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WHAT THE WRECK OF THE “ROMA” SHOWS

HE GREATEST DISASTER that ever befel Ameri-

can military aeronauties—the burning of the semi-

rigid airship Rom+ and the loss of thirty-four lives
_would have resulted in little or no loss of life, say experts. had
the gas-bags of the airship Leen filled with helium, which is
gon-inflammable, instead of h drogen. This inflammable gas,
together with gasoline from the crusht tanks of the airship,
was ignited either by

them as canstituting a most striking example of the neglect on
the part of America to take advantage of its own resources in
developing aireraft. As Richard Bishop Moore, in charge of
helium work for the Bureau of Mines, says in a New York
T'immes interview:

**This eountry has the only large comn ereial sources of supply
of helium in the world. It is found in natural gas in Texas,
Oklahoma, and half a dozen other States. Five hundred million

cubic feet are going to

qontaet with a high ten-
.jun eleetric power wire
ypon which the vessel
rell, or the exhaust of the
motors. In army and
pavy circles, correspon-
Jents report from both
Washington and Nor-
folt, mear where the
aceident occurred, the
blame for the disaster is
placed squarely on Con-
gress for shutting off the
production of helium by
refusing sufficient ap-
propriati ons. “*State-
ments that failure of
(Congress to appropriate
funds for helium pro-
duction and that the
lack of helium eaused
the aceident are not
hased on faets,” how-
ever, Major - General
Patrick, Chief of the
Air Berviee, declared.
In one respeét, at
least, the Roma's un-
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were found the bodies of many viciims.

UNDER THE TWISTED FRAMEWORK OF THE “ROMA"

Captain Mabry, the chief pilot, was found
with his charred fingers gripping the steering wheel,

waste every year. It
can be made available
for about ten eents a
cubie foot. With addi-
tional experimentation
this cost ean certainly
be ieduced to three cents
and perhaps to two
cents a eubie foot.”

In another Washington
dispatch we are told that
the Navy maintains a
plant at Fort Worth,
Texas, where helium is
extracted from natural
gas by eompressor sys-
tems. The dispateh goes
on—

“Congress last year
appropriated a lump sum
for the navy of $400,000,
out of which it could
expend money on the
development of helium.
For the army it appro-
priated $250,000 after a
long fight. The House
first appropriated $100,-
(:J0 for the helium
development, but Rep-
resentative Lanham, of

doing was similar to that of the Navy's RB-38 (which was to have
been christened the ZR-2 by the United States); it was caused by
a structural defect, the breaking of a eable which controlled the
elevating rudders at the stern. That box-kite affair, it is said,
siewed sidewise and dropt down, after which the Roma became
unmanageable and nosed downward. However, say the experts,
this would have resulted merely in a slight shaking up of the
crew had not the vessel caught fire. As it was, only eleven of
the forty-five members of the crew escaped. In the aceident
which wrecked the R-38 in August, 1921, it is now pointed out
to the British Air Ministry by the Aeronautical Research Com-
mittee, weakmess in the design of the R-38 rather than structural
defeets were what caused the deaths of forty-four English and
American officers and enlisted men. *‘In other words,” notes
the Washington correspondent of the New York Times, who
gained access to the report withheld by Great Britain, *the
R-38 was designed to remain still and not to take the air. She
was very much like a dog being wagged by too large a tail and
unsble to stand the strain on the backbone and ribs.” The
report of the committee of scientists admits the presence in
the R-38 of a certain amount of softened duralumin, but insists
that faulty material did not contribute to the aecident.

Air service officers at Washington and at Langley Field, where
the accident to the Roma occurred, aceustomed as they are to
taking risks daily, look upon this most recent dizaster as incident
to the development of aviation. ‘It is mere'y a part of the
day’s work.” in the opinion of one of them. On the other hand,
civilian aeronautical authorities and newspaper editors call
attention to the fact that the Roma disaster was preventable
through- the use of helium. Our failure to extract helium {of
which we have a monopoly in the United States; is regarded by

'i'exas, attempted to have it increased to $400,000. The Senate
approved, but in conference the amount was cut to $250,000.”

Both the R-38 and the Roma were bought by the United
States Government so that the lighter-than-air.forces of this
country would have a flying start in construetion work. The
lessons that were to be learned from them were to be utilized
in the building of rigid and semi-rigid dirigibles in America.
The Romna’s ecarrving eapaeity was 100 passengers, and her
cost appiroximately $200,000. She was the largest semi-
rigid ship ever built.

The effect of the Roma disaster on America’s program of air-
ship development is problematical. ‘It is a serious blow,"”
declares the New York Evening Mail, “but it is not a death-blow.
It means simply that science has not yet mastered this form of
aerial locomotion."”

*“It weuld be absurd for Congress to end all experiments with
lighter-than-air machines because of the Roma accident,”
thinks the New York World. In the carrying out of experiments,
however; Lelieves the New York Evening World, “men’s lives
are valued too lightly.” This paper and all the others which
we have read remind us that the use of helium undoubtedly
would save many lives. ‘'Why is it not made in quantities
available for large airships?” asks The Evening World. ‘' No
statement on the high eost and scarcity of helium gas will
excuse the use of hydrogen gas in the Roma,” declares the New
York Herald. As the New York Globe puts it:

“The progress of the race must go on, however many vietims
are laid on the saerificial altar. But we have the right to ask
that as few lives be lost as possible; these should be no more
such needless wholesale murders as in the case of the R-38 last
summer, or the Koma."”
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THE BLAME FOR THE ROMA WRECK
THE LIVES OF THIRTY-FOUR ARMY OFFICERS,

enlisted men, and civiians is a terrible price to pay
for economy, is the conclusion reached by the Brooklyn
Eagle in the case of the Roma, as it becomes apparent that the
lack of the non-inflammable gas, helium, was indirectly respon-

latter had been employed the loss of life would certainly have
been greatly reduced, and perhaps altogether prevented. Con-
gress and the military authorities are busily shifting the respon-
sibility to one another for our failure to develop and utilize our
huge sources for this gas. . . . The eountry has had quite
engugh needless slaughter of American men through failure to
provide a sufficient factor of safety. Experiments with lighter-
than-air craft must and will be continued; but we have been

gible for a death toll

paying too dear & price,

almost as large as that
of the R-38 (ZR-%)
disaster last August.
‘‘Between August and
February,”” notes the
New York Herald, ‘‘all
the grim lessons —pur-
chased in. England at
the price of forty-four
lives were forgotten.”
Immediately after that
catastrophe The Herald
declared that** thisought
to be a lesson; if we
can’'t afford helium, we
can't afford dirigibles.”
In the case of the Roma,
points out the New York
Globe, **as we learn more
about the tragedy, the
impression that it was a
wicked waste of life is
deepened.” " It ecost
thirty-four lives,” ob-
serves the New York
Evening World, " to con-
centrate attention on
the failure of Congress
to recognize the im-
portanee of helium pras as
a safety factor in “light-
er-than-air aviation.” -
According to the Wash-
ington correspondent of

¥ i — —

and neadlessly."

Helium, it is pointed
out in a Washington dis-
pateh to the New York
Times, was developed
from natural gas during
the war, At the Govern-
ment's plant at Fort
Worth—

*“The natural gas after
passing through a com-
pressor plant becomes a
purer illuminating gas
than before, when it is
then returned to the gas
eompany for commereial
use. The natural gas is
first passed through lime,

hich removes earbon
:liloxid; it is then lique-
fied, leaving nitrogen and
helium gases, which are
drawn off and further
comprest, thereby lique-
fying the nitrogen and
leaving the helium, which
is drawn off and com-
preat. into eylinders and
placed in storage for
shipment.”

"* A year or more ago,’’
recalls the Troy Record,
‘‘the world was hearing
about helium as the
great agency in aerial
navigation; it was to dis-
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“‘there is in storage in
Texas more than enough
helium to have inflated
the bags of the Roma.”

THE BURXNING WRECK OF THE ROMA,

With Army ambulances in the foreground, as seen from an airplane.
curving road may be seen the high-tension wires which are said to have set fire td the
dirigible’s highly inflammable hydrogen gas and gasoline fuel from the crusht tanks.

place hydrogen gas, and
there were to be no more
accidents to dirigibles in
flight.”” *During these
years,”” maintains the

Along the

If that is the case, asks The Herald, ‘'why was it not used?"”
Or “why was the trial flight not delayed until it had been
made possible to bring to Norfolk a sufficient supply?” asks
the Albany Journal., ' There was a long delay for the replace-
ment of the Italian motors with Liberty engines,” explains this
paper. As for helium, ‘' five hundred million cubic feet of this
gas goes to waste in the United States every year,” we are told
by the New York Globe, ' vet it can be produced for ten cents
a foot or less.”

"' The reason that helinm gas was not used in the Roma is that
the United States Government had not supplied sufficient funds
for its manufacture for the Army, and, despite the R-38 experi-
ence, considered that it cost too much,’ charges the Philadelphia
Bulletin. ‘' All sorts of economies have been forced upon the
Air Service through the niggardliness of Congress,"” agrees the
Philadelphia Inguirer, which goes on to declare that it would
be inhuman to send up any more dirigibles until the helium
supply is large enough to fill them.” As the New York Globe
sees the lesson of the Roma disaster:

*‘Obvious to any layman is the folly of using highly inflamma-
ble hydrogen gas instead of non-inflammable helium. If the

New York Tribune, ‘‘the enthusiasm for helium has never
waned, but the quantity of helium gas apparently has never
waxe:d.,” More than ever is it necessary to inerease the pro-
duction of helium, believes the New .York Herald, because
the ZR-1, now under construction at Lakehurst (N. J.), will be
finished in about a year. And while we are about it; suggests
the New York Times, we should develop a motor that will
obviate the menace of gasoline as a fuel. Moreover, say aero-
nautical experts, we should adopt water for ballast, instead of
sand, as it can be discharged instantaneously in the event of an
accident similar to that of the Roma. The whole question of
aerial navigation, as the New York World sees it, **is a scientific
problem, not a political one, and a Congress of lawyers would
be wise to provide the money and let the scientists and army
experts solve it.” As the Philadelphia Inquirer declares:

“If the Army and Navy are going to maintain dirigibles—and
they will, because man’s conquest of the air is not going to stop
because of the Roma incident, painful tho it is—hydrogen
should be discarded. The Air Service authorities should make
their requests to Congress for sufficient money to carry on _the
Fort Worth helium plants to fill all requirements, and Tongress
should eomp'y with these requests promptly.”
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