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INTRODUCTION





Air shows are one of the world’s most popular outdoor attractions. Although it is well over 100 years since the Wright Brothers became the first to fly and control a powered aircraft, flight never ceases to mesmerize. Each year millions of people flock to airfields, from enormous military airbases to small grass airstrips. In the United Kingdom alone, there are over 250 civil flying displays that can expect over 2 million spectators. For some, it is the prospect of seeing the latest military technology, for others, it is the joy of watching classic aircraft of yesteryear being put through their paces. Then, there are the aerobatic pilots who perform manoeuvres that seem to defy the fundamental laws of flight. Finally, there are the display teams who demonstrate a level of precision and timing that leaves spectators open-mouthed in amazement.


In some respects, little has changed since the first flying displays that are almost as old as flight itself. Perhaps we are so ‘air-minded’ because so much of aviation’s evolution has been done in the public eye. The first aviators were invariably showmen, they had to be in order to stake their claim for whatever milestone they were striving to achieve whether it was flying faster, further or higher than their peers. But, there was always risk. Tragedy was never far away and open-mouthed amazement at the spectacle of man and machine performing feats never imagined possible could – and did – quickly turn to wide-eyed horror. Cynics might argue that the possibility of seeing a crash is why people go to air displays but that is to underestimate our desire for happy endings. We want the risk and the drama but we also want the hero to live to fly another day.
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A dramatic formation during the traditional October display by the Red Arrows at their home base at Scampton in Lincolnshire in 1989















CHAPTER 1


THE WORLD’S FIRST AIR SHOW





The Wright Brothers were, of course the first to fly in December, 1903. But they were very secretive about how they had done it. News of their achievement was slow to trickle out and in Europe there was a great deal of scepticism. One can imagine the shock, then, when Wilbur Wright arrived in France in 1908 and began a series of demonstration flights. Over the next year, he made more than 200 flights, dazzling crowds whenever he took to the air and turning critics into admirers. He became a hero lavished with praise, honoured at ceremonial dinners with political leaders and the aeronautical elite, and the recipient of numerous prizes and medals, including the Légion d’honneur.
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Orville (nearest) and Wilbur Wright
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First flight of the Wright Flyer I, December 17, 1903, Orville piloting, Wilbur running at wingtip





Wright’s tour galvanized Europe’s pioneer aviators to even greater efforts to conquer the sky. By August, 1909 they felt confident enough to stage the world’s first public air show at Rheims, France. And what an event it was. Over 500,000 visitors streamed into specially built grandstand on the Bétheny Plain outside Rheims for the Grande Semaine d’Aviation de la Champagne – the Champaign Region’s Great Aviation Week – held from August 22nd to 29th. France regarded herself as the centre of world aviation. Only the month before, Louis Blériot had completed the first cross-channel flight, an achievement that had seemed almost impossible as it entailed flying over a larger stretch of water. Europe was now ablaze with excitement at the prospect of seeing Blériot and his fellow aviators demonstrating their flying machines. Next to the grandstand was a popular enclosure featuring an enormous scoreboard and a restaurant capable of seating 600 diners. There were also newly laid lawns and bandstands as well as a temporary station erected to help ferry the eager visitors who came from all over the world. The take-off and landing strip was directly in front of the grandstand however much of the rest of the site was farmland. Haystacks stood where crops had been harvested and more than one flyer was to fall foul of these obstacles.
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French aviator Louis Blériot
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Post card commemorating Blériot’s Channel flight
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Poster for World’s first air show at Rheims
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Blériot prepares for his cross Channel flight





A 10 kilometre course was laid out around four pylons and the Champagne houses put up a prize pot of 200,000 francs (about $40,000). There were to be prizes for speed, distance, altitude and passenger carrying. The Grand Prix was for distance and was the richest of the events. But the most prestigious was the Coupe Internationale d’Aviation. This event was to be a time trial between National teams. It carried a prize fund of 25,000 francs and an elaborately decorated trophy and was to be awarded to the fastest flight over two laps of the 10 kilometre course. It was donated by James Gordon Bennett, an American expatriate who published the New York Herald and its European edition, the Paris Herald.


Each Nation was allowed three entrants and on the first day, the competition was held to determine who would represent France. Poor weather conditions hampered the pilots attempts and in the end Eugène Lefebvre piloting a Wright Flyer was declared the most successful even though he had not quite managed to complete the two laps. Louis Blériot came second in his own Blériot monoplane. Third place was awarded to Hubert Latham flying an Antoinette monoplane due to his performance in the Prix de la Vitesse held later that day in which up to seven aircraft had been in the air at the same time.
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French aviator Eugène Lefebvre at Rheims
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Eugène Lefebvre in a Wright Flyer Type A at Rheims





Glenn Curtiss was to represent the United States as the Wright brothers had decided not to attend and George Cockburn flying a French built Farman III represented Great Britain. Other promising entries from Italy and Austria failed to materialize.


Some of the French gentleman-aviators arrived at Rheims like modern day Formula One racing teams complete with spare aircraft, Large ground crews and tons of equipment. Gabriel Voisin, a renowned French aviation pioneer, arrived complete with his own field kitchen. In contrast Glenn Curtiss arrived with one aeroplane and two mechanics. However, far from being ignored, the shoestring nature of Curtiss’ operation and the fact that he had got there virtually at his own expense impressed the French and assembled press. His ‘secret weapon’ lay in his eight-cylinder motor which he had developed in what he believed was great secrecy. He was, therefore, greatly discouraged when he discovered that Blériot had also developed an eight-cylinder motor producing over 80 hose-power and had fitted it to a new Mark XII version his monoplane.


During the week, Curtiss kept himself on the side-lines much to the mounting irritation of the many visiting Americans. He limited himself to impressive practice runs, all the while fine-tuning his machine. Perhaps, the most significant change was to ditch the bulky petrol tank for a smaller, more aerodynamic one that carried just enough fuel for the required two laps.


Although the week had been disrupted by poor weather, Saturday 28th August dawned clear and hot, perfect for the event’s climax. As thousands of weekend visitors crammed into the cavernous grandstands and onto the grassed areas, Curtiss was out early busying himself with final preparations: tightening nuts, strumming wires. As soon as take-off was officially cleared, Curtiss went up for a trial flight.
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American pioneer Glenn Curtiss





There was just the lightest of breezes and the air seemed deceptively calm. But just around the first turn, Curtiss encountered a fierce turbulence created by thermal updrafts from the ground that tossed his machine around like a leaf.


Once he was safely back on the ground he discovered that his time had been the fastest yet recorded. He quickly concluded that the disturbed atmosphere without any wind was conducive to speed.


He decided to take a gamble on his theory. As each contestant was only allowed one attempt at the two-lap course he decided to launch his bid for the Trophy while the turbulence lasted. This extra speed might be the one thing that would give him the winning margin.
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Glenn Curtiss at Rheims





Judges and timekeepers were notified and Curtiss’ crew topped up the petrol. After making their final checks, they spun the propeller and Curtiss was off.


By his reckoning, Curtiss crossed the start line at around 500 feet so that he could maintain a gradual descent throughout the race and therefore increase his speed. He flew as fast as his machine would allow hitting the turbulent air hard. As he was tossed and thrown around in the air he was forced to wedge himself in tight into the frame.


But he survived, recording a time of 15 minutes and 50 seconds – an average speed of 46.5 miles an hour. Now all he could do was sit and wait.


George Cockburn for Great Britain was next up but crashed after grazing a haystack. Now it was the turn of the first of the French flyers, Eugène Lefebvre. But the wind was picking up and beginning to gust. Lefebvre’s Wright could not even manage 40 miles per hour. To make matters worse for the French, Latham’s Antoinette was blown to the wrong side of a pylon and finished nearly two minutes behind Curtiss.


French hopes now lay with Blériot. All afternoon he tinkered with his machine trying different propellers and even sacrificing several square meters of fabric from his wings’ trailing edges in the belief that the resulting loss of lift would be compensated by less drag and therefore, greater speed.


Twenty minutes before the race was due to end Blériot took to the air. At first it seemed his sacrifice of lift for speed was going to pay off as his first lap was four seconds faster than Curtiss’ time. But on his second lap he was impeded by a squall. His total time was 15 minutes, 56 seconds. Glenn Curtiss was the victor.


Curtiss’ victory was the high point of a pivotal week for aviation. 38 aircraft had been entered for the event by the world’s best pilots. Although only 23 actually flew it was the first time that aircraft had been tested in competition. It also demonstrated how far man had progressed since the Wright Brothers’ first flight 6 years earlier in the sand dunes of Kitty Hawk. At Rheims, Henri Farman flying a machine of his own design had won the Grand Prix event for distance by flying over 110 miles. He had only landed because the stewards were about to end flying for the day. Farman also won the prize for carrying two passengers over one lap of the course. Engine reliability was still the one thing holding back progress but Rheims had also seen the debut of two engines that would play a significant role in the future. As well as Curtiss’ engine the Gnome Rotary engine was both light in weight and relatively reliable and was a major advance in aviation technology. But more than anything, Rheims laid to rest any lingering doubts that that the airplane was nothing more than an experimental vehicle of uncertain capabilities. As British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George who was at Rheims put it: “Flying machines are no longer toys and dreams; they are an established fact”.


The success of the Rheims meet spawned a new industry in which entrepreneurs hoped to replicate its success – and its profits. Some were more successful than others. One of the worst imitations was at Brescia, Italy in September 1909. When, after three days only a handful of short flights had been attempted, the crowd became restless. Troops had to be called to restore order. Two weeks later a show in Berlin descended into chaos as disputes between the promoters and aviators led to three aircraft being impounded. And, although Hubert Latham electrified the crowd by flying just over six miles across country, he was threatened with arrest after striking a municipal lamp post while landing at night.


The following month, the ‘municipal sportsmen’ of Doncaster in England, as one magazine called them, staged a debacle the Royal Aero Club had refused to sanction not least because it clashed with a similar event being staged at Blackpool at the same time. The weather was poor and most aviators ignored it. However, the flamboyant aviation pioneer, Samuel Cody did turn up but flipped his machine over while landing after hitting a pot hole filled with soft sand. Another aviator, Hubert LeBlon narrowly missed crashing into the grandstand and Captain Walter Windham’s machine broke apart while being photographed – while on the ground.
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Samuel F Cody. American pioneer based in Britain





But, despite the mishaps the aviators were as eager and willing to compete as the crowds were to come and watch. The air show had become an established institution. In the last years before the First World war, air shows flourished on both sides of the Atlantic. The pilots became household names as huge crowds gathered to watch them fly further, faster, higher. One of the most famous of them all was an Englishman Claude Grahame-White. At Rheims, Grahame-White was an eager spectator, his interest in aviation aroused by Blériot’s Channel crossing just weeks before. He was tall, handsome and charismatic and used his charm to gain access to the pilots’ enclosure. After looking at the various machines he placed an order for one of Blériot’s. Over the next few weeks Grahame-White busied himself by helping to build his machine at Blériot’s Paris factory. Once it was ready he made a few ground runs before taking to the sky, solo. All this was achieved without taking a single lesson.
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Cody in front of one of his enormous contraptions





By the Spring of 1910, Grahame-White was a renowned pilot in constant demand for flying exhibitions. He seemed to always the first to take off and the last to land undaunted by wind and rain even on days when his fellow aviators deemed the conditions too risky too fly. In September, 1910 he accepted an invitation from the newly-formed Harvard Aeronautical Society to participate in the East Coast’s first major air show. A group of wealthy Bostonians ensured his acceptance by offering him an appearance fee of $50,000 plus expenses.
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