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My Hovercraft by Mike Pinder  

I  saw  the  first  British  hovercraft,  SRN1,  skimming  across  The

Solent, in 1959. I was a student-apprentice at Fawley in winter and

City  University  in  summer.  After  I  graduated  I  became a  project

engineer at the Esso head office in 1962. I met Anna at a Christmas

caravan rally in Hythe and we were married in 1963. 

I invented and used an air cushion system for moving oil storage

tanks in 1965. This was the most successful industrial application of

the aircushion principle. The largest tank weighed 1,000 tons and

was moved for over a mile in Canada.                                                                            

I designed my own hovercraft and joined The Hovercraft Club of GB

in  1966.  I  built  this  single-seat  inflatable  hovercraft,  called

Pinkushion  for  £50  in  1967.  I  made  the  inflatable  in  a  spare

bedroom and Anna sewed the skirt on our Singer.                                           

I used two old two-stroke engines driving an axial lift fan and two

more for thrust. When it was finished we took it to a trial at Hertford

on our  dinghy  trailer  in  1968.  There  were  a  dozen  others  of  all

shapes and sizes but ours was the only inflatable.                                  

I negotiated the grass and water course but most of the others could

not make it. I developed Pinkushion over the next three years using

two Stihl chainsaw engines. I began to win trials and races against

competitors “with much larger engines. 

                                                 

I  decided  that  there  might  be  a  global  market  for  a  range  of

inflatable hovercrafts. So I negotiated an exclusive license to build

them,  weighing  less  than  a  ton,  from  The  National  Research

Development Corporation, who owned the hovercraft patents.                    

I left my job and set up Pindair Ltd. with Anna and our accountant in

Teddington.  We  decided  to  move  south  and  found  a  factory  in

Hardway  next  to  Portsmouth  Harbour.   I  lived  in  my  campervan

inside the factory, until we moved down to Warsash.                                    

We later moved to a larger factory with its own slipway leading to

the mudflats. We could reach any part of the harbour at any stage of

the tide, in any weather and were permitted by the Queen’s Harbour

Master to test and demonstrate at any speed.                                  

We usually skimmed at 20-30 knots but the fastest ones could reach

over 40 knots. We exhibited and demonstrated at many boat, motor

and  air  shows  all  over  the  globe.  They  featured  in  several  TV

programmes including Tomorrow’s World and Doctor Who.                         

I eventually sold my two, four, six and twelve seat Skima hovercrafts

to 70 countries. They were used for a variety pleasure, ferry, utility,

rescue, security and military purposes. I  eventually had some 25

employees  and  there  were  a  similar  number  in  sub-contractors.

However,  I  reluctantly  had  to  wind-up  Pindair  during  the  global

recession in 1984. Two companies in Poole and on the Isle of Wight

then built my Skims 4 under license.                                           

Many of the features that we pioneered are now found on current

hovercrafts. I became a member of The Hovercraft Society whose

patron was Lord Louis Mountbatten   and whose president was Sir

Christopher Cockerell and I eventually became a vice-president.                

Whilst I was chairman I established The Hovercraft Museum Trust

and  collected  most  of  the  exhibits  and  archives  now  in  The

Hovercraft Museum at the former HMS Daedalus. These include a

Skima 4 used at  Heathrow Airport  and a Skima 12 used by the

Sultan of Oman. My film of the Skima 4 and one of the Skima 12,

made by Salvage Squad, are on the net.                              

I am advising the trustees and developers, who now plan make it a

permanent  museum.  We  are  hoping  to  add  the  SRN1  to  the

collection soon and to obtain some lottery funding.

But could we end with other (albeit a poor quality photograph) than

a picture of John Pertwee boarding Mike’s hovercraft ready to film

an episode of Dr Who, although you'll see from the attached extract
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from the “Tardis Fansdom” website it was Mike that did the driving

during the actual filming, making him one of our members to have

actually appeared on TV. 

Extracted from Tardis Fansdom:

Pinder was the real life owner of the hovercraft used in Planet of the

Spiders,  and was subsequently  awarded the role of  Hopkins.  He

also doubled for Jon Pertwee in various scenes of the Third Doctor

driving the hovercraft.

Another great short recollection by an individual with more to come 

by way of references – thank you Mike! But please read on for more

information on the hovercraft and links that you can follow

Hovercraft History and Miscellany

There is a huge amount of information on the web about hovercraft

and  the  following  links  provide  ample  opportunity  to  explore  the

history in minute detail,  starting with “The Hovercraft that kept on

going” by CNN News – an American article our ve ry own Southsea

to Ryde hovercraft including a short video: CNN   Ne  ws Portsmouth  

to Ryde Hovercraft

But where did it all start? The he world’s very first hovercraft, SR.N  1  

(for  Saunders-Roe Nautical  1),  was a four-ton vehicle  that  could

carry  only  its  crew  of  three,  was  invented  by  English  engineer

Christopher Cockerell; it crossed the Channel for the first time on

July  25,  1959.  Ten  years  later  Cockerell  was  knighted  for  his

accomplishment.  You can  see a short  clip of  a review by Prince

Philip during it’s early days.

Soon, as we all  know, this became a recognised technology and

routes began to open up everywhere including the first commercial

hovercraft  and  famous  cross  channel  car  and  lorry  carrying

hovercraft  including  “Princess  Anne”  which  can  be  seen  at  the

Hovercraft Museum in Lee-on-the-Solent. 

For those with further interest in these large hovercraft the following

provides a quick overview after the arrival  of  the first  one at  the

museum:

• Cross Channel Hovercraft arriving at Lee-on-the-solent  

But  what  of  our  very  own  “Mr  Hovercraft”  Mike  Pinder”  and  his

impact on the Hovercraft world, which was broad and direct through

the  Skima  range  of  Hovercraft?  Here  are  just  a  few  insights  to

Mike’s world:

The web  provides  us  with  opportunities  to  view the  promotional

Pinder Skima 4 and Skima 12 promotional videos, both available on

Youtube:

• Skima 4 Promotional Video  

• Skima 12 Promotional Video  

The Skima 12was the subject of restoration by the TV Programme

Salvage Squad. The first video gives the background predation for

the filming of Salvage Squad taken by a local amateur

• Salvage Squad preparation  

The  second  video  shows  the  actual  programme  as  shown  on

Television

• Salvage Squad - The Pindair 12  

But  what  else can we find about  Mike  and his  involvement  with

Hovercraft?  The answer is  simply  too much to  cover  in  this  two

sheet intro, so here are a few of my favourite pieces that I  have

found whilst doing this research – the interest in early hovercraft is

broad and worldwide 

• A rebuilt Skima 4 in Canada  

and if you’ve always wanted one, there are plenty for sale in various

states of repair including a fully refurbished craft by the 

• British Hovercraft Company  

So, to finish, a long article from Canada referencing Mike and his

role in the development of hovercraft halfway through:

• Hovercraft in Canada  

And something I managed to pick up on Ebay, a promotional leaflet

on  Pindair  Hovercraft  from  the  Skima  4  to  the  Skima  25

demonstrating their versatility in a number of environments

Please send your input for future Newsletters (which will be now be

produced approximately quarterly) or Special Editions like this and/or

the website to probuslocksheath@gmail.com 
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