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Prologue





    I first heard of Sam Cody from someone who had seen him only moments before his sudden, mysterious – and remarkably dramatic – death.




    Some years ago, one unseasonably warm April evening in Brighton, I happened to be sitting in a Chinese restaurant so crowded the owner asked if I’d mind sharing my table. ‘Fine by me,’ I said, and the words were barely out of my mouth before the chair opposite was being dragged back by a very tall old man in a baggy unlined linen suit of a kind my father used to wear. As he sat I noted a tonsure of white stubble, a large fleshy nose networked with broken veins, bloodhound cheeks that sagged over his collar and eyes of a quite extraordinary blue. ‘Kind of you,’ he murmured, then picked up the menu and, as if we’d known each other years, continued, ‘What do I want tonight? Fish, I think; perhaps some prawns to start. Chinese cuisine, you know, has around eighty thousand recipes; I’ve got about forty thousand to go.’ The voice was old-school and upper-class, the sort that once read the news on the BBC Home Service (pleasantly modulated, with just a hint of a bark). He leaned towards my plate. ‘What’ve you got there?’




    ‘Beggar’s chicken.’




    He went ‘Hmm’, peered at the menu a moment then put it down. ‘Saw the oculist today,’ he carried on, conversationally. ‘She thinks I need spectacles.’ He directed that startling azure gaze at the Chinese owner, busy uncorking a bottle of his cheapest house red without even being asked. ‘Eh, Charlie? Eighty years old, and they want to give me specs.’ The owner, pouring the wine, replied, ‘Maybe it’s about time, Mr Rupert. Before you kill someone in that car of yours.’ To me he said, ‘Big Mercedes. And he always drive too fast.’




    Mr Rupert, not best pleased – the eyes seemed to turn a frosty sapphire – lifted his glass and took a sip. ‘God, even worse than last time.’ As the owner, smiling, hurried away, he sighed. ‘But I dare say he’s right.’




    ‘Come here often?’ I ventured.




    ‘I’m just round the corner.’




    An ebony walking stick was propped against his chair, its handle an exquisitely carved ivory lion sleeping with its head on its paws. It had once belonged, he said, to the Emperor Ch’ien Lung, a Manchu occupant of the Dragon Throne.




    ‘But it was actually given to me by Chiang Kai-shek.’




    I stared. ‘Given to you personally?’




    ‘In a Shanghai hospital. I had a compound fracture of the leg. He was carrying the stick himself, and said my need was greater than his. And just handed it over.’




    A waitress, stocky and middle-aged with pockmarked cheeks, appeared and said, ‘Hullo, Rupert.’ He murmured, ‘Shirley hullo,’ took her hand and began discussing his meal, asking questions, discussing options, even making her laugh.




    And he did it all in Chinese.




    After she’d gone I asked, ‘Was that Mandarin?’




    ‘Yes, but very bad Mandarin, I’ve forgotten most. They humour me here.’




    I asked how he had met the Generalissimo, but he seemed not to hear. He kept filling his glass then downing it in a few quick swallows, by the time the waitress arrived back the bottle was almost half gone, yet, as she placed a dish of steamed prawns in front of him, he spoke – this time in English – without slurring a single syllable. ‘My dear, they look fabulous.’ He picked up his chopsticks and turned to me. ‘Shirley hails from Aberdeen. That’s Aberdeen, Hong Kong, where they have the floating restaurants.’




    I’d been to one of those. ‘Girls paddle you out in sampans,’ I said, recalling a village set around an old pirate cove and a flotilla of junks (flat-bottomed, square-bowed family dwellings) bobbing, lamp-lit, on the evening tide. ‘And the fish was wonderful.’




    ‘All caught by the Aberdeen folk. They trawl the deepest oceans. And it’s the women who drive the boats on, they’re the real sea dogs.’ He beamed at her. ‘Shirley was one, weren’t you? Bestriding your quarterdeck in a Force Ten blow, yelling orders at the men. Look lively now, lads! A quick hornpipe then it’s up the rigging with you!’




    Affectionately she said, ‘Oh, Rupert, you are so silly,’ and moved off to another table.




    Then, without any prompting, he began talking about the Generalissimo and his walking stick, describing at some length the way he and Chiang – also Chiang’s wife – had come to know each other (of which more later), even discussing the stick’s value (he’d once been offered fifteen thousand for it by a stranger in the lobby of the Adelphi Hotel, Liverpool, but he reckoned thirty would be nearer the mark). Now, having started speaking, he barely stopped, jumping from pre-war China to post-war America then abruptly back to Edwardian England, in between randomly revisiting other bits of his past, rambling up and down the twentieth century like an old bear pacing its cage.




    Rupert Wood (not his real name) was born in Farnborough, Hampshire, the only child of a Treasury mandarin and a well-known landscape artist – ‘Grace by name, Grace by nature’ – who encouraged him, rather oddly, to take flying lessons. He had his first on his sixteenth birthday, and went solo a month later. The only boy at Harrow with a pilot’s licence, he planned, after Oxford, to follow his father into Whitehall. But the admissions tutors at Balliol took one look at his academic record, ‘shuddered’, and advised him to join the fire brigade.




    He made a career in aviation. Grace bought him an old de Havilland biplane and he found work humping newspapers from Liverpool to the Isle of Man. Then, wearying of these dawn sorties, he moved south and did general charters, freight mostly (once he took a giant chandelier – almost half a ton of hand-cut crystal – from London to a chateau in Antibes) but also a bit of air-ambulance work. Occasionally there were passengers too, mostly wealthy folk in a hurry, like the movie star who walked up to him at Croydon Aerodrome and said, ‘Hullo. My name is Chaplin and I must be in Geneva by 6 p.m.’




    ‘He gave me a hundred pounds, a fortune in those days. I was looking forward to a hugely entertaining trip – the world’s funniest man sitting right beside me! – but he slept the whole way.’




    Croydon’s grassy, pastoral, wildflower-strewn airfield was, in the Thirties, London’s gateway to the world (its acres of lambent golden buttercups said to be visible from the moon), with famous faces – Chaplin’s just one of dozens – moving in and out daily. Rupert shared an office overlooking the Pyrotechnic Store. ‘It was tiny,’ he recalled, ‘but the rent would have paid for a decent flat in Mayfair.’ The monthly outlay for that, along with steadily rising fuel costs, landing fees and other overheads – also too many pilots chasing too little work – led him to decide, eventually, that aviation simply wasn’t worth the candle. He was about to ask a City friend for a job – ‘Death by a thousand cuts!’ – when, out of the blue, his mother telephoned to ask what he knew about skywriting.




    He knew that in 1910 an Englishman, John Clifford Savage, had released droplets of light engine oil into hot exhaust gases which vaporized, expanded fifty thousand times and became smoke. Also that his invention was unveiled in 1922 when startled Londoners watched him write ‘DAILY MAIL’ across a cloudless sky. (Later that same year an American aviator, Allen Cameron, would spell out ‘HULLO USA’ over New York, while ‘LSMFT’ – ‘Lucky Strike means fine tobacco’ – had them gazing upwards in Philadelphia; sales there promptly soared by sixty per cent.)




    A pilot friend of Grace’s, Lionel ‘Shorty’ Longfellow, needed help with an advertising venture. Rupert, already proficient at aerobatics, learned fast. Skywriting is, in fact, mirror-writing, and, though it’s done horizontally, to anyone on the ground the words seem to stand upright and vertical. Calm air at 10,000 feet is what a skywriter seeks. His message may stay in place for an hour or more then drift across country (causing frequent traffic jams; advertisers love the close attention paid at such random moments). A skywriter’s violent manoeuvrings cause a compass to spin uselessly, so headings are maintained by watching lines – such as roads – down on the ground. And altitude must always be held to within ten feet.




    He wrote ‘Persil’, ‘Cadburys’ and ‘Oxo’ over every city on the British mainland, in time becoming engaged to Beryl, a vivacious strawberry blonde from Oxo’s promotions department. Then one day he turned up for work to find that she and ‘Shorty’ – the affable, likeable son of an Irish earl – had cleaned out the firm’s bank account and flown away. And they’d done so in Rupert’s aeroplane.




    Learning it had been sighted near Bremen he prepared to leave at once. But Grace urged him to let them be. He was exhausted, needed a break, a change of scene; she suggested China. There were, it seemed, family ties. An ancestor – on her side – had once been British Ambassador to the Celestial Court.




    So he went and, in 1935, happened to learn from a British banker on the Shanghai Bund that skywriting was unknown in China. The banker added, ‘But I suspect it would go down tremendously well, and if you could do it in Chinese you’d make an absolute killing.’ A local doctor sold him a second-hand Gypsy Moth, the doctor’s daughter, Lilly, taught him Mandarin (and welcomed him into her bed). The banker had been right. Rupert’s aerial calligraphy proved to be hugely popular, people clamoured to have their marriage proposals and birth announcements posted two miles high, merchants wanted their special offers splashed up there in smoke oil, even the warlords used him for propaganda and recruitment. But the latter were a fractious lot, and when one – whose armoury included an anti-aircraft gun – accused him of being in a rival’s pay, Rupert determined to have nothing more to do with them. Yet no sooner had he made his decision than the biggest warlord of all appeared: Chiang himself, in a giant black Packard Phaeton with four armed guards riding the running boards.




    ‘I thought, oh, God, here’s trouble, but all he wanted was a birthday greeting for Soong Mei-ling, otherwise known as Madam Chiang. And luck was on my side, when the day came conditions were perfect: I went up at the crack of dawn, the rising sun made the characters glow, a high-level wind caught and enlarged them beautifully. And that night I surprised her again. For the Chinese new year I’d done special firework spectaculars, adapted the plane to drop candle bombs and shoot star rockets from wing-mounted launchers, and I did one for her birthday. She loved it! Even invited me to her party.’




    By now he was also getting big commissions from overseas clients and one evening, coming in to land after doing a job for a Scots distillery, failed to notice a dog on the runway. A swerve caused the undercarriage to collapse and the plane to cartwheel. He was pulled from the wreckage with a crushed leg and, when he could finally walk, his only wish was to go home. ‘But Lilly wanted to come too. She was demanding a British passport and a Buddhist wedding. I imagined prayer flags strung across Farnborough, with crackers going off and everyone banging gongs in church. I said no, so she broke into my safe and stole all my money – the second time a woman had done that to me! I sold my Gypsy Moth, and flew out of Hong Kong with Imperial Airways on an old Armstrong Whitworth 15 . . . ’




    I remembered something. ‘Actually, I think it was probably a de Havilland 86.’




    This made him frown. ‘Pardon me?’




    ‘The aircraft they used on the Hong Kong run.’




    The frown deepened. ‘Was it indeed?’




    I explained that I’d written a book about Imperial and, when I told him its title,1 the frown turned into a kind of reflective scowl. ‘I’ve read that,’ he admitted. ‘Not so long ago, as a matter of fact, in hospital for my hip. You followed their original London to Brisbane route, which took about three weeks and stopped all over the place. Correct?’




    ‘Absolutely.’




    Then he said, wholly unexpectedly, ‘It’s a book my mother would have enjoyed.’ I waited for him to elaborate but instead, he emptied the dregs of the wine into his glass then held up the bottle reflectively. ‘It says Riocha, produce of Spain, but I know Charlie, he probably made this in his garage. Kowloon claret, you mix grape juice, molasses and raw alcohol, also some of that cactus extract Mongolians give their horses.’




    He took a long swallow. ‘Farnborough was quite posh in those days – the Empress Eugénie, widow of Napoleon III, France’s last Emperor, lived near us. My father, Gerald, worked in Whitehall, so had to commute. He was exceptionally clever. Those Balliol dons only agreed to see me because he’d left such a mark there (though Grace said he never seemed to do any work). He died when I was two. Holiday accident, went swimming in Windermere one evening and got in the way of a carelessly driven speedboat, rising Treasury star killed by a drunken baker from East Grinstead.’




    ‘Why would your mother have enjoyed my book?’




    ‘Ah!’ He grinned a little blearily. ‘Because of her fascination with all aspects of flight. It was Ma who encouraged me. She put the idea in my head. Nobody in my family had ever done anything like it before, so who put the idea in hers? My belief is that it was suggested by a neighbour. You’ll be familiar with the name Sam Cody, I assume?’




    It meant nothing to me. ‘Sam who?’




    He gave me a look that was faintly incredulous. ‘And you the author of a book about aviation! He flew the first aeroplane in Britain. Actually he was Texan, known for his temper, in the Klondike someone once shot him because of a disputed claim and, though quite seriously injured, he went after the man and clubbed him senseless with a fifty-pound bag of nails. He used to wear spurs and Colt .45s in twin holsters – he could hit a spinning coin twenty feet in the air – and a big black sombrero. Cody grew his hair right down his back, and rode a giant white horse.’




    I laughed. ‘In Farnborough?’




    ‘Well, why not? And it was there, on the 16th of October 1908, that he finally got airborne. Not for long, and the authorities denied he’d ever left the ground; they always wanted an Englishman to be first. But my mother was there. She saw it happen.’ He beckoned to Shirley. ‘My dear, can you perhaps tell me where this wine really comes from?’




    She glanced around to see if Charlie was within earshot. ‘Egypt,’ she murmured.




    He seemed unsurprised. ‘Really? Well, I wouldn’t mind a drop more. And some fried belly pork with red bean curd sauce, please. Oh, and a few steamed biscuits.’




    She nodded and moved off. I said, ‘What on earth was your mother doing?’




    ‘Doing where?’




    ‘Watching Cody.’




    ‘I don’t know. Perhaps waiting for him to fix her car.’




    ‘He fixed her car?’




    ‘So I believe. He was fond of her, and she . . . well, she adored him, said he once even took her up over Laffan’s Plain, which would have made her, after Mrs Cody only the second woman in Britain to have travelled in an aeroplane. Was it true? I don’t know. But I do know something triggered a lifelong interest; she read everything she could on aviation, occasionally put planes in her paintings – small, but always accurately done; even one of her Royal Academy landscapes contained a little red biplane. My father’s relations with Cody, however, were evidently quite strained. He simply didn’t know what to make of this gun-toting American weirdo with his long hair and waxed moustaches and goatee beard (Cody was terribly vain) and a wife from the English upper classes. (Lela Cody was well connected – she knew the royal family – and very beautiful.) Also, they had absolutely nothing in common: Gerald loved books while I doubt Cody ever opened a book in his life; and Cody was a mechanical genius whereas Gerald couldn’t even drive. Grace did that, and always very fast.’




    I asked, ‘But do you actually remember Cody?’




    He hesitated. ‘I’m not sure, to be honest. I heard so much about him the stories may be fused in my memory. I was four when he died. Is that too early? No, it’s not, because there is something. On August Bank Holiday Monday 1913 he took off in his new machine, a big flying boat. It was a glorious day. He had a friend with him, a well-known cricketer named Evans who played for Surrey. They passed right over our house, quite low, and Grace apparently rushed me into the garden. “Wave! Wave!” she commanded, waving like mad herself. She says he waved back. Then, just a few miles further on, the plane broke up (to this day no one knows why); people who saw it happen said Cody, dressed all in white, fell with his arms outstretched.’




    ‘So you remember waving?’




    ‘My memory is an odd mix of things: sunlight, perhaps a silvery plane in a blue sky, Grace’s happy agitation, the smell of her perfume. And I can remember her crying when we got the news.’




    Shirley returned with a new bottle of the house wine. He said, ‘My dear, fetch me another glass, I want my friend to try this.’




    ‘Just a splash,’ I said.




    It was a little sugary, but quite palatable. He swirled his around and sniffed deeply. ‘Cairo!’ Then he swallowed. ‘Strong Nile flavours here, you can taste the bilharzia. One normally gets infected through the feet. This is much faster.’




    I wanted to know more about Grace.




    ‘Well, it occurred to me, much later in life, that Cody’s death had affected her almost as much as Gerald’s did. She rarely talked about him, but when I was still a child she started taking me down to the Balloon Factory.’




    This, I learned, was a cavernous, cathedral-sized structure towering over the north side of Farnborough Common, where the spirit of Cody lived on. ‘It was there he built and flew Army Aeroplane No. 1, our first manned, engine-powered aircraft. All the pioneers came, Maxim, Dunne, de Havilland, Rolls, Verdon Roe, all that lot. Colonel Capper, the commandant, made sure they learned about recent developments, put their ideas forward, discussed things. Well, I say discussed, but actually he liked nothing better than a good argument. It was like a rather eccentric little university, with Capper as its vice-chancellor. Grace and I went to watch the planes. Nobody minded, we even got to know some of the chaps. Geoffrey de Havilland was my favourite because whenever he took off from a country field he worried about disturbing the larks. Grace fitted in with those people pretty well.’




    His pork belly arrived. I ordered lychees and ice cream and, watching his arthritic fingers clumsily setting to work with the chopsticks, learned that Grace, in her fifties, had learned to fly (probably at the London Aeroplane Club in Edgware). The very day she qualified she took a friend to Dublin, later made several solo trips to the South of France. I wanted to know about his life post-China but he glossed over that. The broken leg, set by Lilly’s father with a degree of incompetence that was malicious, even criminal (‘The bastard never liked me’), left him with a limp and, in cold weather, severe neuropathic pain – enough for an RAF medical board, in 1939, to ground him. He spent the war producing Air Council guidance notes for air crew converting to new aircraft types.




    In 1946 he married an American girl and moved to a ranch in Wyoming. There, in a barn meant for livestock, he kept a small plane, and used it to teach his son, Ben, to fly; the boy – like him – won his pilot’s licence while still in his teens, aged twenty-one joined the US Navy and flew Phantom jets off carriers. A year later he was killed in Vietnam. The marriage began to drift.




    ‘There was no acrimony. We just reached a stage where we were barely aware of each other.’ When Grace died (in her sleep, aged one hundred) she left him the Farnborough house and – he hinted mischievously – the residue of an opium fortune made by his ancestor, the old envoy to Peking. Divorced, and back home again, he bought a small hotel in Cornwall, then a two-hundred-ton Cumberland herring drifter, then a Wiltshire dairy farm (he’d welcomed his guests, put to sea and milked the cows) but none sustained his interest. What he liked best was climbing into his little Cessna and exploring England.




    ‘On fine summer days I’d be off at the crack of dawn with my binoculars, a road atlas and a thermos of coffee. Having decided on my general direction I’d then be guided entirely by impulse – or anything unexpected that hove into view: a church, a garden, a river, perhaps a place of historical interest; whatever it might be I’d go low for a closer look and, if it really took my fancy, I’d land. Around lunchtime the drill was to find a nice pub with a paddock adjoining. Or, if I’d brought a picnic, I might choose a village cricket ground. Best days of my life, probably, only stopped on my seventieth birthday. Doctor’s orders.’ He was looking past me with a wistful half-smile. ‘Once I didn’t get home for three whole months! And I came to realize, rather late in life, what a sublime country this is.’




    Most of the United Kingdom’s hundred and forty civil aerodromes are rural – some with names that have the steam-trumpet resonance of Victorian railway halts: Little Gransden and Little Snoring, Halfpenny Green and Farthing Corner, Hinton-in-the-Hedges and Sherburn-in-Elmet, Wombleton-Kirbymoorside and Turweston, Compton Abbas, Swinton Meadows, Swanton Morley Old Sarum and Sleap. Indeed, some years ago, while trying to devise a new travel series for my newspaper, the Observer, I’d been to Compton Abbas. Wondering if it might be possible to explore rural Britain through its small planes and pastoral aerodromes I’d found myself, one sunny Sunday morning, in a spacious clubhouse thronged with enthusiasts who had spent the night under their planes – fifty or sixty light aircraft were parked along a gently sloping stretch of Dorset hillside. ‘A decent sleeping bag and a wing broad enough to keep the dew off,’ said a lean, scholarly looking pilot who turned out to be a retired Oxford judge. ‘That’s all you need.’ He and his wife sat eating a late breakfast as, outside, hares chased each other across the grass strip and, beyond its perimeter, sheep grazed.




    An affable young man named Miles flew me to Old Sarum, a ten-minute skip and jump across ancient green landscapes bathed in England’s glorious island light. The young air-traffic controller who gave us permission to land sat yawning over a Sunday paper as his four small blond sons played around him. For various reasons the series never got done but, sitting there in Brighton, I told him about that day. Eagerly he said, ‘Old Sarum, you know, was the scene of one of Cody’s greatest triumphs, witnessed by Churchill and the King; both rushed to congratulate him. The King made Cody a colonel on the spot.’ Idly watching him as he chattered away, face flushed with wine, an idea that had been gnawing away suddenly became blindingly obvious.




    But how did you raise such a matter with someone you barely knew?




    I said, ‘Would you say you were very like your father?’




    He looked surprised. ‘I’m not like him at all. Why do you ask?’




    ‘Dunno, just a thought.’ But I persisted. ‘So who were you like?’




    Now I got an amused look. He broke a toothpick in four pieces and laid them end to end. ‘Often, actually, I’ve wondered myself. But I don’t think Grace was interested in sex. Hero-worship was more her style; she liked men of action, had almost schoolgirl crushes on them. Along with Cody there was Bernard Freybourg, a friend of Gerald’s. He swam the Hellespont and won the VC and became a general. She adored him too.’




    ‘Was she pretty?’




    He shrugged. ‘Not particularly. Stringy build, long face, a bit horsy, I suppose; big teeth – tombstones, she called them – very blue eyes, like mine. And absolutely no fashion sense; Grace always looked as if she’d been dressed by Oxfam. But, my God, she was fit, she could knock off thirty miles a day, striding across country laden down with her painting gear and getting snappy at anyone who didn’t keep up. She was quite mannish in a way. Frankly, I doubt Cody would have fancied her.’




    He had finished his bottle of Nile Delta Riocha, so I divided the remains of my Barossa Valley Shiraz between us. ‘Would you have liked to have been Cody’s son?’




    ‘He had his own sons.’




    ‘Even so.’




    ‘Actually,’ he said, ‘I was perfectly happy just being Grace’s.’




    And there the matter ended.




    When Shirley brought our bills he grabbed both, added the totals and said, ‘That comes to £103 precisely.’ Shirley, who knew what was coming next, gave an exasperated little sigh. ‘Oh, Rupert, honestly.’ He grinned. To me he said, ‘Toss you for it,’ then fished a 50p coin from his pocket and shoved it over. ‘I’ll call.’




    I was, perhaps, a little drunk too; this made me laugh. ‘OK.’ I tossed; he called and lost. Shirley helped him up, handed him his lion stick. As she walked him to the door he turned, swaying slightly. ‘You know, we were unravelling the mysteries of flight when America still belonged to the Indians, our people have been engaged in this quest for bloody centuries, it’s our story.’ He shuffled on then, turning again one final time, cried clear across the restaurant, ‘Why don’t you write a book about it?’




    








  



    

       

    




    
Chapter One





    Warriors Against Gravity
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    Eilmer of Malmesbury




    One breezy morning in AD 1010 a Benedictine monk named Eilmer (also known as Elmer, Elmerus or even – due to some medieval scribal error – Oliver) walked into St Mary’s, the great Saxon-built church that once occupied the hilltop where Malmesbury’s Abbey now stands. He was carrying what appeared to be a pair of sails cut from linen or silk, and connected to a central staff by a row of hinged pivots. Willow spars had been spliced to the fabric in a rough cruciform, and spliced to the spars were half a dozen sisal loops, some small enough to be hand- or footholds, others larger but puzzling to the people – pilgrims and local laity alike – who stood aside to let him pass. When he entered the bell tower and began hauling his contraption up its rickety ladders none of these casual spectators could, in their wildest dreams, have imagined what he was about to do, while any fellow-clergy who knew must have prayed for his immortal soul before hurrying outside to watch. Yet among his friends there was a feeling he might even succeed; Eilmer certainly had wild ideas, but he was a respected mathematician and astrologer, a noted scientist, ‘a man of good learning’. And his courage had never been doubted.




    On certain days the prevailing wind, a south-westerly, seems to gather velocity over Wiltshire’s chalk uplands then make for this very spot, whistling up the slope with such force it turns umbrellas inside out. (‘Carry a sheet of plywood around here during a blow,’ said a contemporary Abbey steward, ‘and certain principles of aerodynamics will become immediately apparent to you.’)




    Eilmer chose such a day. Strapping on his wings – the large sisal loops were a crude body harness – he doubtless said his own prayers and stole a last look around: far below the Avon meandered by, out to the east the Cotswolds exuded their faint, mysterious shine. He stood with arms outstretched along the lateral wooden strut waiting for a gust, when it came launched himself violently into it, plunged headlong over a city wall and down the grassy Malmesbury escarpment. Then, swooping toward the river, he ran into a rogue ‘current of air’, evidently some form of wind shear or turbulence which he may have tried to counter by flapping his wings.




    Modern experts reckon he was airborne for fifteen seconds and came to earth a hundred and fifty feet below his launch point (the equivalent of jumping from the roof of a twelve-storey building). And while his trajectory is generally agreed upon – starting near what, these days, is Abbey Row and the Old Bell Hotel, crossing Gloucester Street and the West Gate before soaring over the declivitous Silver Jubilee Garden – there is controversy over where, crippled and in unimaginable pain, he actually ended up. St Aldhelm’s Meadow, Daniel’s Well or an alley named Oliver’s Lane all have their supporters, yet the soft, marshy soil that undoubtedly saved his life would point to St Aldhelm’s. William of Malmesbury, a historian and fellow-monk, reported that, after ‘collecting the breeze upon the summit of a tower, [Eilmer] flew for more than a furlong. But agitated by the violence of the wind and a current of air . . . he fell, broke both his legs and was lame ever after.’




    In later years his detractors, seeing him shuffling around on his crutches and shattered limbs, whispered it was punishment for trying to emulate the angels – witchcraft in the eyes of the Church – but they were way off the mark. He had, in fact, been trying to copy the birds, and decided his wild, ill-controlled descent was caused by ineffective steering. He told William he’d ‘forgotten to provide himself with a tail’ so the next set of wings would have a spreading lateral rudder (inspired by a rook’s feathered rump) which would enable him to tilt and turn. The instant he was released from the Abbey’s infirmary he set about building them. But they were never finished. The Abbot, fearing a further attempt would prove mortal, grounded him for life.




    Malmesbury is an elegant, prosperous little town off the M4 that wears its age – it was England’s first capital – with a certain ease: for example, I was unsurprised to find that two youngish, smartly dressed women talking animatedly beside its covered market cross were smoking ganja, the whiff almost masked by spicy emanations from a nearby curry house. At its heart, on the brow of that hill, is the sublime Romanesque Abbey, completed in 1180 on the site of Eilmer’s great Saxon basilica. It was once even larger, boasting England’s tallest spire (higher, it’s claimed, than Salisbury Cathedral’s), which, when blown over by a fifteenth-century storm, flattened the Abbey’s entire eastern end; the collapse of the giant west tower in a gale two hundred years later demolished a good part of the nave. Only a third of the original structure still stands, yet it looks oddly complete, as if an architect forced to build skyscrapers had deliberately made the spire and tower unsound; they were supposed to fall, this dreamily beautiful ruin being what he’d intended all along.




    But it remains an active parish church and, passing through the intricately carved south porch – where a female cleaner, busy mopping the floor, said, ‘Welcome!’ – I made for the Abbey bookshop and asked a volunteer steward if they had anything on Eilmer. ‘We most certainly do,’ he said, and handed me a ten-page pamphlet costing a pound. ‘That contains absolutely all that is known about him.’




    It carried no author’s name or byline, just the legend Malmesbury Abbey Popular History Series. I handed him a coin. ‘Any idea who wrote this?’




    ‘I did.’




    So quite by chance – ‘I’m only here on Thursdays’ – I met the world’s leading authority on Eilmer. Ron Bartholemew, keen-eyed, grey-haired and immensely affable, with aviation in his blood (he’d worked for BOAC, then British Airways), had produced the booklet as a labour of love.




    We chatted, and I asked him what kind of person he thought Eilmer had been.




    ‘Well, clearly obsessive, probably hard to live with. But a remarkably innovative thinker. I mean, there he was in the Dark Ages working out the basic principles of aerodynamics. And, of course, quite extraordinarily brave. Incidentally, if you’ve got a moment, we have something quite interesting here.’




    Tucked away behind the south porch was a storeroom used by the verger for redundant hassocks and hymn books. It contained a small stained-glass window showing a powerfully built, strikingly handsome young man with cornflower-blue eyes and flaxen hair. ‘The only image in existence,’ said Mr Bartholemew. ‘And they spelled his name wrong.’ (It said Elmer.) ‘The fact is we haven’t a clue about his appearance. The only certain thing is it was nothing like this.’




    In fact, the beautiful pre-Raphaelite figure in the well-cut gentian robe (posing with a set of silvery wings and an alchemist’s retort) turned out to be a twentieth-century creation, one of several windows installed in 1928 to commemorate characters from the Abbey’s past. ‘Is he remembered today?’ I asked.




    ‘Absolutely,’ he said, adding that on certain feast days people had recreated Eilmer’s feat by ‘flying’ down a cable strung from the Abbey roof to the churchyard (and landing near the tomb of Hannah Twynnoy, killed by a tiger in 1703). ‘We had stretcher-bearers there because they featured in Eilmer’s story; they were the monks who’d rushed him to the infirmary. Ours were supposed to just stand around, be part of the scenery, but some of our Eilmers descended at such a lick they had to be blue-lamped off to hospital. Now the council have stepped in. There’s been a decree from Health & Safety saying we’re not allowed to use humans anymore; in future, Eilmer will have to be a dummy.’




    Then he recounted the saddest incident in the town’s long and unique association with aviation. In 1881 Malmesbury’s MP, Walter Powell, decided that since the newfangled science of aeronautics had been created in his constituency, he should learn something about it. He and a friend approached a local balloonist, who agreed to take them up. Barely had they left the ground however than, for reasons never recorded, the friend and balloonist leapt from the basket, leaving Powell on his own. Having made an accelerated solo ascent he went drifting west towards the Bristol Channel, was later glimpsed crossing the coast several thousand feet up – a tiny figure waving wildly, his anguished cries barely audible – before disappearing out to sea, never to be heard from again.




    Before saying goodbye to Mr Bartholemew I put my final question: in which direction had Eilmer jumped? The cleaning lady who’d welcomed me earlier happened to be passing. ‘I can show you,’ she said.




    I followed her out the door, through the graveyard, into Abbey Row, past the Old Bell and across Gloucester Street; the Avon, narrow and muddy, went looping by below. ‘It’s thought he went this way. The original tower was right behind us, so he’d have gone high over our heads, so to speak, soaring down across those gardens, almost to the river.’




    I stared. ‘My goodness, that’s a huge distance.’




    ‘More than a furlong. Ron says in the original account they used a Latin unit called the stadium, which is just over six hundred feet.’




    I asked her to recommend somewhere for lunch and she nodded towards the Old Bell. ‘You could try that. It’s supposed to be England’s oldest hotel, built I believe in 1220. The food’s not bad.’




    Inside I found a warren of small, cosy public rooms, and grilled fish on the menu. But the plump, solemn girl who brought it had never even heard of Eilmer.




    ‘I am Polish,’ she said.




    An elderly couple seated at the next table looked up. The man, virtually bald but with remarkably shaggy red eyebrows, told me about a local doctor who always claimed that Eilmer had come down in his front garden. ‘He liked to ask visitors the date and place of the world’s first air crash. They’d assume it wasn’t all that long ago, probably in America, and he’d say, “In fact, it happened in the year 1010 AD,” then point out of his window, “right there.”’




    I laughed. ‘Good to know he’s still talked about.’




    ‘Don’t know about that, but he’s certainly in the public domain. There’s the Flying Monk football ground, home to the Malmesbury Victoria team (known as the Vics). And I believe this very hotel, the Old Bell, has a special Flying Monk weekend break.’




    Later, at the reception desk, a young man admitted, guardedly, that the weekend break in question contained Flying Monk elements: a Flying Monk-inspired glider trip, followed by a scenic river walk starting at the spot where ‘he fell to earth’.




    ‘So you know that, do you? The actual place?’




    He shrugged. ‘Our guess is as good as anyone else’s.’




    Eilmer lived into his eighties and gained a reputation for prophecy. Indeed, to the ecclesiastical historian William his life was of interest not because of the flight, but because he had twice seen a comet believed to presage doom and desolation. Early in 1066, six hundred years before Edmond Halley was even born, the celestial body that now bears his name passed close to the earth. Eilmer witnessed it then, just as he had witnessed it during its previous passage seventy-six years earlier. Though the first had certainly heralded bad things – one being the arrival of the Danish king, Canute, on the English throne – he regarded the 1066 sighting as ‘much more terrible, threatening to hurl destruction on this country’; a few months later William the Conqueror landed in Kent.




    (Early in the twentieth century two other pioneer aeronauts would also display – through dreams – unusual predictive powers: Geoffrey de Havilland foresaw the sudden demise of his brother, while John William Dunne divined death and destruction on a scale so catastrophic he wrote a book about it.)




    As a boy Eilmer had certainly been inspired by Spain’s Moslem bird men (their stories brought to England by returning pilgrims). In 852, over a century and a half before his own attempt, a Moor named Armen Firman donned a wing-like cloak, sprang from a tower in Cordoba and landed without incident; his was the first recorded flight in history. Just twenty-three years later Abbas Ibn Firnas, a Berber poet and fellow-Cordoban, made the second. A scholarly, eloquent, versatile man, he composed astronomical tables along with his Arabic odes (and, when the Caliph called on his subjects to beautify their city, created for Cordoba a magnificent planetarium and water clock). At some point he began weaving a mysterious feathered cape reinforced with willow wands, its purpose becoming clear in 875 when, before huge crowds, he wore it as he too jumped from a tower. Having travelled a good distance, he came down heavily and injured his back.




    Today Islamic nations celebrate Ibn Firnas, not Firman, as the father of flight; Libya has put him on postage stamps, while Iraq gave his name to an airport just north of Baghdad. (In the summer of 2003 Ibn Firnas was the scene of fierce fighting between Islamic insurgents and American marines.)




    After an inexplicable hiatus lasting almost four hundred years an Italian followed Eilmer. Towards the end of the fourteenth century J. B. Dante, a mathematician from Perugia, is said to have glided over Lake Trasimeno (a distance of ten kilometres) before clattering into a church steeple and breaking his leg. In 1638 Hezarfen Ahmet Celebi, a Turk, launched himself from Istanbul’s hundred-and-eighty-three-foot-high Galata Tower and, touching down unscathed on the far side of the Bosporus, was received as rapturously as an astronaut back from the moon. (An emotional Sultan Murad IV, noting his name meant ‘Expert in a Thousand Sciences’, presented the nation’s new hero with a thousand gold pieces.) Then another Italian mathematician, Francesco Lana, drew up plans for a weightless ‘aerial ship’ with a vacuum at its heart; in theory, if made of chimerical materials weighing next to nothing, his ship must rise inexorably. It was only built two hundred years later, by a Frenchman using welded plates of wafer-thin Prussian brass lined with tissue paper. A glittering orb of impressive size – it had a diameter of thirty-three feet – Lana’s craft generated much excitement but its vacuum chamber leaked so prodigiously it never even left the workshop.




    Another French enthusiast, M. Colomb, calculated that the wings needed to support a man would need to be twelve thousand seven hundred and eighty-nine feet and two inches – that’s almost two and a half miles – long.




    Early in the nineteenth century, Thomas Walker, a Hull portrait painter, became interested in the ability of condors to carry off fully-grown sheep (even, occasionally, small children). A condor with a ram in its talons, he reckoned, must weigh much the same as a man of ‘not less than ten stone’. Put the man in a vehicle weighing two stone and you would ‘only exceed the weight of the condor one-fifth part’; then fit your machine with wings one fifth longer than a condor’s, and they should support the man.




    [image: ]




    Thomas Walker’s ornithopter. It never actually flew yet Walker anticipated the day when ‘thousands’ of Britons would take to the air for business or pleasure.




    But was there a direct link between weight and wingspan? A condor, fourteen thousand three hundred and thirty-six times heavier than a hummingbird, boasted a span of twelve feet. A hummingbird had a span of three inches while a wren, three times as heavy as a hummingbird, possessed just an extra inch of wing. Logic told Walker that a man-bearing machine based on a sheep-carrying condor would need wings of fourteen and a half feet but, puzzlingly to convey his ten-stone man, he finally settled on stubby eight-foot wings of ‘compactly woven silk’ that had previously been swabbed with boiled linseed oil.




    His proposed aerial car – to be made of ‘very thin leather’ – contained a lever which, if pushed vigorously back and forth, would flap the wings; once his aeronaut had ‘sufficient altitude to clear the tops of hills, trees, buildings, &c’ he pressed on like an oarsman, moving with a strong and steady rhythm.




    Though he never actually built his machine he was remarkably prescient about a future enhanced by machines like it: newspapers and letters to be carried at 50 mph to any part of the country, explorers launched from ships (he dreamed up the aircraft carrier) to survey a new territory ‘free from the annoyance and hostilities of its rude inhabitants’, and ‘thousands’ of Britons taking to the air for ‘business or pleasure’. Demonstrating an odd touch of hippophobia he added that one consequence of so many people relying on aeroplanes would be a reduction in ‘the vast number of horses kept in this kingdom’. He hoped the land needed to grow ‘hay, oats and beans for the support of these quadrupeds’ could be given over to producing food for the population then, on this curious note, Walker went back to painting the likenesses of Yorkshire’s great and good.




    The inaugural meeting of the Aëronautical (they kept that diaeresistic ‘ë’ for years) Society of Great Britain was held at the Kensington home of its first president, the eighth Duke of Argyll, in January 1866; its first lecture was delivered that summer at the Society of Arts in John Adam Street, beside the Strand.




    It seemed to me slightly odd that people interested in science and engineering should choose such a place, but when I called there I found – painted on a pillar outside the 1770s Robert Adam building – a more catholic prospectus: the Society of Arts was also intended to encourage ‘manufacturers and commerce’. In the lobby a staircase rose past fine paintings and luminous lists of gilded names, while a fair-haired, pink-cheeked young man, obviously waiting for someone, confirmed the RSA’s cultural associations – mentioned, smiling its Polite Arts Committee’s award to Edwin Landseer, aged eleven, of a medal for his depictions of animals – but added that industry and the environment had also been long-standing preoccupations. Ideas such as nationalizing the railways and digging a Channel tunnel, he said, were first floated behind the society’s graceful Georgian facade – while, to counter severe deforestation in the seventeenth century, generous grants were given for tree-planting in the eighteenth. ‘But they’d get involved in anything. Blue plaques were dreamed up here. And a couple of hundred years ago, when a farmer from, I think, Somerset, managed to grow opium in a barn, the RSA offered a big prize, serious money, to whoever could cultivate Britain’s first commercial opium crop. If it could be produced by the wagonload they—’




    At that moment a plump Asian girl in a green sari appeared from the street. ‘Guy!’ she said. ‘Your carriage awaits.’




    His face seemed to light up. Muttering, ‘Excuse me,’ he picked up his briefcase and hurried towards her.
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