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  Chapter 0: Preface





  Our once empty skies are now filled almost non-stop with personal, commercial, scientific, and military technological flying wonders of all shapes, sizes, and speeds. Sadly, the experience of looking up and seeing something moving through the atmosphere no longer gives the viewer a sense of awe and wonder. This was not always the case. Hundreds of years ago, eyewitnesses in China, Portugal, France, and eventually the United States were inspired seeing colorful balloons gracefully make their way across the horizon. These were indeed moments of beauty and marvel. Since that time, humans have soared upward in these inflatable devices. Some of the literary greats painstakingly attempted to capture on the written page the majesty and horrors of flying these unwieldy and potentially dangerous craft. This includes Jules Verne, Mark Twain, Leo Tolstoy, Charles Dickens, and Edgar Allan Poe.




  Crossing the Atlantic involves traversing over 3000 miles filled with unknown perils and encountering the specter of sure death at any moment. For over a hundred years, wayfarers seeking adventure tried to undertake this passage. This work celebrates these would-be conquerors of the air especially those that tried relentlessly to complete this feat in the 1970s. Without a doubt, those were rare days. In a time of expanding self-expression and growing distrust in public institutions, a handful of brave adventurers were persistent in their desire to challenge the odds against the forces of nature. Their larger than life and all too public endeavors included trying to conquer the challenges of transatlantic flight. These perils were faced not for money, a small trophy, or even personal honor. It was for the right to say, “I overcame the ‘transatlantic balloon crossing curse’ “by completing what no one else could do to date. Many encountered problems on their flights but lived to tell tales about their curtailed rides. Tragically, five such thrill seekers were not so lucky. All of their journeys ended in a quick death. Some of them died of a terrible fate still unknown today. This book is just as much about these lost souls as well.




  During the late summer of 1978, three men (after several attempts) finally realized the dream of a successful crossing in the helium-filled Double Eagle II in just under six days. Unfortunately, two of the three participants, Ben Abruzzo and Maxie Anderson would be dead in under seven years after that triumphant day from aircraft or ballooning accidents. Undeterred, others still attempt to make this flight even today.




  This work loosely captures the mindset of these times using an alternate history of some undetermined timeframe. It is based on the assumption that no one has been successful in making the balloon crossing successfully to Europe. Against a backdrop of incomplete and contradictory information, we learn about three triplet brothers that are part of the very affluent Calvez family. All of the siblings become enamored in trying to succeed when so many others had failed. Their failures leave their emotionally scarred family frantically grappling for answers. This quest for truth is the basis of this story. Note that the Calvez family are fictional characters. Sometimes a work is revealed and other times it is uncovered. With Missed Landing, the latter is the case.




  Each day, we risk our lives when we travel for business or pleasure. I wish that all your flights are successful and safe. Moreover, I hope the missed landings in your life are kept to a minimum.




  HG




  

  Chapter 1: Prologue





  “I don’t see why any darn fool would ever become an aeronaut. For those few precious moments of being aloft, one has to rigorously study weather conditions in advance of the trip, painfully follow an extensive checklist before taking off, and constantly be alert during the flight for changing atmospheric and vehicle situations. Who but a crazy person wants to fly a craft where steering is just as much luck as it is skill? Not even if this inflated ‘wonder’ was safely tethered to the strongest line imaginable would I venture forth into its far too small basket. It is much safer to stay grounded than risk the horror and uncertainty of an ascension in this helium-filled chariot of the skies. The growing number of gravestones gives quiet testimony to the folly of those failed purveyors of air passage.” Sprouse, Percival B. Fools of Flight. Stowe, VT: Sprouse & Brothers Publishers, 1871




   




  Over two hundred years have passed by quickly since I died mercifully at my father’s home in Louisa County, Virginia in 1805. I was a lad of twenty-six at the time. In my final moments, I recall thinking that there was so much that I wanted to do and learn. Inconveniently, destiny dealt me an unforeseen and mysterious end. Just a few days ago, my spirit was roused from its long slumber with a strong urge to see how things have changed in this new era. So, I headed back to my former haunts of William and Mary College in Williamsburgh tucked in the middle of the Virginia Peninsula between the James and York rivers. (Along the way to this town, I learn that the final ‘h’ in the town’s name was dropped.) Even after all this time, many things are still recognizable. The College, now blossomed into a University, is still there. Surprisingly, the main campus is far larger. However, I am happy to see the Christopher Wren building happily standing as well as the Lord Botetourt statue. This inspiring figure in marble was moved to the College Yard in my last year of undergraduate course study in 1801. (My happiest years of existence were those attending the College between 1798 and 1801. I returned there briefly for a study in law. From then on, I followed the family profession of practicing law.) I explored further the college grounds. As I head to the far end of the campus, I was pleasantly surprised to see a historical marker commemorating something that I did near the end of my days here. Oh how that takes me back. Let me share that with you...)




  The College back then had only 60 students. (As opposed to over 8000 scholars today. I could have never imagined such growth.) Our days were spent learning Modern and Ancient Languages such as French, Latin, and Greek. We also studied Chemistry, Natural Sciences, Political Economy, and more. Our evenings were spent in debates in secret and public societies, attending weddings and funerals, and rollicking in local taverns such as the Market Square, Chowning’s and the crown jewel of the local after-hour stops, the Raleigh. There we discussed the news and books of the times while the ale never stopped flowing. As a result, I was always in want of more funds.




  We have never been as proud of our school’s graduates. Serving his country as Vice President under John Adams and then as President, alumnus Thomas Jefferson was residing in the still very new city of Washington D.C. in the previously unoccupied White House. From his days as US Minister to France while in Paris between 1784 and 1789, he reported about these new strange contraptions called balloons taking to the skies. The whole thing began with two brothers Joseph-Michel & Jacques-Étienne Montgolfier investigating how to lift a contraption off the ground. Benjamin Franklin was dazzled being an eyewitness to the whole venture. They built memorable hot air balloons filled with bright colors and memorable decorations during 1783-1784. Their short flights were the talk of the town and quickly inspired others to do the same. Still, this unnatural scene scared far more many souls. So, the frightened villagers attacked and “killed” this unspeakable horror shortly after one unsuccessful unmanned landing. In spite of this, the brothers successfully progressed from unmanned balloons to sending up domestic animals. Finally, Étienne made a solo flight and was the first person to soar freely above the land.




  It seemed that nothing would not stop “balloon mania “from overtaking France and soon other countries such as the United States of America. Each day came news of another flying accomplishment with its technical innovations, or harrowing details about a new doomed flight. One soon to be famous aeronautical innovator was Jean-François Pilâtre de Rozier who created a hybrid balloon which used a heated air like the Montgolfier’s’ as well as hydrogen and later helium. Unfortunately, he will become the victim of his own invention during a tragic crossing of the English Channel in 1785. He is also the first balloon-related in history. Impatient to take off after several days and stung emotionally by beaten across by another balloonist (Jean-Pierre Blanchard), he went airborne in a foolhardy effort. However, his fuel source conspired against him, and the hydrogen in his creation caught on fire. He rapidly descended in this flaming craft to his unfortunate death. The first successful flight in the United States was on January 1793 in Philadelphia. It was made by Jean-Pierre Blanchard (the same person) while President George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and other famous Americans observed the happenings. The flight is under an hour. But, Death had her clutches on his being as well. Within the next twenty years, Monsieur Blanchard becomes a recipient of one of the earliest heart attacks while flying. Unconscious, he falls out out of his basket in-flight sustaining life-threatening injuries. Sadly, his wife also dies later from a ballooning accident. Looking back in time, I can see that there were so many unfortunate incidents in these early years of ballooning.




  So much for the history lesson. Let us get back to my endeavors while at college which are far more interesting. Fueled by “balloon mania,” five of us start a ballooning club with our science professor the Reverend James Madison as a club sponsor. (I enjoyed the time that I spent together with Professor Madison. This learned and talented gentleman was also President Madison’s cousin, William and Mary’s president, and a bishop in the Episcopalian church. I am sad not having witnessed his many accomplishments after my passing.) We make three different attempts to fly our unmanned craft. All of these are from the green surrounding the Courthouse. (If you wish to visit, the Courthouse building is still there today as part of the historical recreation known in your time as Colonial Williamsburg.) I created with the Club’s assistance, an eight-foot balloon filled with wine that was launched on that May evening flight. The balloon was covered with sixteen blue stars for the number of states at the time. (The last state that entered our Union was Tennessee in 1796.) A sizable crowd gathered to see if our venture would be a glorious failure or a magnificent success. The time came and the “inflated beast” was let loose unmanned. It arose into the air going higher and higher while seemingly gaining more confidence as it flew. The crowd cheered on this beautiful image of the glowing light rising to the heavens looking like a new celestial planet. All had partaken in an experience never done before in our fair Commonwealth. Afterwards, they contemplated how humankind would soon claim the skies regularly as their own.
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