
THE LOCAL STORY

In 1915 Willingdon was a sleepy, rural village centred around 
Church Street, surrounded by farmland and with a population of 
just 860. At The Triangle, where the entrance of the station was 
to be, was the Blacksmiths, The British Queen pub, a cluster of 
cottages, and just one shop. 

Willingdon Village at the beginning 
of the 20th Century Lower Willingdon from the Downs
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By January 1918, however, there were 37 officers and 264 ratings 
billeted to the barracks and 54 Wrens living in Upper Willingdon.  
142 acres of local land was covered with two huge hangars, a gas 
plant, roads, barracks, offices, engineering workshops, neat and 
tidy gardens courtesy of Mr Gregg at Wannock Gardens and a 
parade ground complete with a mast-like flagpole on which sailed 
the White Ensign, flag of the Royal Navy.  

IMPACT ON THE AREA?
Imagine seeing an Airship fly over! This postcard was 
written on the doorstep of the British Queen Cottages. 

The crew visited the local churches and in earlier years 
attended a soldiers’ club held specifically for them by the 
villagers. All part of the war effort. 

As the station became more established, the crew held 
regular sports days and reviews to which local people 
were invited. They formed an orchestra, brass band, 
concert party, football, cricket, rugby, tennis and 
tug-of-war teams. The first sports day was held on what 
is now the land of Willingdon Primary School in July 1917, 
a Military Band visiting from Eastbourne and over 2,000 
guests, including most of the inhabitants of Willingdon, 
were present. 

The Ripping Panel, the magazine that was written by 
crew, covered events, dances and sports days, as well as 
advertising local shops, businesses and entertainments all 
adding to the social as well as the financial economy to 
the area. 

 
Local newspaper coverage reports show that 
there were several marriages of crewmen to 
local women during the period. Often an air 
ship would be flown over the church where the 
wedding was taking place. At one they flew 
very low over the church and for a prank 
dropped a ‘lucky boot’, which bounced off the 
roof of a building and landed in the road.  
Luckily it didn’t hit anyone!  

ROMANCE  AND  MARRIAGE  WERE  IN  THE  AIR
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From the Ripping Panel, May 1918

Undoubtedly the public houses benefitted from visits by the crew

Not so happily the public footpaths 
were closed down, which caused 
consternation to local people during 
the war and for several years after 
the station closed down. 

From The Ripping Panel, 
March 1918

Charles and Harold Mossun 
Painter were brothers, believed 
to have come from Peckham, 
London. Both were billeted to 
R.N.A.S. Polegate. Harold 
married local woman Beryl 
Wood at St. Michael and All 
Angels Church, Willingdon 
Road in June 1921.

Reginald Risley, a rigger on the 
station, was originally from London 
Colney. He met his wife to be, Lucy 

Stepney from Golden Cross, on 
Eastbourne seafront and married 

her in 1926.

SSZ airship flying above 
Willingdon Church

From sleepy village to busy airship station!
Willingdon watched airships drifting by as 

the crew became part of the local community.


