Mollison mystery solved

In the July issue of the River Valley news, there was an article about the landing of James Mollison at Nerepis and the mystery surrounding this historic occasion.  James Mollison was a young Scottish daredevil who made the first east  to west crossing of the Atlantic and he did it in a very light airplane in difficult conditions. 

It was reported in the book Up Country Memories that James Mollison landed at Nerepis in Frank McKenzie’s field on August 18, 1932  in the late afternoon. He reportedly spent the night at Nerepis and then flew off to the airport at Pennfield for  fuel  and to prepare for his final leg of the journey to New York and the big ceremony that awaited him there.

Since research showed that there was no airport at Pennfield in 1932 and since Mollison did not take off  from Ireland until noon on August 18, 1932 , the facts did not add up. His tiny airplane flew  at a speed of 110 miles per hour into a head wind so  he could not have been here late afternoon the same day even with the time change. There were no newspaper reports that he had landed here and Pennfield had erected a monument claiming Mollison had landed there, not here. Why had the monument stated the crossing took 20 hours when it had actually  taken over 30 hours. Why was this reported  as the shortest crossing when Amelia Earhart had done it in 15 hours?  Did he go to Montreal?  Was he given a heroes welcome in Saint John? Why did it take him over 6 hours to get to Nerepis from Halifax?

There were more and more questions to be answered as the mystery deepened.

Luckily, a local aviation enthusiast, Pierre Vachon came  to the rescue. He had read the article and was knowledgeable about James Mollison and his exploits. Furthermore he had in his possession a book written by James Mollison which contained a chapter on the historic transatlantic flight.  So now  we  know the rest of the story.

Mollison took off from Ireland at 1130 am on August 18 1932. During the flight he often flew at 50 feet which is really too low for comfort. He spotted the coastline of Newfoundland after 19 hours  5 minutes of flying. 6 hours later he was spotted flying over  Halifax. 

Having been in the air for about 24 hours  he was hungry and tired and a bit confused.  He had been flying in  thick fog for many hours but since he had enough fuel to make it to New York, he decided to push on  to  the coast of New Brunswick and follow the coast down to New York. He calculated he could make it from Halifax  to New Brunswick in about an hour or two as it was only 136 miles.

He describes the trip across the Bay of Fundy as the greatest trial in his experience, With thick fog preventing him from figuring out where he was and fatigue having stolen his sense of direction , he flew around the bay of Fundy for another 6 hours before he glimpsed a sight of land. 

Running low on fuel,  he landed in a farmer's field near  Pennfield  Ridge. He had been in the air for 30 hours and fifteen minutes. He spent a few hours at the farm resting and then went to Saint John for a civic welcome and fuel. The weather prevented him from leaving right away but eventually he did take off and made it to a heroes welcome in New York.

His original plan was to make the transatlantic trip and return in four days.  He was forced to change that timing after spending several days in New York.  Eventually, he took off from New York headed to Newfoundland to prepare for the return flight. Approaching New Brunswick he ran into heavy fog and he landed when he saw a field below him. The field was in Nerepis and the farmer who ran to meet him took him into the village (Westfield) where he phoned for a car to take him into Saint John.  He never  did make the return flight to England because of  medical advice  so he flew to Quebec and got on a ship that would take him back home. He went on to set more records but he had great memories of the hospitality he received here in Westfield and Saint John. Thanks to Pierre Vachon for setting the record straight.

