly ,  Morr ison 's  vo ice f i l led wi th
f r ight .  " l t ' s  burs t  in to  f lames!  l t  is  burn ing,
burs t ing in to  f  lames and is  fa l l ing !  Oh !
I t 's a terr ible sight!  The f  lames are 500
( a a *  i n * n  l l r a  e l z r r l t t
l v t t t  l l l t \ J  t l r s  o l \ r ;



An Ordinary Trip

On May 3, 1937, the Hindenburg lef t  Fra,nkfurt ,
Germany. l t  carr ied 38 passengers and a crew of 59.
The giant airship had already made ten tr ips across
the At lant ic Ocean to the United States. This looked
l ike another ordinary tr ip.

At f i rst ,  the f l ight went smoothly.  But as the
Hindenburg neared Lakehurst,  the weather turned
bad.  B lack c louds gathered.  Thunder  rumbled.  The
w ind  began  p ick ing  up .Cap ta in  Max  Pruss  d idn ' t
want to r isk a landing. He would stay where he was
and wait  for better weather.

At last a message came from Lakehurst that al l
was c lear  and wai t ing.  The Hindenburg headed for
Lakehurst.  l t  seemed that the three-day tr ip was
safely over.  Passengers gathered their  belongings.
They checked their  passports.  Some looked out the
windows. Family and fr iends waved from the ground.
Everyone was smi l ing.

At 7:21 p.vr. ,  landing ropes were lowered f  rom the
ai rsh ip .  Capta in  Pruss sent  a  message.  The
message read:  "The Hindenburg has jus t  made a
safe land ing."  Noth ingrcould  have been fur ther  f rom
the t ru th .

The Safest Aircraft

Unt i l  7 ' .25 p.u . ,  May 6,  1937,  no one doubted the
Hindenburg 's  safety .  The bu i lders  o f  the a i rsh ip  were
proud of their  perfect safety record. Not one of their
a i rsh ips had crashed.  The Hindenburg was the
safest yet.  The huge Ol imp measweO 146 feet high
and 803 feet long. People looked up in wonder
whenever i t  passecj overheacj.  They bei ievecj ihat one
day thousands of  people would t rave l  by a i rsh ip .
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The  H indenburg  had  on ly  one  weakness .  l t  was
f i l l ed  w th  hyd rogen ,  ?  gas  tha t  exp loded  eas i l y .  One
spark  cou ld  cause  the  who le  a i r sh ip  to  exp lode .

So the crew made sure there were no sparks.  No
passenger  cou ld  carry  matches or  l ighters .  There
was a spec ia l  room for  smoking.  l t  was sealed wi th
two locked doors .  Passengers wore sneakers  or  fe l t
boots  to  prevent  sparks.  Crew members who worked
near  the gas ce l ls  wore no but tons or  meta l  because
of  the danger  o f  sparks.  They le f t  noth ing to  chance.

The Accident

The  H indenburg  was  ready  to  l and .  l t  hung  qu ie t l y
in  the a i r  a-bout  75 feet  above the ground.  At  7 :25 p. ta ,
W.W.  Groves ,  an  eng ineer  on  the  g round ,  no t i ced
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someth ing  s t range .  There  was  a  sma l l  spa rk  danc ing
near  the s tern.  " l t  looked l ike s ta t ic  e lect r ic i ty , "  he
la ter  sa id .

Sudden ly ,  a  huge  f  l ame burs t  f  rom the  top  o f  the

a i r sh ip .  One  o f  the  gas  ce l l s  i n  the  ta i l  exp loded .
Wi th in  seconds,  another  ce l l  d id  the same.  People
on the ground ran for  the i r  l i ves.

, ,The whole ta i l  sect ion burs t  in to  f lames."  Groves
remembered .  " l  began  to  run .  l t  was  exp lod ing  above
my head .  Burn ing  fab r i c  began  to  fa l l . "

Meanwh i le ,  i n  the  con t ro l  ca r ,  Cap ta in  P russ  fe l t
the a i rsh ip  jerk .  He wasn ' t  sure what  i t  was.  Perhaps
a  land ing  rope  snapped ,  he  though t .  Then  he  heard



a loud bang and people screaming on the f ie ld
belo.w.

"What is i t?" he asked, looking out the window.
"The ship's burning!" cr ied the radio off icer.
On the ground, Herbert  Morr ison, the radio

announcer,  couldn' t  bel ieve his eyes. "This is the
worst thing I 've ever witnessed," he said.

Run for Your Life
I t  looked l ike no one could  l ive  through the f i re .

But somehow 62 people did. l t  took 34 seconds for
the burning wreck to crash to the ground. This gave
some people t ime to jump to safety.  Passenger
Phi l ip  Mangone t r ied to  open a window.  l t  was
stuck. So he took a chair  and broke the glass. Then
he jumped 35 feet  to  the ground.  The f i re  burned h is
face and hands. But he had no other injur ies.

Werner Franz, a fourteen-year-old cabin boy, made
the most  un l ike ly  escape.  The f i re  was a l l  around
him.  Franz thought  he was f in ished.  Just  then,  the
heat  caused a water  tank to  burs t  over  h is  head,
and i t  soaked h im.  The water  saved h im.  He
managed to  escape wi thout  be ing badly  burned.

Bu t  o the rs  d id  no t  make  i t .  l n  a l l , 36  peop le  d ied .
That included 22 crew members, 13 passengers, and
one member  o f  the ground crew.

What caused the crash? l t  may have been stat ic
e lect r ic i ty .  l t  may have been l ightn ing.  Some people
even th ink that  the f i re  was set  on purpose.  No one
knows for sure.

Today,  a i rsh ips use he l ium.  Hel ium does not
exp lode as eas i ly  as hydrogen.  One th ing,  however ,
i c .  n a r * a i n  Q n n a n o a  ^ #  + ! r ^  ^ r ^ ^ ! .  ^ {  + ! - ^  L t i ^ . | ^ - l ' , r at o  v s t l q l t  t .  u E U a u D ( t  v t  U l g  u t  a o i l  \ J t  u  l u  n l l l u u i l t J u t g ,

airships were never again used for passengrer travel.



Do You Remember?
I  In the blank, wri te the let ter of  the best ending for each sentence.

1.  The Hindenburg was f i l led wi th
a. hydrogen. b. oil. c. water

2. Passengers were not allowed to carry
a. sneakers. b. combs. c. matches.

3. captain pruss did not want the Hindenburg to rand in
.-, a. New Jersey. b. May. c. bad weather.

4. The radio announcer was
a. shocked. b. calm. c.  hurt .

5. People escaped by
a. jumping to safety.  b.  screaming. c.  standing st i l f .

Express Yourself
r Pretend that you are werner Franz. write a journar entry teil ing

what happened to you the day the Hindenburg crashed.
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Exploring Words

I  Read each sentence. Fi l l  in the circ le next to the best meaning for
the word in dark pr int .  l f  you need help, use the Grossary.

1. At f i rst ,  people thought airships were marvelous.
o a. s i l ly o b. great o c.  dangerous

2. The Hindenburg was a German airship.
.  o  a .  sh ip  that  f loats  in  the a i r
o b. ship that runs underwater
o c .  car

3. Hydrogen made the Hindenburg l ighter than air .
o a. wind o b. wax o c.  gas

4. The crew wanted to prevent a fire.
o a. avoid o b. bui ld o c.  watch

5. People did not expect the bt imp !o blow up.
o a. airship o b. gas o c.  boat

6. Static electricity might have started the fire.
o a. l ightning o b. magnet o c.  an electr ic charge

7. crew members wore sui ts made of special  fabr ic.
o  a .  c lo th  o  b .  o i l  o  c .  co lor

B. captain Pruss didn' t  want to r isk landing in bad weather,
o a. reward o b. take the chance of o c.  tel l  about

9. Some people were lef t  with injur ies.
o  a .  burns o b .  ch i ldren o c .  p ic tures

10. Today, airships use hel ium.
'r : :  o a. l iquid o b. a safe gas o c.  water.


