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Stanisław Karpiński account and its relevance to the 

disappearance of the Lady Southern Cross 

by Jeff Howard 

A short study of parts of the Book LOT PRZERWANY w SYJAMIE (Flight Interrupted in Siam) by 

Stanisław Karpiński Warsaw, 1939. Biblioteka Polska” Publishing Institute, Joint-Stock Company.  

Cover designed by H. Polówna. Printed by the “Biblioteka Polska” Graphic Works in Bydgoszcz 

The disappearance of Sir Charles Kingsford Smith and Tommy Pethybridge in the Lady Southern 

Cross on 8 November 1935 remains one of aviation’s enduring mysteries. A little-known Polish 

account, recorded in Stanisław Karpiński’s 1939 book LOT PRZERWANY W SYJAMIE (Flight 

Interrupted in Siam), describes events that occurred during another flight in the region on the same 

day. This article summarises those events and their possible relevance to the timeline of Smithy’s 

final flight. 

On 8 November 1935 the same day that Sir Charles Kingsford Smith (aka “Smithy”) and Tommy 

Pethybridge disappeared two Polish aviators named Stanisław Karpiński and his mechanic Wiktor 

Rogalski, were continuing their air journey from Poland to Australia. The total length of the route to 

Australia amounts to about 20.000 km, so the journey there and back would be almost the same as the 

circumference of the Earth at the equator. A flight along such a long route is a test of endurance not 

only for the crew, but also for the aircraft, and above all for the engine. 

 

They were flying a two-seater open cockpit Lublin R-XIII Dr (XXIII), Aircraft, Parasol-wing 

monoplane, with registration of SP-AJT and named “Blue Bird” 

 

The next leg of their journey was from Bangkok to Singapore, flying down the east coast of the Malay 

peninsula crossing to the west via Alor Star then onto Singapore. 

 

Karpiński had calculated the distance flown in total by the time their flight was “Interrupted in Siam” 

was 11,153 km over 75 hours and 53 minutes of flight at an average speed of about 147 km per hour. 

Sir Charles Kingsford Smith and Tommy Pethybridge receive several mentions in the book, and 

Karpiński recounts possible sightings of the Lady Southern Cross. 

In Aleppo, Karpiński records that: 

“The well-known Australian aviator Charles Kingsford Smith is expected to depart from 

London for Australia in the coming days, intending to establish a new record on the London–

Melbourne route.” 

 

Later, in Prachuap Khiri Khan on 8 November, Karpiński writes: 

“They led us to the soldiers’ canteen and treated us to beer, which they apparently 

considered a beverage worthy of Europeans. Over the beer they informed me that around 

8:40 a.m. they had seen our aircraft flying south over Prachuap, and a little later, following 

behind us but lower, an English aircraft piloted by Kingsford Smith, who intended to break 
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the speed record on the London–Melbourne route. We wondered whether Kingsford Smith 

would manage to break through the storm zone. 

 

He had one of the most modern types of aircraft with tremendous power, and moreover he 

was accompanied by a second pilot, Captain Pethybridge. Our aircraft, in comparison with 

the English one, was like a Cinderella unable to compete with it. Kingsford Smith had taken 

off from Rangoon and was to land in Singapore.” 

The above sighting, as far as is known, is not recorded in any official reports. The Siamese military 

sighting of an aircraft flying over their base after the Polish aircraft passed overhead at 8:40 a.m. was 

most likely not Smithy’s aircraft, despite what they believed. Apart from the fact that Smithy would 

have planned a flight path down the west coast of the Malay Peninsula, while Prachuap Khiri Khan 

lies on the east coast, the timing also makes this unlikely. Smithy would have reached the area in the 

early hours of the morning at approximately 3:00 a.m. local time  

On 9 November Karpiński notes: 

“At the same time news arrived that Kingsford Smith had not reached Singapore and that 

there was no information about him. It was assumed that he had made a forced landing in the 

Siamese jungle. I was asked, in the event of my departure, to take part in the search for the 

missing aircraft.” 

By this stage word had spread that Smithy had not reached Singapore. Karpiński weighed his options 

and, given his time constraints and the unpredictable monsoonal weather conditions, decided to 

continue to Australia, which had been his focus for many years. 

Karpiński later wrote: 

“We speculated about the fate of the missing Kingsford Smith. We came to the conclusion 

that he had probably withdrawn, just as we had, because of the storm he encountered, and 

perhaps had been forced to land somewhere in an inaccessible part of the jungle. Perhaps he 

was now struggling to make his way through the dense jungle undergrowth. We promised 

each other that during the next day’s flight we would carefully observe the terrain in order to 

help find our English colleague.” 

On 14 November in Bangkok Karpiński was told: 

“Despite extensive searches, there was still no news regarding the fate of Kingsford Smith 

and his companion, Captain Pethybridge. It was generally assumed that they had probably 

perished after being swept into the ocean by the same tropical storm from which we had 

managed to retreat.” 

On 21 November, while travelling by train, Karpiński was told by a Malay conductor that: 

“A fisherman had seen on November 10, during the raging storm, a burning airplane that fell 

into the ocean not far from the shore. They suspected it was Kingsford Smith’s plane. 

However, no wreckage or traces of the plane were found despite searches carried out 

immediately after the storm.” 

This report appears to be more rumour than fact and may relate to an earlier report that had been 

relayed to the RAF in Singapore. 
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Karpiński’s Account of the Storm 

On 8 November 1935, the Blue Bird departed Bangkok bound for Singapore. The weather soon 

deteriorated. As they flew over the Chao Phraya River near Bangkok, they encountered heavy rain 

and turbulence. 

Karpiński later described the encounter with the storm: 

“Near Prachuap we encountered the first scattered clouds. Here the aircraft began to be 

violently tossed about. Ahead of us it grew dark and misty. 

Above Prachuap I corrected the course toward Chumphon. Soon we passed beneath a mass 

of towering rain clouds and then entered a zone of rain. The turbulence increased. Rogalski 

began pointing out the repeated flashes of lightning 

Karpiński weighs his option: 

There were two possibilities: either we had before us a zone of a temporary storm of limited 

extent, or an impassable barrier in the form of a vast tropical storm. I decided to try to break 

through the first storm layer to determine the nature of the storm we had encountered. 

Turning toward Rogalski, who looked somewhat worried, I gave him a smile and—clenching 

my teeth—increased the engine power. 

Karpiński in an open cockpit plane enters darkness and lightning, intense rain: 

We entered a zone of torrential rain. Darkness surrounded us, illuminated only by lightning 

flashes. The aircraft was tossed so violently that counteracting with the controls had no 

effect. The wings trembled nervously, and the blows of wind and rain lashed the struts and 

wires, producing an eerie whistling sound. 

I had to remove my goggles, as they were flooded with water and fogging up. The engine 

played a wild melody of rebellion. 

At one moment there was such a violent jerk of the aircraft that for an instant it seemed the 

wings would tear off. A long slide occurred, the direction of which I could not discern amid 

the torrents of rainwater  

Karpiński is beaten by the storm and turns back: 

I pushed the control stick forward at random, then after a moment pulled it back again and 

tried to level the aircraft along its transverse axis, using the full strength of both my arms. 

Suddenly, right beneath the aircraft, I saw the green mass of foaming sea waves. I gave full 

throttle and pulled the aircraft upward, but after a moment I saw the waves again. It became 

clear that breaking through the storm was impossible. Therefore, I gathered all my strength 

to withdraw. 

Despite full power, the aircraft barely remained in the air. Some powerful force pushed it 

downward toward the surface of the sea 

 



Page 5 of 11 
  

 

Karpiński now completely soaked and exhausted, needs to land the aircraft: 

However, returning to Bangkok was out of the question, since to the north and east a storm 

was also brewing, cutting off our retreat. We seemed to be in a kind of circle with no exit, 

surrounded on all sides by stormy weather that our aircraft with its weak engine and low 

speed could not overcome. Ahead of us lay Prachuap Giri Khan, where there was a small 

airfield at Kohlak measuring 500 by 500 meters on the seashore. I decided to land there. 

Karpiński recalls thinking is it an Airfield or a lake: 

The surface of the airfield looked like a small lake; evidently these were traces of the tropical 

rains already prevailing here, caused by the monsoon. The Shell airfield guide I had with me, 

indicated that there was indeed a landing field here. I circled once and saw a small wooden 

hangar right by the rocky mountain, and nearby two barracks. 

I approached cautiously from the sea and at 9:40 landed, guiding the plane along the 

diagonal of the airfield, whose surface was roughly square. The landing gear wheels struck 

the water, splashing it in all directions, and a moment later touched the soft ground. For a 

moment I had the impression that the aircraft would nose over, as the wheels seemed to brake 

suddenly and the tail of the aircraft rose upward, only to drop back again after a moment.” 

They were greeted by Siamese soldiers, who informed them the airfield was under military control 

and that they could not remain long. The soldiers provided food and shelter while they waited for the 

weather to improve. 

 

 

 

The Crash 

On 10 November, after two days of waiting for the weather to improve, they attempted to take off on 

a partially flooded airfield. The aircraft had been repositioned to a drier section of the airfield, and 

with the help of the Siamese soldiers, Karpiński prepared for take-off into a light north-western 

headwind.  

Karpiński later wrote: 

“At 7:30 I opened the throttle fully. The aircraft began to roll, at first over the dry part of the 

ground, then across the wet section, splashing water in all directions. After running about 

250 meters, something unexpected happened: the landing gear wheels seemed to brake for a 

second in the water. 

I pulled the control stick toward me, but it was already too late. The nose of the aircraft 

pitched violently toward the ground (rather toward the water) and struck the propeller with 

tremendous force, and then the engine, splashing water and mud everywhere. At the last 

moment I managed to switch off the generator contact to avoid an explosion. Everything 
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swirled before my eyes. I felt a brutal blow to my jaw and to the upper part of my skull, and a 

wrenching pain in my hips. Something warm and sticky began to run down from my chin onto 

my neck and the collar of my flying suit.  

 

Karpiński blacks out, knocked unconscious by the impact to his head, his jaw is broken, the 

“something warm” was his own blood. When he comes to, he is hanging upside down, still strapped 

in. His face is covered in blood and it is hard to see.  

Karpiński awakens: 

“Then I heard Rogalski’s voice. That jolted me. With difficulty, opening my mouth despite my 

shattered jaw and spitting out the blood that kept flowing in, I asked whether he was all right. 

When he answered yes, I began with difficulty to unfasten the safety belt, torn by the jerk 

when the aircraft struck the ground. Only then did I realize that I was hanging with my head 

downward. I told Rogalski to climb out of his cockpit and then help me get out. A moment 

later Captain Bhakdi and the Siamese soldiers were at the aircraft.” 

The aircraft was severely damaged and the flight was abandoned. The Blue Bird had to be dismantled 

and shipped back to Poland. In Poland the aircraft was written off, beyond repair.  

Possible Relevance to the Kingsford Smith 

Disappearance 

The events surrounding Karpiński’s forced landing highlight the extreme weather conditions present 

in the region on 8 November 1935 — the same day the Lady Southern Cross disappeared. 

The storm system described by Karpiński appears to have been particularly severe. When he writes, 

“We seemed to be in a kind of circle with no exit, surrounded on all sides by stormy weather,” it 

suggests that the aircraft may have briefly entered the calmer centre of a large tropical system, 

possibly the eye of a developing typhoon. The storm lasted for several days, which would have 

hampered the aerial search being conducted for the Lady Southern Cross. Large storms in this part of 

the world, lasting several days, can span hundreds of kilometres in diameter. These conditions 

occurred within roughly 850 km of where Kingsford Smith and Pethybridge were last sighted.  

While Karpiński’s account does not solve the mystery of the Lady Southern Cross, it provides a rare 

contemporary description of the severe weather affecting the region on that day in early November 

1935. 

Part of an article by De Geillustreerde Pers NV 8 February 1947 No. 3 states: KLM pilot Evert van 

Dijk met Kingsford Smith in Athens on Wednesday. The Dutch aviator talks about it in the “Tel.” He 

mentions that he warned Kingsford Smith about the weather conditions towards Akyab. Evert van 

Dijk had never experienced such bad weather there before. Even with the Douglas aircraft, he could 

barely get through. "I had to climb to 5,000 meters to get above it," says Van Dijk. This altitude 

could not be reached by Smith’s single-engine plane. 

"If he got into such weather, flying in pitch-dark night, with only one engine, and something goes 

wrong with the plane, well, then things look very bad for him. Kingsford Smith is a pilot with 

incredible experience, who knows no fear and has flown in all circumstances. That’s all true. But in 
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the area above Akyab, fate may have struck him, as it could happen to any of us. There's nothing you 

can do about it. Smith is flying the same type of aircraft that Wiley Post used during his round-the-

world trip, American machines that are perfectly suited for the task. But with one engine, it’s almost 

impossible to get through that weather. Rangoon is under a blanket of water." 

 



Page 8 of 11 
  

 

Images of “Blue Bird” in Poland prior to flight. Source: www.szukajwarchiwach.gov.pl 

 

Reason for Flight and Data 

The official purpose of the flight was to promote Poland through aviation tourism on long-distance 

routes around the world. 

Flight Path: 

On 8 November 1935, the plan was to fly the “Blue Bird” from Bangkok to Alor Star and then 

continue on to Singapore. However, weather conditions forced a delay and a change in course. 

Polish Airmen: 

• Major Stanisław Karpiński (pilot) & Sergeant Wictor Rogalski (mechanic) 

Polish Aircraft Details: 

• Type: R-XIIIDr (R-XXIII), a modified Polish army reconnaissance aircraft 

• Aircraft Type: Parasol-wing monoplane 

• Aircraft ID: SP-AJT 

• Aircraft named: Blue Bird (Błękitny Ptak) 

• Aircraft Manufacturer: Plage & Laśkiewicz (Lublin, Poland) 

http://www.szukajwarchiwach.gov.pl/
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• Modifications: Metal propeller, wider engine cowling ring, wheel fairings, rounded lower 

portion of the vertical stabilizer, larger fuselage fuel tanks (900 liters), and a full set of 

instruments for blind flying  

• Engine: Škoda Wright J5AB “Whirlwind” 220 hp radial engine 

Incidents Timeline: 

• First Incident (8 November 1935): 

The aircraft took off from Bangkok at approximately 6:40 a.m., flying over the base and 

heading toward Alor Star, flying down the eastern side of the Malay Peninsula. Shortly after, 

they encountered severe weather conditions, including turbulence and storms, forcing them to 

turn back. At approximately 9:40 a.m., the aircraft was forced to land in Prachuap Giri 

Khan, Siam (modern-day Thailand). Fortunately, the aircraft did not sustain any significant 

damage during the forced landing.  

• Second Incident (10 November 1935): 

On 10 November, after delays, due to the storm activities, the aircraft attempted to take off 

from Prachuap Giri Khan. This time, the airfield had become flooded, causing the aircraft’s 

nose to dive into the ground. The plane sustained substantial damage, with the engine being 

pulled out. It was deemed unfit for flight, and the aircraft had to be disassembled and shipped 

back to Poland. 

When Was the Incident Reported to Australia? 

On 20 November 1935, Mr. T.M. Burke, the Consul for Poland in Melbourne, received information 

about the incident. The information was passed on to the Australian authorities. 
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Extract page 60 from the Shell Airfield Guide that Karpiński referred to. No images of the airfield 

were included. Source NLA 
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Revision 1, 29 April 2026 

• Multiple spelling corrections including adding diacritical marks to Polish names and roles of the airmen 
• Correction to aircraft modifications made 
• Correction made to birth and death places for Karpiński and additional information added 
• Additional information added to page 6 - KLM pilot Evert van Dijk met Kingsford Smith in Athens 

Revision 2, 28 May 2026 

• On page 8: “Type: Lublin R-XXIII Dr, a modified Polish army reconnaissance aircraft” : Changed to “Lublin 
R-XIIIDr (R-XXIII), a modified…” the double designation of the aircraft type is the result of confusion 
caused by the manufacturer itself, which initially described this particular aircraft as the R-XXIII, but 
somewhat later started referring to it as the R-XIII Dr. It was not a newly developed aircraft type, as the 
original designation might suggest, but a modified and newly built development of the Lublin R-XIIIB 
version. The aircraft carried the manufacturer’s serial number 56-51. 

• Some additional Diacritical marks added to Polish names.  
• After Blue Bird added the Polish "Błękitny Ptak" 

 

Lublin R-XIIIDr (R-XXIII) "The Blue Bird", 1933 
Rally plane. Poland. 

 
Lublin R-XIIIDr (R-XXIII) rally plane. (Source: archive). 

http://www.samolotypolskie.pl/samoloty/1690/126/Lublin-R-XIIIDr-R-XXIII-Blekitny-Ptak 

 

 


