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K I N G S T O N  H I L L  
FATHER AND SON SET TEN LAND SPEED RECORDS  

AND ELEVEN ON WATER 

An English Heritage blue plaque is to be erected to Sir 
Malcolm Campbell (1885-1948) and Donald Campbell 
(1921-1967), the father and son who between them set 
ten land speed records and eleven on water. The plaque 
will be unveiled at Canbury School, Kingston-upon-
Thames at 10.30am on 29th  November 2010 by Don 
Wales, grandson of Sir Malcolm and nephew of Donald 
Campbell. 

Malcolm Campbell was born in 
Kent on 11 March 1885. He 
started racing cars in 1910; it 
was in a Darracq, in a 1912 
race at the famous Brooklands 
race track, that Campbell suf-
fered the first of many near-
fatal accidents. This car was 
christened ‘Blue Bird’, after a 
stage play by Maurice Maeter-
linck, and the name was used 
for all of his subsequent vehi-
cles – and, later, those raced by 
his son Donald. 
 
Campbell first broke the land 
speed record at Pendine Sands, 
Carmarthenshire, in September 
1924; the following July, on the 
same course, he became the 
first man to exceed 150 mph. 
The late 1920s saw him vying 
for the record with Sir Henry 
Segrave (whose blue plaque 
was installed last year). Camp-
bell set a new land speed high 
of 231.4 mph at Daytona, Flor-
ida in February 1931, for which 
he was knighted.  The ninth, and 
last, of his land speed records 
saw Campbell – in a Blue Bird 
powered by a Rolls-Royce en-
gine – become the first to top 
300 mph; this was achieved on 
the Utah salt flats in September 
1935.  
 
Malcolm Campbell next turned 
his attention to the water 
speed record, which he broke 
four times between September 
1937 and August 1939 in a Blue 
Bird hydroplane, on the last oc-

casion reaching 141.74 mph on 
Coniston Water in the Lake 
District. Campbell worked for 
Combined Operations during 
the Second World War; latterly 
he suffered from glaucoma – 
possibly as a result of his dis-
dain for safety goggles – and 
died at his Surrey home on 
New Year’s Eve, 1948. 
 
Campbell’s son, Donald, fol-
lowed in his father’s footsteps 
and made his first, unsuccessful, 
attempt on the then American-
held water speed record in Au-
gust 1949. He eventually tri-
umphed six years later, taking a 
new, jet-powered Bluebird to 
202.32 mph on Coniston Wa-
ter. For the rest of the decade 
Campbell ratcheted up more 
records on water; following his 
sixth – 260.35 mph in May 
1959 – he made an attempt on 
the land record that nearly 
proved fatal. In July 1964 he fi-
nally claimed the land speed 
prize at Lake Eyre salt flats in 
Australia, recording a speed of 
403.14 mph.  
 
Campbell then returned to the 
water, and broke the speed re-
cord again on New Year’s Eve 
1964 – at 276.33 mph on Lake 
Dumbleyung, Western Australia. 
He thus became the first (and 
so far only) person to set both 
records in a single calendar 
year. These triumphs took him 
out of his father’s shadow, but 
on 4 January 1967, Donald 

Campbell’s life and career was 
cut short when he was killed in 
an attempt to take the water 
speed record over 300 mph on 
Coniston Water. The wreckage 
of the last Bluebird, and Camp-
bell’s body, were recovered in 
2001.  
 
Malcolm Campbell is con-
nected to various addresses in 
and around London, but the 
only house where both he and 
his son can be commemorated 
together is Canbury, Kingston 
Hill, a substantial two-storey 
detached house dating from 
the late nineteenth century, 
now used as a school. Malcolm 
Campbell moved here in 1919, 
and married Dorothy Whittall 
the following year; their son, 
Donald was born at Canbury in 
March 1921. On the evening of 
the birth Malcolm was notori-
ously absent, helping a 
neighbour to build a dog ken-
nel, leaving his father-in-law to 
call for a midwife. Dorothy 
Campbell had also to tolerate 
his car fanaticism, which usually 
meant his retiring to the garage 
for the evening once he had 
bolted down his dinner. In 
Dorothy’s recollection the 
house ‘suited us very well and I 
myself looked forward to 
spending many happy years in a 
delightful home’. Malcolm, how-

ever, became restless and in 
late 1922 the family moved to 
Povey Cross, near Horley, Sur-
rey. 
 

Howard Spencer, English Heri-
tage historian, said: ‘The Camp-
bells personified an era of Brit-
ish engineering achievement 
and derring-do. Seldom has it 
been more appropriate to hon-
our two people with a single 
plaque.’ 
 



HISTORY OF LONDON’S BLUE 

PLAQUES SCHEME – The London-

wide blue plaques scheme has been running 

for 140 years. The idea of erecting 

'memorial tablets' was first proposed by 

William Ewart MP in the House of Com-

mons in 1863. It had an immediate impact 

on the public imagination, and in 1866 the 

(Royal) Society of Arts founded an official 

plaques scheme. The Society erected its 

first plaque – to poet, Lord Byron – in 

1867. The blue plaques scheme was subse-

quently administered by the London County 

Council (1901-65) and by the Greater Lon-

don Council (1965-86), before being taken 

on by English Heritage in 1986.  


