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Henri Lachambre             Alexis Machuron


1846 – 1904                       1854 – 1901


 


Henri Lachambre (1846–1904) and Alexis Machuron (1854–1901) were French ballooning pioneers whose contributions to the development of aeronautics in the late 19th century were crucial to the progress of both scientific exploration and public fascination with flight. Though not widely known outside the field of early aviation, their work—particularly the construction and launch of the balloon used in S. A. Andrée’s ill-fated Arctic expedition—stands as a testament to the ambition and ingenuity of an era obsessed with conquering the skies.


 


Early Life and Collaboration


 


Henri Lachambre, born in France in 1846, came from a background of skilled craftsmanship and became one of the most respected balloon builders of his time. His workshop in Paris became a hub for aeronauts and adventurers seeking reliable and advanced balloon technology. Alexis Machuron, a naval engineer with a deep interest in aerial navigation, partnered with Lachambre in several major projects involving gas balloons, sharing his scientific knowledge and commitment to aviation progress.


Their partnership gained prominence during the final decades of the 19th century, when interest in polar exploration and aerial travel captured public and scientific imagination. They worked together on multiple aeronautical projects, combining Lachambre’s technical expertise in balloon construction with Machuron’s engineering precision.


 


Career and Contributions


 


One of their most significant undertakings was the construction of the hydrogen balloon Örnen (The Eagle), commissioned by the Swedish engineer Salomon August Andrée for his 1897 North Pole expedition. Built in Lachambre’s Parisian workshop with Machuron overseeing several technical aspects of the balloon’s mechanics and envelope design, the project represented the ambitious spirit of the time. Lachambre and Machuron were not only builders; they personally accompanied Andrée to Svalbard, Norway, to supervise the final preparations and inflation of the balloon, ensuring that all procedures were correctly executed.


Though the expedition ended in tragedy, with the deaths of Andrée and his companions, the balloon itself was a remarkable technical achievement. It was designed to remain aloft for an extended period and included innovations such as a drag-rope steering system and a carefully sealed gas envelope. Their work demonstrated the increasing sophistication of balloon technology at the end of the 19th century and marked an important step toward more systematic and scientific approaches to aviation.


Beyond the Andrée expedition, Lachambre built numerous balloons for exhibitions, experiments, and private flights, playing a vital role in popularizing ballooning among the European public. Machuron, often involved in the logistical and engineering aspects, helped develop the operational procedures that would inform later aeronautical practices.


 


Impact and Legacy


 


Henri Lachambre and Alexis Machuron contributed to a transitional moment in the history of human flight, bridging the romantic era of ballooning and the scientific age of aviation. Though neither man lived to see the Wright brothers’ first powered flight, their meticulous work helped lay the technical groundwork for future innovations.


Their involvement in the Andrée expedition ensured their names would be forever associated with one of the most daring—albeit tragic—chapters in the history of exploration. The event drew international attention and inspired both admiration and critique, but it undeniably demonstrated the growing belief in technology’s power to conquer even the harshest environments.


Lachambre’s balloons continued to be used and admired after his death in 1904, while Machuron’s writings and records of their journeys contributed valuable insight into balloon mechanics and logistics. Together, they left behind a legacy of daring, precision, and a passion for the skies that continues to be acknowledged by aviation historians.


Alexis Machuron died in 1901, just three years before Lachambre, both men having dedicated their lives to a vision of airborne exploration. Their contributions, though overshadowed by later technological milestones, remain embedded in the annals of aeronautical history. Today, they are remembered as builders of dreams and vessels that sought to chart the uncharted, pushing the boundaries of what was possible in an era when the sky still held its deepest mysteries.


 


About the work


 


Andrée and His Balloon is a captivating chronicle of human ambition, scientific endeavor, and tragic heroism, centered on the ill-fated 1897 Arctic expedition led by Swedish engineer Salomon August Andrée. Henri Lachambre, a French balloon manufacturer and aeronaut, played a key role in the story by constructing the hydrogen balloon Örnen ("The Eagle") that carried Andrée and his companions into the Arctic skies. The book provides both technical insight and dramatic narrative, tracing the dream of polar conquest through the lens of 19th-century optimism in the power of science and exploration.


Through vivid descriptions and meticulous documentation, Andrée and His Balloon captures the spirit of an era marked by daring innovation and national pride. It reflects the broader fascination with air travel at the dawn of aeronautics, while also foreshadowing the limits of human control over nature. The account sheds light on the collaboration between visionaries like Andrée and experts like Lachambre, whose ballooning expertise was critical to the ambitious, yet ultimately doomed, enterprise.


Celebrated for its blend of scientific precision and human drama, the work invites readers to reflect on the risks of exploration and the tension between technological ambition and environmental unpredictability. Andrée and His Balloon endures as both a historical document and a cautionary tale, offering timeless reflections on the pursuit of knowledge, the allure of the unknown, and the fragile boundary between triumph and tragedy.





ANDRÉE AND HIS BALLOON




FIRST PART – TWO MONTHS AT SPITZBERGEN



I – The Departure


I left Paris on the night of the 2nd of June, 1896, to accompany Andrée and his companions to Spitzbergen, as had been arranged. My mind was much taken up with speculations as to the ultimate fate of the expedition, and the responsibility I had undertaken weighed rather heavily upon me.


Without stopping at the various stages of my journey, Cologne, Hamburg, and Copenhagen, though all of them very interesting towns, I arrived at Gothenburg, where I was received by Captain Andrée, brother of the explorer; and although much fatigued by forty hours’ railway and boat traveling, my first visit was to the good ship Virgo, which was to be my home for several months, and convey me towards the northern regions.


Andrée, who left nothing to chance, had chosen his vessel well, and his brother superintended her loading and equipment.


When I arrived work was proceeding with feverish activity, and it is almost impossible to conceive the quantity of goods which were stowed away in this small vessel of 300 tons. I was present at the embarkation of the barrows of sulphuric acid which had been brought from England.


We have a select crew, composed almost entirely of engineering students from the technical school of Stockholm, and officers who have taken berths as ordinary sailors in order to follow the expedition; one can see that there will be no more lack of brave and generous hearts than of scientific heads.


On the morning of the 5th of June, the three explorers arrived from Stockholm. At night a grand fête brought us together at Baron Dickson’s, one of the generous promoters of the enterprise.


Saturday evening, 6th of June. — Popular fête at Lorensburg Park; numerous speeches and enthusiastic toasts; reading of telegrams and kind wishes for the success of the expedition. The tables are adorned with magnificent bouquets of natural flowers enclosed in pyramids of ice. The effect is most picturesque, and this is certainly an idea which has never yet suggested itself, as far as I know, to the minds of the managers of our great culinary establishments; I now give them the benefit thereof. What can be more attractive than the picture of flowers and chandelier-lights reflected in these miniature icebergs?


Sunday, June 7th. — I arrived at the port at 8 a.m. The Virgo has been dressed in her gala bunting; her masts are resplendent with many-hued streamers. At the stern proudly floats the splendid silk flag presented by the ladies of Gothenburg. The deck is adorned with flowers and ribbons; I am touched at the sight of my national colors.


All the vessels in port are dressed with bunting, and crammed with spectators. An army of photographers, who all have their cameras pointed at the Virgo, are preparing to immortalize the vessel as she now appears.


The launches and all the boats, large and small, are making the Virgo their rendezvous. The rest of the population is on the quays and the neighboring buildings.


M. Vieillard, a friend, who came to accompany me, left me at nine o’clock; we arranged to meet at Spitzbergen.


I saluted Baron Dickson, his daughter and his niece, who were on the quay. His son came to the Virgo to shake hands, and wish me a good voyage.


The three explorers also arrived with their friends crowding round them. The partings were very touching, and the emotion, in which all present shared, reached its height when precisely at ten o’clock the signal for starting was sounded.


The Virgo is slowly moving.


The enthusiasm becomes indescribable. An immense hurrah, four times repeated, is volleyed from every panting breast. Handkerchiefs and hats are waved frantically, the cheers burst forth with redoubled vigor. Andrée, Ekholm, and Strindberg, appear at the bulwarks with their bouquets and their ribbons: they signal their adieux and acknowledge ours.


Then we, too, have our share in this grand and most impressive manifestation.


The flag of the Virgo dips by way of salute, and then rises again, and at this moment the cortége of vessels and boats forms up around our vessel, which has progressed a little towards the open sea.


Something like a hundred boats follow in our wake. On several of them bands are playing, and a regular procession commences. Those who have no boats follow along the quays; it is a veritable tide of human beings.


A few inevitable collisions occurred between some of the impetuous small craft, but most happily no serious accident is to be regretted.


The sun is shining gloriously; the sky, too, has put on its festive garb, and seems desirous of encouraging the bold explorers leaving for the conquest of the North Pole.


We are now out in the open sea.


At one o’clock we are assembled on the quarter-deck, and the introductions commence: — 


Herr Andrée, former pupil of the higher technical school of Stockholm, Director of the Patent Office, and commander of the expedition;


Herr Ekholm, doctor of natural philosophy, chief of the Meteorological Office of Stockholm;


Herr Strindberg, former student of Upsala University, second master at the Free University of Stockholm;


Herr Svante Arrhénius, hydrographer, chief of the Stockholm University, professor of natural philosophy;


Herr Grumberg, naturalist, master at the Stockholm University, higher school;


Dr. Carl Ekelund, physician to the expedition;


Captain Hugo Zachau, commander of the Virgo, which ordinarily plies between Gothenburg and Hull.


Nor must we forget the stewardess Charlotte, a complaisant Swede, wearing a coquettish little white toque, of the comic-opera style, trimmed with a pretty ribbon bearing the badge of the expedition. This charming person made me three pretty curtsies, and an acquaintance was soon formed between us. It is she who will wait on us at table. She seems much at her ease on board the Virgo, and she has better sea-legs than I have. She has made a napkin ring with ribbons for each of us; mine bears the French colors. She is, moreover, very amusing. There is also the cook, who excels in the preparation of omelettes aux anchois — but I must not anticipate.


After the introductions we taste the brandy and whisky; we drink toasts for the success of the polar expedition; then several speeches are made. At three o’clock we assemble for dinner in the dining saloon. The captain does the honors at the table; he is a jolly amphitryon, and robust both physically and morally. The meal passed off very gaily.


I was seated near Strindberg and Professor Arrhénius, with whom I can speak in my own language, and also learn a few words of Swedish. This, in fact, is simply by way of retaliation, as I have been appointed “professor of the French language” by acclamation.


We take our coffee on deck, smoking delicious Havannahs presented to the expedition. Gently cradled by the waves, I abandon myself to revery. How many things I have seen since my departure, and how far away from home I am already! Nevertheless, I have only reached the first stage, and much excitement is still in store for me.


I have taken possession of my cabin, which adjoins the kitchen and dining saloon, and am settling down there as comfortably as possible, but not without difficulty, as the place allotted to me is very small.


At eight o’clock the dinner bell once more unites us round the table, and the evening is spent in frankest cordiality. The voyage commences very promisingly.



II – Out at Sea


June 8th, 1896, 10.30. — We have been under way for twenty-four hours; we are in sight of Norway, off the Forsund, at a distance of nine miles from the coast, but the mist prevents us from seeing very far. The fir-clad mountains are vaguely outlined to our right, and the Virgo is heading due north-west. There is nothing for us to do but take life as it comes. I commence my diary in my cabin. The sea, though a little rough, has not yet troubled me. Andrée alone has already paid his tribute.


Tuesday, June 9th, Coasts of Norway. — Sea rough, general discomfort, moral prostration; I am unable to write. The Virgo rolls heavily. At the present moment, 6 p.m., it is as light as at midday.


Wednesday, June 10th, 6.30. — The temperature has gone down considerably; we have crossed the polar circle. A steamer has kept company with us this morning at a distance of 7½ miles on our port side. Sea rough.


Thursday, June 11th, 10 a.m. — In sight of the Loffoden Islands; sky overcast; some few rays of the sun; sea smoother; the vessel still rolls.


Friday, June 12th, 9.30. — At last we are in the straits which lead to Tromsö. I was so ill tonight that I should have thrown myself into the sea had I forgotten, for one moment, my duty and my family.


At 11 p.m. I sent for the doctor; it seemed to me that I was going to die all alone in my narrow cabin. He ordered me champagne and sleep. Charlotte, the stewardess, brought me some oranges, and took off my boots, which I had not had the courage to take off for four days. Oh, Charlotte, my fair Scandinavian maid, with your clear eyes, your engaging smile, your gay face, and your lithe but robust physique, how you must have pitied “the French gentleman,” as they called me, who but the other day was so nimble, so sure of himself to all appearance, and who has suddenly become more inert and helpless than an old cap that has been cast away by the skipper!


And in spite of the horrible tortures I suffered, I was vaguely conscious of the strange humor of the situation of having my boots removed by dainty female hands better adapted for millinery than for such a rough task.


Have you ever been sea-sick? If you have, you will understand me. How well I then understood what is narrated of Cicero, who, having taken refuge on board a vessel in order to escape the assassin sent out for him by Marc-Antony, preferred returning to Gaeta, to face the death which he feared, to enduring any longer the tortures of seasickness.


The bay bristles with high granite mountains with snow-capped summits. The Virgo makes signals for a pilot, who is a long time coming; she stops from five o’clock to nine awaiting him, and strange to say, when the noise of the engine ceases we have a feeling of sadness. It is as if something was wanting from our lives.


At last, at half-past nine the much-wished-for pilot arrives, and the Virgo resumes her route towards Tromsö, the promised land.


We are now floating on a lake whose banks are clad with verdure. I behold with some amount of pleasure the objects surrounding me.


What a contrast! On the right a group of well-built, brick pilots’ houses, on the mountain slope, facing the sea. Heavy cumuli cover the summits of the rocks; above, the sky is of a pure blue, and the bright sun pours floods of golden light over the landscape.


On the left there is a church standing all alone, the rendezvous of the fishermen who inhabit the coast in summer.


The sailors are getting ready the boat which is to set us ashore, as there is no quay at Tromsö, and the Virgo will remain at anchor in the roads.


The bay is getting narrower and villages succeed each other, with telegraph lines on both banks. Numerous Norwegian fishing boats are ploughing the sea. The air is pure and dry.


The Virgo glides majestically over the waves like a large bird. The landscape becomes animated and really fairy-like.


At eleven o’clock we sight Tromsö with its steeple, its wooden houses and villas rising in tiers one above the other on the slope of a very fertile mountain. The pilot is still steering the Virgo. Objects appear larger and more distinct; there is the harbor, with its vessels at anchor.


At ten minutes past one we arrive opposite Tromsö. We drop anchor at about five furlongs from the shore. As I have already mentioned, there is no landing stage. We are already surrounded by several boats. There is M. Aagaard, the consul, coming to welcome us. Then the telegraph messenger appears, to hand Andrée a package of telegrams. Lastly there are the friends of the explorers, and the members of the Geological Commission, who are going to travel with us as far as the Ice-Fjord.


We take a seat in a boat which puts us ashore in a few minutes.


June 14th. — We left Tromsö at 1 a.m. in splendid weather. The farewells of the inhabitants, who came flocking in crowds to cheer us, were very touching, and the Virgo resumed her course towards the north.


The sun was shining so brilliantly, as I have said, that I could scarcely realize whether it was midday or midnight.


Although less solemn than at Gothenburg, our departure was very imposing. The whole town was assembled on the quays, and all the boats of the port were formed in line to do us homage. There were tourists in steam-launches and fishing boats. In short, the whole populace of Tromsö had made a point of being there to wish us Godspeed.


In the boats there were many well-dressed ladies; in one boat, in particular, there were five females frantically waving their handkerchiefs to the sailors.


Then Tromsö receded into the background, and will soon be nothing to us but a memory, a vision looked back to with regret.


Sunday passed without any incident. On Monday night we fell in with the first icebergs, and progress became more difficult.


June 16th, noon. — Since the morning we have been running along the coast of Spitzbergen, my future home, the place of my temporary exile. The progress of the boat is slow and perilous, in the midst of floating ice-blocks, which threaten to crush us at every moment. It requires all the experience of the captain and all the vigilance of the man at the wheel to avoid a catastrophe.
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