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Editor’s Note: 

 

What is a museum? Some would say it’s a place where things of historical significance are 

stored and displayed. That’s a true statement and sums up the gist of what many would 

answer. I was sitting in the Long Island Early Fliers Museum at Bayport one morning, when I 

asked myself that question.  

  

I have been to the Smithsonian museums many times with students who I had asked to 

research and report on people I referred to as “Aviation Heroes.” The purpose of the exercise 

was to make the museum visit more meaningful. If you know the story of the person’s life, 

there is much greater appreciation for the item being displayed. 

 

As I sat there in the quiet before the Wednesday work crew arrived, my attention was drawn 

to the Bleriot XI that we proudly display. I felt like I was being called to learn about the name 

“Ovington” that is displayed on the bottom of each wing. 

 

Long before there was a Hofstra College……long before there was a Nassau Coliseum or a 

Cradle of Aviation Museum, even before a Hazlehurst Aviation Field or a street named Earle 

Ovington Boulevard, there was a large, flat, open expanse of land known as Hempstead



Plains. Over time the area became 
famous thanks to people like Charles 
Lindbergh, and John Mitchel, who the 
area was later named for, to honor the 
former New York City Mayor, who was 
killed while training for the Air Service 
in Louisiana - but that’s another story. 
 

Let’s begin with the airplane itself. The 
Bleriot XI was mostly designed by 
Raymond Saulnier, and was a 
refinement of the Bleriot VIII, which 
Louis Bleriot had flown successfully in 
1908. Like its predecessor, it was a 
tractor-configuration monoplane with a 
partially covered box-girder fuselage 
built from ash wood with wire cross 
bracing. The airplane used wing 
warping for lateral control. The tail 
surfaces consisted of a small balanced 
one-piece rudder/tail combination 
mounted on the rearmost vertical 
member of the fuselage and a 
horizontal tailplane mounted under the 
lower longerons.  
 

There was an elevator that made up 
the outermost part of the fixed 
horizontal surface; these "tip elevators" 
were linked by a torque tube running 
through the inner section. The bracing 
and warping wires were attached to a 
dorsal frame made of tubing that looks 
like a gabled roof, in shape, and is just 
forward of the cockpit. When first built 
it had a wingspan of about 23 feet, 
which later grew to about 29 feet. 
Like its predecessor, it had the engine 
mounted directly in the nose, forward 
of the leading edge of the wing. The 
main undercarriage was also like that 

of the type VIII, with the wheels 
mounted in castering trailing arms 
which could slide up and down steel 
tubes, the movement was sprung by 
bungee cords. This simple and 
ingenious design allowed crosswind 
landings with less risk of damage. A 
sprung tailwheel was fitted to the rear 
fuselage in front of the tailplane, with a 
similar castering arrangement. 
When shown at the Paris Aero Salon in 
December 1908, the aircraft was 
powered by a 35 hp., 7-cylinder R.E.P. 
(the initials belong to the designer: 
Robert Esnault-Pelteri) engine driving a 
four-bladed paddle-type propeller.  

 
The seven-cylinder R.E.P. engine 

 
The aircraft was first flown at Issy-les-
Moulineaux on January 23, 1909. 
Though the aircraft handled well, the 
engine proved extremely unreliable.  
 
At the suggestion of his mechanic, 
Ferdinand Collin, Bleriot made contact 
with Alessandro Anzani, a famous 
motorcycle racer whose successes were 
due to the engines that he made, and 
who had recently entered the field of 
aero-engine manufacture.  
 



On May 27, 1909, a 25 hp Anzani 3-
cylinder fan-configuration (semi-radial) 
engine was fitted. The propeller was 
also replaced with a Chauvière 
Intégrale two-bladed scimitar propeller 
made from laminated walnut wood.  
 

 
The Anzani 3 cyl. semi-radial engine 

 

This propeller design was a major 
advance in French aircraft technology 
and was the first European propeller to 
rival the efficiency of the propellers 
used by the Wright Brothers. 
 

During early July, Bleriot was occupied 
with flight trials of a new aircraft, the 
two-seater Type XII, but resumed flying 
the Type XI. He soon managed a flight 
lasting 36 minutes 55 seconds, and on 
July 13, Bleriot won the Aero Club de 
France's first Prix du Voyage with a 26-
mile flight from Etampes to Orléans. 
 

The Channel crossing 
 

The Bleriot XI gained lasting fame on 
July 25, 1909, when Bleriot crossed the 
English Channel from Calais to Dover, 
winning a £1,000 (equivalent to 
£115,000 in 2018) prize awarded by the 
Daily Mail. For several days, high winds 

had grounded Bleriot and his rivals: 
Hubert Latham, who flew an Antoinette 
monoplane, and Count de Lambert, 
who brought two Wright biplanes. On 
July, 25 the wind had dropped in the 
morning and the skies had cleared. 
Bleriot took off at sunrise. Flying 
without the aid of a compass, he 
deviated to the east of his intended 
course, but, nonetheless, spotted the 
English coast to his left. Battling 
turbulent wind conditions, Bleriot 
made a heavy "pancake" landing, 
nearly collapsing the undercarriage and 
shattering one blade of the propeller, 
but he was unhurt. The flight had taken 
36.5 minutes and had made Bleriot a 
celebrity, instantly resulting in many 
orders for copies of his aircraft. 
 
The aircraft, which never flew again, 
was hurriedly repaired and put on 
display at Selfridges Department Store 
in London. It was later displayed 
outside the offices of the French 
newspaper Le Matin and eventually 
bought by the Musee des Arts et 
Métiers in Paris. 
 

After the successful crossing of the 
English Channel, there was a great 
demand for Bleriot XIs. By the end of 
September 1909, orders had been 
received for 103 aircraft. After an 
accident at an aviation meeting in 
Istanbul in December 1909, Bleriot gave 
up competition flying, and the 
company's entries for competitions 
were flown by other pilots, including 
Alfred Leblanc, who had managed the 
logistics of the channel crossing and 



bought the first production Type XI. 
Leblanc went on to become one of the 
chief instructors at the flying schools 
established by Bleriot. 
 

In February 1912 the future of the Type 
XI was threatened by the French army 
placing a ban on the use of all 
monoplanes. This was the result of a 
series of accidents in which Bleriot 
aircraft had suffered wing spar failure 
in flight. The first of these incidents had 
occurred on January 4, 1910, killing 
Léon Delagrange, and was generally 
attributed to the fact that Delagrange 
had fitted a more powerful engine, 
overstressing the airframe. A similar 
accident had killed Peruvian pilot Jorge 
Chavez in 1910 at the end of the first 
flight over the Alps. In response to this 
the wing spars of the Bleriot were 
strengthened. A later accident 
prompted further strengthening of the 
spars. Bleriot produced a report for the 
French government which came to the 
conclusion that the problem was not 
the strength of the wing spars but a 
failure to take into account the amount 
of downward force to which aircraft 
wings could be subjected, and that the 
problem could be solved by increasing 
the strength of the upper bracing wires. 
This analysis was accepted, and 
Bleriot’s prompt and thorough 
response to the problem enhanced 
rather than damaged his reputation. 
The Type XI remained in production 
until the outbreak of the First World 
War, and a number of variations were 
produced. A variety of engines were 
fitted, including the 120° Y-

configuration, "full radial" three-
cylinder Anzani (a restored example at 
Old Rhinebeck Aerodrome still flies 
with this) and the 50 hp and 70 hp, 
seven-cylinder Gnome rotary engines. 
Both single and two-seat versions were 
built, and there were variations in 
wingspan and fuselage length. In later 
aircraft the tip elevators were replaced 
by a more conventional trailing edge 
elevator, and the tailwheel was 
replaced by a skid.  
 
Bleriot marketed the aircraft in four 
categories: trainers, sport or touring 
models, military aircraft, and racing or 
exhibition aircraft. 
 
Louis Bleriot established his first flying 
school at Etampes near Rouen in 1909. 
Another was started at Pau, in 1910, 
where the climate made year-round 
flying more practical, and later that 
year a third was established at Hendon 
Aerodrome near London.  
 
A considerable number of pilots were 
trained: by 1914 nearly 1,000 pilots had 
gained their Aero Club de France 
license at the Bleriot schools, around 
half the total number of licenses issued. 
Flight training was offered free to those 
who had bought a Bleriot aircraft: for 
others it initially cost 2,000 francs, but 
was reduced to 800 francs in 1912. In 
good weather, a gifted pupil could gain 
his license in as little as eight days, 
although for some it took as long as six 
weeks. There were no dual control 
aircraft in these early days; training 



consisted of basic instruction on the 
use of the controls followed by solo 
taxiing exercises, progressing to short 
straight-line flights and then to circuits. 
To gain a license a pilot had to make 
three circular flights of more than 3 
miles, landing within 500 ft of a 
designated point. 
 
Military use 
 
The first Bleriot XIs entered military 
service in Italy and France in 1910, and 
a year later some were used by Italy in 
North Africa, marking the first use of 
heavier than air aircraft in a war. The 
British Royal Flying Corps received its 
first Bleriots in 1912. During the early 
stages of World War I eight French, six 
British and six Italian squadrons 
operated various military versions of 
the aircraft, mainly for observation but 
also as trainers, and in the case of 
single-seaters as light bombers with a 
bomb load of up to 55 lbs. 
 
American Earle Ovington was trained in 
France at Bleriot’s flight school and 
became the first Air Mail pilot for the 
U.S. Postal Service. The grueling flight 
took place on September 23, 1911, 
flying from Garden City to Mineola. The 
roughly 3-mile flight doesn’t seem like 
much today and pales in comparison to 
flying across the English Channel, but 
hey, you have to start somewhere! To 
put it in perspective: Alan Sheppard’s 
first flight into space was a sub-orbital 
flight that splashed down after 

traveling only 300 miles from the 
launch site at Cape Canaveral!  
 

 
Ovington in his French made Roold leather 

crash helmet 

 
Earle Lewis Ovington was born 
December 20, 1879 and is best known 
as an American aeronautical engineer, 
aviator, inventor, and also served as a 
lab assistant to Thomas Edison.  
At the age of 9, he had gotten an 
electric motor and a book titled 
“Experimental Science.” He loved the 
idea of innovation and how he could 
create new ideas and technologies just 
by using trial and error. His aunt said 
her electric door bells never worked 
when her nephew was around because 
he always stole the batteries for his 
experiments in the attic.  
 

At 16, Ovington left school and went to 
work as a messenger boy for Edison 
Electric Illuminating Company making 
three dollars a week. Here, he saw the 
“electrical revolution” firsthand. In 



1900, Ovington attended M.I.T. 
(Massachusetts Institute of Technology) 
to further his electrical education. 
After becoming interested in 
motorcycles and other vehicles, 
Ovington befriended Glenn H. Curtiss 
who introduced him to the young world 
of aviation. Ovington then attended 
Louis Bleriot’s Aviation School in 
France, sponsored by his successful MIT 
friends. While earning his wings, the 
aviator adopted a mascot described as 
a French gendarme by the name of 
“Treize” (the number thirteen in 
French). He deemed his lucky number 
to be 13 and flew with it painted on his 
wings. Apparently not superstitious, 
Ovington knew that taking this 
“unlucky number” as his own would 
make him unique in the aviation world. 

 
Postmaster General Frank H. Hitchcock 
spent his career trying to adopt airmail 
into the delivery system. In an effort to 
do so, Hitchcock wrote a letter to 
Lieutenant Governor Timothy L. 
Woodruff of New York. When Ovington 
heard about the flight and that the Lt. 
Gov. had not chosen a pilot he offered 
his experience and passion at no cost. 
In turn, Woodruff chose Ovington to fly 
the first U.S. Airmail flight. 

 
While the idea of transporting the mail 
through the air had been thought of 
before, the Post Office Department 
made it an official form of mail delivery 
with Earle Ovington. His flight was 
considered an experiment. He flew his 
plane, which he named Dragonfly, and 
airmail was officially born in the United 
States at Nassau Aerodrome, Long 
Island. The Dragonfly was a mono-wing 
plane built from the Bleriot XI model 
that was fitted with an inverse curve on 
the wing. Knowing that aviation was 
still a dangerous business, Ovington 
provided stability by affixing six steel 
straps beneath the wing (most had only 
four). This revolutionary design 
required more maintenance; but it 
would be able to fly higher. During the 
flight, Ovington travelled at an altitude 
of approximately 500 feet. 
 

The flight took place during the 
International Aviation Tournament in 
Garden City, New York. The stage was 
set, Hitchcock swore in the newest 
member of the Post Office Department, 
as the “First Aeroplane Mail Carrier.”  
 

The spectators at the air meet did not 
know that they were about to witness 
history. Hitchcock set up a tent on the 
grounds to allow the spectators to 
become a part of that history. They 



were able to write a post card to 
anywhere in the country and send it off 
on the first official airmail flight. The 
first and most important flight 
showcased the rest of the event as 
numerous mail trips were taken over 
seven days as the total number of 
letters grew to 43,247. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
One hundred years later, the Postal 
Museum shared the story of Ovington’s 
flight with a family day on Saturday, 
September 24, 2011 from 11 a.m. to 3 
p.m. The first official airmail flight 
showed people that the Post Office 
Department was committed to speed 
and innovation in transportation. The 
aviator, who dedicated his life to the 
birth and life of airmail in the Post 
Office Department, Earle Lewis 
Ovington passed away in 1936 at the 

age of 56 from cancer; the first airmail 
flight on September 24, 1911 still goes 
down in history as one of the most 
important days in United States postal 
history. 
 
As I sat in our hangar on that quiet 
morning, admiring the L.I.E.F. Bleriot 
that proudly hangs in our museum, I 
was taken by the exacting detail with 
which it was constructed. The team 
made trips to the Smithsonian Institute 
to research and view original plans 
before undertaking the project. We are 
grateful for their dedication and 
attention to detail, which become 
obvious when comparing the original 
photos to our Bleriot XI. 
 
There are many aviators and aviation 
enthusiasts who have been within our 
ranks since our humble beginnings 
started to take root in the early 1950s. 
There were many like Paul Rizzo, Ed 
Gardyan, Gabby Gabreski, Paul 
Halstead and John Talmage who were 
dedicated to seeing the Long Island 
Early Fliers Club have its place in 
history. These people and many others 
had the idea to build the full-sized 
Bleriot XI, that we so proudly display 
today - from scratch . It was the work of 
these gentlemen that has been carried 
on by those who I often refer to as our 
Wednesday Work Group.  
 
Our Bleriot has seen its share of 
traveling to be displayed, as well. The 
most recent being the 2 years it spent 



in the terminal at Long Island 
MacArthur Airport. 

 
Getting ready to bring the Bleriot home are 
(I to R) John Hancock, Ed McDermott. John 
Muilenburg, Tom Hancock, Eric Sandberg, 

Tom Alferman 

 

 
John Hancock labels the wing warp wires 

for the reassembly later in Bayport 

 
With the control surfaces pulled, Sal 

Urciuoli inspects the gear rigging 

 

 
The Wednesday crew readies for the 

reassembly (L to R) Larry Passantino, Tom 
Alferman, Ed McDermott, Sal Vitale, Tom 

Hancock, Eric Sandberg, John Hancock, Ray 
Kelly 

 

 
Tom Alferman in the Bleriot cockpit 

 

Thanks, guys, we couldn’t do it 
without you! 

 

Are you a member? 
L.I. Early Fliers Club 

Membership Drive is on! 
Get a friend to join today. 
Membership application is 

on the last page. 
 

 



*******LIEFC News******* 

L.I.E.F. is planning a bus trip 

with details to follow! 

We are planning a late summer-

early fall bus trip. While it is not 

completely settled as far as 

dates and time, we are planning 

to visit the Glen Curtis Museum, 

Corning Glass Works and the 

Taylor Wine Factory. Details will 

be forthcoming as we finalize 

the arrangements. So look for 

an upcoming special 

announcement about this fun 

and interesting excursion! 
 

 
 

L.I.E.F.C. Dues for 2019 are due! 
 

Dues bills have been mailed. Thank you 

to those who have already mailed in 

your payment. 

 

If you haven’t sent in your dues, please 

due so ASAP. Thank you for your 

support!   

 

We are very happy that several people 

have decided to add additional money 

to their dues in the form of a tax-

deductible donation to LIEF. We 

gratefully acknowledge the following 

donations: 
 

$15.00 level: 

Gene Leavy 

George Bowen 

Frank Martucci 

Robert Liehr 

Gene Leahy 
 

$20.00 level: 

Steven Pinello 
 

$40.00 Level: 

Mike Scott 

 

$50.00 Level: 

Lenny & Pat Ohlsson 

 

$65.00 Level: 

Stanley Kalemaris 

 

$100.00 Level: 

Pat Gallagher 

Lou Urciuoli 

 

$200.00 Level: 

Ed & Barbara McDermott 

 

Our sincere thanks to each of you for 

your financial (and often physical) 

support. 

 

 



Our next meeting will be on the 

second Sunday in April (April 14th – 

yes, I know it’s Palm Sunday) at 1:30 

in our hangar at Bayport.  
 

The Wednesday work crew still 

meets every Wednesday, so I’m sure 

there will be plenty of new things to 

see when we come back from our 

winter break! 
 

Time to smile……… 
 

A student in her fourth year at 

Harvard sat in her U.S. Government 

Class. The professor asked her if she 

knew what the Roe vs. Wade 

decision was. 

 

She sat there for quite a while 

pondering this very profound 

question and finally sighed and said, 

"I think that is the decision George 

Washington made prior to crossing 

the Delaware!"  

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

We’ve been through a lot 

together……………………. 

And most of it was your fault! 
 



 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Ben Franklin said: "In wine there is 

wisdom, in beer there is freedom, in water 

there is bacteria." In a number of carefully 

controlled trials, scientists have 

demonstrated that if we drink 1 liter of 

water each day, at the end of the year we 

would have absorbed more than 1 kilo of 

E. coli, bacteria found in feces. In other 

words, we are consuming 1 kilo of poop 

annually. However, we do NOT run that 

risk when drinking wine and beer (or rum, 

whiskey or other liquor) because alcohol 

has to go through a purification process of 

boiling, filtering and fermenting.  

Remember: Water = Poop, Wine = Health. 

Therefore, it's better to drink wine and talk 

stupid than to drink water and be full of 

shit. 



Please support our sponsors: 

 

 

Long Island Early Fliers Club, Inc. is a non-profit organization founded in 1956 and Chartered 
by the New York State Education Department. We are dedicated to aviation education and 
preserving Long Island’s aviation heritage. Volunteers who want to help educate and 
preserve our history are always welcome. Annual Membership in our organization is $35.00 
for individuals; $50.00 for families. 
 

Donations of aviation memorabilia, aircraft and aircraft parts, aviation clothing, display 
quality models and items of historic significance are always welcome and greatly appreciated. 

Cash donations, as well as artifact donations are tax deductible. You may visit our facility at 
Bayport Aerodrome, Vitamin Drive, Bayport New York most Wednesdays between the hours 
of 9:00 a.m. and 1:00 p.m. Appointments are necessary as airports are secure locations and 
can also be arranged at other times for your convenience. Contact us at: L.I.E.F.C., P.O. Box 

43, Holbrook, NY, 11741 or call (631)-523-5407 (Fred Coste) or fax: 631-588-2147 

 
Sal Vitale             Pat Gallagher              Fred Coste               Joan Vitale 

                                              President                         Vice President                         Treasurer                              Secretary           
 

 

 



 

P.O. Box 43, Holbrook, New York 11741 

 

Membership Application 
 

Name: __________________________  Annual Dues* 

       * Dues are not prorated. Dues year runs 

Address: ________________________  from January 1 through December 31 

 

 _________________________  Individual membership:  $35.00 

       Family membership:  $50.00 

Email: __________________________ 

       I am applying for: 

Occupation: _____________________  Individual ___  Family ___  Membership 

 

Names of family members joining: _______________________________________________ 

 

Background information: (Please check all that apply) 

Aviation Enthusiast  Private Pilot  Work(ed) in aviation industry  

Model Builder  Commercial Pilot  Aviation mechanic  

History Buff  Airline Pilot  Aircraft owner  

Computer technician  Enjoy writing  Enjoy photography  

      

 

I, ___________________________, being interested in the preservation of all facets of aviation 

history, particularly that pertaining to Long Island’s aviation heritage, do hereby apply for 

membership in the Long Island Early Fliers Club, Inc. 

      ______________________________ _________ 

        (signature)       (date) 

The Long Island Early Fliers Club, Inc. is a non-profit organization, founded in 1956 and 

chartered by the New York State Education Department. It is dedicated to recording, 

preserving and disseminating information about aviation and Long Island’s Aviation Heritage. 

Donations of cash and aviation artifacts are tax deductible and always appreciated. 

Donations of your time and talent are also gratefully accepted. 


