
From the Archives 
AK Huntington – aviation pioneer at Roehampton Club in 1902 
 
Alfred Kirby Huntington was in his fiftieth year when he was elected to the 
Club in March 1902 as an Ordinary Member - one of the several hundred 
Members recruited by the founders before the opening of the Club on 1st 

April. His memberships at other clubs such as Rugby and the Ranelagh Club in 
Barnes (now defunct) was the likely connection with the Miller brothers who 
proposed and seconded his application to join Roehampton Club. 

 
It was his address shown 
on the form that confirmed 
his notable background as a British professor of 
metallurgy, accomplished balloonist and one of the early 
aviation pioneers. His interest in ballooning and aviation 
was shared at the time with other significant figures such 
as Frank Hedges Butler – a successful British wine 
merchant and Charles Stewart Rolls who was co-founder 
of the Rolls Royce car manufacturing company. 
 
These individuals also 
founded the Royal Aero 
Club in 1901 and were 
responsible for the first 
ever Balloon Race in 
England in 1906 in 
which AK Huntington 
also took part. It took 
place on 7th July at the 
Ranelagh Club about a 
mile from Roehampton 
Club. The event was initially announced by the Daily 
Mirror newspaper with the participants competing for a 
cup offered by the Evening News publication valued at 

fifty guineas (approximately £7,500 in today’s money). The paper referred to crowds of fashionable people 
due to attend with additional interest caused by the fact that several ladies were also taking part including 
Princess Teano – a Lady in Waiting for the Queen of Italy. 
 
The heroism of the ladies taking part was also 
recognised in other newspapers deserving 
admiration for putting themselves through the 
‘violent sickness’ which generally accompanies 
the first experience of the first ascent. The start 
of the race was captured in a photograph in the 
Bystander Magazine.  Seven balloons took part 
from the ascent in Barnes racing to the finish at 
Ingatestone, three miles from Chelmsford in the 
county of Essex. They all landed safely, and the 
winner was adjudged to be the closest to the 
finishing line which proved to be Frank Hedges 
Butler who landed at the village of Orsett, nine 
and a half miles from Ingatestone. 



Later in the same year, the Royal Aero Club members previously mentioned 
together with Professor Huntington took part in the ‘Gordon Bennett Race for 
Aeronauts’ – an International Balloon Race starting from the Tuilleries Gardens 
in Paris. The trophy donated by Gordon Bennett from the New York Herald was 
valued at a thousand guineas (c£150,000 in today’s money). On the day of the 
race, sixteen balloons representing seven countries were involved. A 
photograph of Professor Huntington with Frank Hedges Butler just before the 
start of the race was featured in the Sketch newspaper.  
 
The Canterbury Journal reported the descent of the balloon named ‘Zephyr’ 
carrying the Professor and Mr CF Pollock of the Royal Aero Club and landing at 
Iwade Marshes near Sittingbourne. 
 
They had crossed the Channel to arrive back in England following a journey 
which took them eighteen hours. Their arrival was witnessed by a large number 
of people who had assembled near to the village school. The distance covered 
from the start in France however was not enough to win the event. The other 
participants landed safely in different parts of France, the UK and Belgium and 
the winner was announced as American Lieutenant Lahn, who landed at Whitby 
on the northeast coast of England. Over the next few years, Professor 
Huntington took part in numerous balloon races both in the UK and Belgium. 
 
The Hurlingham Club was the start of another significant international event 
witnessed by large crowds and well reported in the newspapers. Another took 
place in Brussels – both of these events were photographed at the time. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 



Away from his interest in ballooning, Professor Huntington followed a professional career as a Professor of 
Metallurgy at Kings College University in London. He was associated with the Institute of Metals from its 
foundation and became its Vice President in 1910. According to his Wikipedia profile, during the First World 
War, the Professor was heavily involved working for the War Ministry in a munitions role testing the 
fracturing of grenades. He sadly died April 1920 in his sixty-eighth year at his London residence, 
Buckingham Steet, London. 
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