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Talk About It
1.  Which of the following sentences states a fact and 

which states an opinion? Airships were beautiful. 
Hydrogen is lighter than air.

2.  In World War I, airships flew higher than airplanes 
could go. Why did they do this?

Write About It
3.  Imagine what it would be like to fly in an airship. On a 

separate sheet of paper, describe what you would see 
and feel on such a trip.

Extend Language
The word zeppelin comes from the German language. 
We use this German word to talk about airships. The 
words listed below also come from German. Do you know 
what these words mean?
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The First Airships
You look up in the sky and see an airplane. But 

before there were airplanes, people flew in airships. 
An airship is a flying machine that is filled with a 
vapor, or gas, that is lighter than air. The first airships 
were hot air balloons. The hot air inside a balloon is 
lighter than the air outside. So the balloon rises and 
can fly through the air.

In the year 1783, two French brothers invented 
the hot air balloon. Later that year two other 
Frenchmen were the first people to ride in one. They 
did not know how high they would fly. They did not 
know where they would land. The risks were great, 
but they became the first people ever to fly through 
the air and land safely.

There were no real airships pulled by giant birds.
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It was exciting to fly through the air, but it was 
not useful for travel. To make airships useful, people 
needed a way to steer them and a way to make 
them fly in any direction, even against the wind.

In the 1850s, people started to solve those 
problems. They used egg-shaped or pointy-shaped 
airships that were easier to steer.

People used electric engines and steam engines 
to turn a propeller. The propeller gave the airship 
power to fly against the wind. But the airships still 
could fly at a speed of only six miles per hour.

Around this time, people started to use hydrogen 
gas instead of hot air. Hydrogen gas did not need to 
be heated to stay lighter than air.

steer: guide

propeller: simple machine to move aircrafts or boats

The airship La France used an electric motor to turn
its propeller.
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Count Zeppelin’s Dream
By the 1880s, gasoline engines were available. 

Gasoline engines were lighter than steam engines 
and better for turning an airship’s propeller.

Around this time, the German count, or nobleman, 
Ferdinand von Zeppelin started designing airships. He 
dedicated his life to building airships that could take 
passengers all over the world. Because of his work, 
airships later became known as zeppelins.

Count Zeppelin improved airships by making 
them rigid. Each of his airships had a light metal 
framework covered with cloth. Several giant bags 
filled with hydrogen gas were inside the airship. The 
gasoline engines were placed outside the framework. 
Passengers sat in two small compartments below.

improved: changed something to make it better

rigid: stiff, not bending
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Count Ferdinand von Zeppelin
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Count Zeppelin built his first airship in 1900. It 
was called Luftschiff Zeppelin 1, or LZ1 for short. 
(Luftschiff means “airship” in German.) It was large 
and impressive—416 feet long and over fifty feet tall.

Count Zeppelin tested the LZ1 by flying it out over 
a lake. He made it hover in the air and turned it to 
the left and to the right. But the airship still needed 
improvements. The LZ1 was only a little faster than 
other airships. It was also hard to control in a strong 
wind. It was a good start, but Count Zeppelin began 
to plan his next airship, called LZ2.

The LZ1 before it 
was finished. The 
cloth cover was 
partly attached.

hover: stay up in the air without moving
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Airships and Airplanes
In 1903, before Count Zeppelin completed his 

next airship, the Wright brothers flew the first 
airplane. The first airplane was just an experiment, 
and it would be years before passengers could 
use airplanes for travel. There was now a race 
between designers of airships and airplanes to see 
which flying machine would be the first to carry 
passengers. Airships won the race. In 1911 one of 
Count Zeppelin’s improved airships, the LZ10, made 
over 100 flights carrying passengers.

Over the next four years, more than 34,000 
passengers flew in the airships. They were very 
comfortable. Passengers were served fine meals as 
they enjoyed the view.

Starting in 1911, people could travel by airship.
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By the time World War I started, airplanes were 
becoming larger and faster. Countries fighting in 
the war, such as Germany and Great Britain, used 
airplanes to fight in the air. But airships still had an 
advantage. They were able to carry much heavier 
loads than airplanes.

At first, airplanes were a danger to airships. 
Airships were big targets and easy to shoot down. 
Soon airship captains learned that they could fly 
much higher than airplanes. Airplanes did not have 
the power to fly so high, so they could not shoot the 
airships down. Many countries worked on building 
better airships during World War I.
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Zeppelins were used to carry heavy loads during World War I.
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The Mother Ship
After the war, Germany, Great Britain, and the 

United States kept thinking about how to use airships 
in battle. One idea was to use an airship as a “mother 
ship” that could carry small airplanes inside it.

The U.S. Navy built a mother ship, the USS Macon, 
to carry airplanes inside it. The airplanes were stored 
inside the airship until they were needed to fly. After 
their mission, the airplanes would return to the 
mother ship. The planes had hooks on top of their 
wings. To get back inside the airship, the pilot had 
to slow down and hook onto a ring on the bottom 
of the airship. It was very difficult, but no plane was 
ever lost while hooking up to the Macon.
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Airplanes could take off from the USS Macon while in the air.
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The Graf Zeppelin
Count Zeppelin died in 1917. After his death, 

Hugo Eckener continued the Count’s work. Hugo 
designed larger, faster, more comfortable German 
airships for the next twenty years.

In 1919 a British airship R34 crossed the Atlantic 
Ocean for the first time. That was eight years before 
Charles Lindbergh crossed the Atlantic Ocean in
 an airplane.

Hugo Eckener decided to build an airship that 
could travel around the world. In 1928 he built the 
best airship the world had ever seen. Eckener called 
it the Graf Zeppelin. He named it after the Count. 
(Graf means “count” in German.)

The Graf Zeppelin stopped in Los Angeles on its trip around 
the world.
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This grand airship 
was 775 feet long 
and flew up to eighty 
miles per hour. The 
large passenger area 
had ten sleeping 
cabins and a fancy dining room. 
Passengers could watch the 
scenery from large windows 
from every room.

On August 15, 1929, the Graf Zeppelin left on 
its twenty-one-day journey around the world with 
twenty passengers aboard. Huge crowds cheered 
Eckener and his airship in big cities such as Tokyo and 
Los Angeles. After this journey, Eckener thought many 
more airships should be built to carry passengers all 
over the world. For a while, the Graf Zeppelin carried 
passengers between Germany and South America.

After sailing around 
the world, the 
Graf Zeppelin flew 
between Germany 
and South America.
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Hugo Eckener began planning his next airship as 
soon as the Graf Zeppelin finished its journey. He 
built an even larger airship, called the Hindenburg.

In 1937, the Hindenburg was destroyed in a 
horrible explosion as it was landing in Lakehurst, 
New Jersey. A movie camera recorded this disaster. 
Many people around the world saw the recording 
of the Hindenburg burning. This disaster ended the 
zeppelin era. After the crash, most people would 
never feel safe on an airship again.

Many people missed these giant airships when 
they stopped flying. Can you imagine what it would 
be like to float above Earth, lighter than air?
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The Hindenburg was one of the largest airships ever built.
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Events in Airship History

1783

1852

1900

1911

1911–1914

1917

1919

1929

1937

First hot air balloon flight

First powered flight in an airship

Count Zeppelin tests his first airship, 
the LZ1.

The LZ10 makes over 100 flights 
carrying passengers.

More than 34,000 passengers ride 
in airships.

Count Zeppelin dies.

British airship R34 crosses the Atlantic 
Ocean.

The Graf Zeppelin flies around the 
world.

The Hindenburg explodes and burns, 
ending public confidence in airships. 
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Talk About It
1.  Which of the following sentences states a fact and 

which states an opinion? Airships were beautiful. 
Hydrogen is lighter than air.

2.  In World War I, airships flew higher than airplanes 
could go. Why did they do this?

Write About It
3.  Imagine what it would be like to fly in an airship. On a 

separate sheet of paper, describe what you would see 
and feel on such a trip.

Extend Language
The word zeppelin comes from the German language. 
We use this German word to talk about airships. The 
words listed below also come from German. Do you know 
what these words mean?
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