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Foreword


Just as the famous first flights described by Lowell Thomas and Lowell Thomas Jr., gripped the imagination of people around the world, mankind’s first forays into space were nothing less than spellbinding to men, women, and children everywhere. How could they not be riveted by these real-life adventures, which had previously been the stuff of science fiction?

It all began on October 4, 1957, when a 184-pound satellite named Sputnik 1 became the first man-made object ever to orbit the earth. The Soviet Union’s aluminum sphere spent three months circling our planet, transmitting radio signals that were analyzed to gather data about the upper atmosphere. But Sputnik 1’s importance was less scientific than symbolic. The Cold War was fully raging in 1957, and the launch of this satellite was nothing less than the space shot heard round the world. The “Space Race” between the United States and the USSR was on.

The Soviet Union got off to a fast start, leaving the United States to eat the dust of the Communist nation’s R-7 rockets. In 1959, the USSR’s Luna 1 and Luna 2 satellites made history as the first man-made objects to orbit the sun and impact the moon, respectively. The significance of these successes was obvious and powerful: Suddenly, other heavenly bodies were within our reach.

On April 12, 1961, the Soviets achieved another enormous milestone with the launch of Vostok 1. Inside the capsule was cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, the first man in space and the first to orbit the earth, a feat he completed a grand total of one time during the mission’s 118-minute duration. Brief as it was, Vostok 1’s importance could not be underestimated: Mankind was capable of traveling in space. (Gagarin’s success would not have been possible without the sacrifice of a stray dog from the streets of Moscow named Laika, who three-and-a-half years earlier had been carried into orbit on Sputnik 2, showing the world that a living organism could survive in a capsule in space.)

Alan Shepherd’s suborbital flight on May 5, 1961, made him the first American in space; and nine months later, on February 20, 1962, John Glenn wrote his name in the history books as the first American to orbit the earth, aboard Friendship 7. Despite these successes, the United States was still playing catch-up.

Less than four months after Glenn’s mission, Soviet cosmonaut Valentina Tereshkova became the first woman in space on June 16, 1963. A textile worker and amateur parachutist, Tereshkova orbited the earth a then-record forty-eight times during the three-day flight aboard Vostok 6. It would be another twenty years before the United States put its first woman, astronaut Sally Ride, in orbit.

In March 1965, the USSR achieved yet another first, when cosmonaut Alexei Leonov made the first walk in space from Voskhod 2. But Soviet supremacy proved short-lived. By the end of the year, Gemini 7, with Frank Borman and James A. Lovell Jr., aboard, stayed in space for nearly fourteen days, doubling the previous duration record. The success of Gemini 7 meant that a manned mission to the moon was possible.

As the Soviets increasingly focused on unmanned probes to the moon and Venus in 1966 and 1967, the United States labored to fulfill the challenge made by John F. Kennedy in 1961 and send a man to the moon by the end of the decade. In December 1968, Apollo 8, with Frank Borman, James A. Lovell Jr., and William Anders at the controls, became the first manned spacecraft to orbit the moon. The stage was set for a mission that The New York Times described as “more than a step in history; it is a step in evolution.”

That mission, of course, was Apollo 11, which famously marked the first soft landing on the moon and the first moonwalks by Neil Armstrong and myself. The date was July 20, 1969, and the largest audience in television history witnessed the first time human beings had ever set foot on another world. American supremacy in space was now unquestioned. More significantly, science fiction had become science fact. A new era had been born.

Following Apollo 11 into the early 1970s, subsequent Apollo missions brought two-wheeled carts, moon rovers, and ten more astronauts to the surface of our nearest heavenly neighbor. Unmanned missions in the same decade also broke new interplanetary ground and yielded important scientific results: In 1971, Mariner 9 became the first spacecraft to orbit another planet and went on to map, for the first time, the entire surface of Mars; the United States successfully landed two probes, Viking 1 and Viking 2, on the red planet in 1976, and each broadcast a steady stream of pictures of the Martian surface; and in 1979, Pioneer 11 reached Saturn and took the first close-up photographs of the ringed planet.

In 1981, the launch of the first American space shuttle, Columbia, ushered in an era when a series of reusable reentry vehicles, both American and Soviet, captured the headlines. In 1990, one such shuttle, Discovery, deployed the Edwin P. Hubble Space Telescope, which, after some minor adjustments, revolutionized deep space astronomy for more than a decade.

The new millennium has brought with it new milestones in unmanned exploration. In 2004, the Mars lander Opportunity found, for the first time, evidence of water on the surface of the red planet. The discovery of life (or signs of earlier biological activity) is now a distinct possibility there.

And what “famous first flights” can we expect in the future? How about an extended lunar mission that creates the first colony of humans on the moon, made possible by a new, heavy-lift space launch system capable of sending a crew of eight astronauts into interplanetary space. If this expedition is a success, a manned mission to Mars is likely within thirty to forty years.



The fiction of Jules Verne has been turned into scientific reality in less than one hundred fifty years.

The future of space exploration is limited only by our ability to imagine.

Dr. Buzz Aldrin

Apollo 11 Astronaut

April 3, 2004



Foreword: The New Golden Age of Spaceflight


The first fifty years of human spaceflight were the exclusive purvey of only the wealthiest of nations, those that were willing to spend enormous capital and accept substantial human risk. The first decade after Sputnik saw great advancements, from Yuri Gagarin’s first human flight to Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin’s first landing on the moon. Yet in the fifty years since that time, less than 600 people have left the earth, and no one has left low earth orbit. It should therefore be no surprise that anything as expensive and dangerous as human spaceflight would be uncommon.

However, due to recent advances in electronics, composite materials, miniature accelerometers, and GPS units, we are now seeing a new Golden Age of space exploration. Smaller, lighter vehicles that are flying more often and with lower budgets mark this era of innovation in flight. There are also a large number of new space ventures, bringing down access cost by ten-fold, which is greatly expanding access to space. Corporations and individuals can now plan their own trips to space.

Since the beginning of the new millennium, humanity has lived continuously in space, when on November 2, 2000 the International Space Station took on its first inhabitants, Bill Shepherd of the United States and Sergei Krikalev of Russia. The Chinese also now have a space station in orbit. Multiple robotic landers, Curiosity, Spirit, and Opportunity continue to comb the surface of Mars. The spacecraft New Horizons recently visited Pluto, and NASA reports evidence of water on both Mars and Pluto. The Kepler satellite has discovered thousands of exoplanets around distant suns. And NASA is now finally poised to take humans beyond low earth orbit, even beyond the moon, which remains the farthest we have ever ventured forty years ago.

The first indication of this new Golden Age came on October 4, 2004. On that day, a private pilot named Brian Binnie flew Space Ship One, an independently designed and financed, fully reusable, sub-orbital rocket ship. It launched into space and returned safely to the earth. This was the second such flight to occur, as two weeks earlier in the same vehicle Mike Melvill became the first commercial astronaut, reaching over 100 kilometers. Burt Rutan of Scaled Composites built this ship funded by Paul Allen to win the ten million dollar Ansari X Prize with these two flights. Space Ship One now hangs in the entry gallery of the Smithsonian Air and Space Museum in Washington D.C., alongside the Wright Brothers’ first airplane.

This event showed people around the world, that technology had advanced sufficiently far, to fundamentally change the mindset about what could be done in space. Now people believed that private companies could reach space and, just as importantly, that fully reusable rockets were possible. Fully reusable rockets promise huge ten- to 100-fold decreases in cost, plus similar increases in safety. These facts have now given rise to a New Golden Age of Spaceflight.

Since the last awarding of the Ansari X Prize in 2004, a vast array of new space exploration companies have sprung up, in an effort to reinvent major aspects of space flight. In 2005, Richard Branson has purchased the rights to Scaled Composite’s work and is commercially developing Space Ship Two, which should soon be able to ferry sub-orbital clients to over 100 kilometers and back. Sub-orbital competition has since heated up, with companies such as Jeff Bezos’s Blue Origin having re-flown their vertical takeoff/vertical landing New Shepherd vehicle in early 2016. XCOR continues to work on their Lynx sub-orbital space plane.

Orbital access is expanding and cheapening quickly too. To compete with the long serving United Launch Alliance Atlas and Delta rockets, Space X now has the Falcon 9 regularly transporting cargo to and from the ISS with their Dragon capsule. Space X has just been cleared to start crewed activities, which they will begin in 2017. More importantly, Space X has successfully landed their first stage booster after it lifted eleven satellites to orbit. Landing a huge first stage like this cuts millions of dollars off the cost of launch and so massive savings reductions and safety increases are expected.

To quantify this, a recent Soyuz or Falcon 9 launch might cost the user between seventy-five and 150 million dollars. But most of that cost is in the disposable, used-only-once rocket itself, which is destroyed on its maiden voyage. The fuel onboard is far less than 1 percent of the total cost. So as soon as we can reliably reuse the hardware stages of the rocket, ten- to 100-fold cost decreases are well within reach. Dramatic safety improvements will come at the same time, as once we are re-using the same hardware, we will have far better data to correct problems, since we will not be discarding each piece of hardware on its maiden voyage.

As the price comes down and safety goes up, there will also be an increase in flight rates. Commercial exploitation of microgravity previously thought to be too expensive or too dangerous will have a far better chance of being practical, even profitable. The development of drugs and vaccines has already begun in earnest, as affordable access to the microgravity environment grows. Asteroid mining and space-based solar power, once thought farfetched, now appear likely.

Reducing access costs ten-to 100-fold also creates huge new opportunities for the International Space Station and deep space exploration. Today ISS experiments have an incredibly high cost load to cover, from launch costs to fair burden of actual ISS operational costs. The result of this is that even the most ardent supporters of space-based research and development, much less commercial operations, are hard pressed to justify the cost benefit of such activities.

In 2016, a Space X Falcon 9 is expected to deliver a Bigelow Aerospace private inflatable habitation module to the ISS. This will be the first fully private habitat in space. Just as with the incredible drop in launch costs, this will deliver huge savings in on-orbit operational costs over time. Utilization of the current ISS, as well as future space stations, will provide greater service and greatly reduced costs.

All this commercial activity in low earth orbit allows NASA to focus on what NASA does best, which is to push the limits of human exploration and technology. NASA can afford to have a far longer timeline and pursue far more exotic technologies in search of further breakthroughs for humanity and industry. NASA’s SLS systems are planned for human exploration of deep space, including the Moon, asteroids, and Mars.

Plans are now being considered which promise to move space access beyond chemical rockets. Earlier this last year Escape Dynamics wrapped up a research and development program, that demonstrated the capability to build an electromagnetic thruster capable of lifting a rocket into space with energy wholly delivered from the common electric grid, and requiring no fuel to be carried by the rocket at all. If this technology becomes available in the next decades, it could provide yet another ten-fold decrease in access costs.

Both NASA and private companies like Space X are targeting Mars. In addition to seeking evidence of life beyond earth, Mars is also considered an important place to build a human outpost, one that will help to insure the continuation of our species. Stephen Hawking has regularly stated that humankind should colonize other planets to insure the future of the species. Elon Musk says one of the primary missions of Space X is to build a Mars colony with more than one million people living on Mars as soon as possible, to ensure the survival of the species should an asteroid or super nova of a nearby star risk wiping out our home planet.

On March 2, 2016, NASA astronaut Scott Kelly and Russian astronaut Mikhail Kornienko returned to Earth after spending 340 days at the International Space Station. Kelly’s time in space provides researchers with critical information for understanding how to keep astronauts healthy during an extended stay in space. Scott’s identical twin Mark remained on Earth, which provided the opportunity for a twin study. This is one more step in fulfilling President Barack Obama’s vision of putting American astronauts on Mars in the 2030s.

Many of the Baby Boomer generation have felt that we missed out on the twentieth-century vision of colonizing space. But, seeing human boot prints on Mars has gone from a lost dream of the Apollo age, to once again seeming an achievable dream for youngsters of today.

We are pleased to see the coming and the flourishing of this new Golden Age of Space Exploration.

Richard Garriott, private astronaut

Soyuz TMA 13

Owen Garriott, NASA astronaut (retired)

Skylab II & STS 9



Introduction to the 2016 Edition


“We have to continually be jumping off cliffs and developing our wings on the way down.”

-Kurt Vonnegut, If This Isn’t Nice, What Is?: Advice for the Young

The history of human flight is populated with luminaries whose names have endured for generations: the Wright Brothers, Lindbergh, Earhart, Yaeger, Glenn, and Aldrin to name a few. These names have a magical effect on our imaginations, as they conjure up feats of great derring-do stretching back to ancient times, Icarus, and beyond.

As a propeller-driven world yielded to the jet age and rockets soon thereafter catapulted daring individuals into the heavens, a new breed of explorer emerged, enabled by new ideas and technologies, but anchored by the primal thirst to defy gravity and travel faster and further. While many of the major advancements in powered flight described in the coming pages were made in the first seventy years after the Wright brothers’ seminal 1903 flight, there are still today vast spaces to explore and transitions underway in terms of how those horizons are reached.

Space exploration headlines, once dominated by NASA and other national agencies, now regularly feature the efforts of private companies created by Jeff Bezos, Elon Musk, and Richard Branson. If you visit the magnificent Kennedy Space Center in Cape Canaveral, Florida, you’ll see that Launch Complex 39A (Pad A), which launched the Apollo 11 spacecraft on its historic flight to the moon, is now being co-developed and utilized by Space X in a public-private partnership. Within the membership of the Explorers Club, we have a symbolic representation of this evolution in Owen and Richard Garriott, the first American father/son astronaut team. Owen spent sixty days aboard Skylab in 1973 and later ten days on Spacelab-1 on a Space Shuttle mission in 1983. In 2008 Richard journeyed to the Institutional Space Station aboard the Soyuz TMA -13 as a private astronaut.

Today the challenge is to find ways to fly more efficiently and sustainably, and the race is on to develop these new and clean technologies. Both Boeing and Airbus are developing lithium batteries as a power source, and NASA is developing a series of X-Plane experimental aircraft to increase fuel efficiency and reduce noise and pollution in commercial flights. NASA has also unveiled a model of a green commercial airliner, an X-Plane, which could replace the Airbus 320 or the Boeing 737 in the near future.

To promote clean technologies, Explorers Club members Bertrand Piccard and Andre Borschberg are flying around the world in a solar powered plane. Solar Impulse has completed eight legs of its proposed around-the-world tour, covering nearly half the journey already; the plane is in Hawaii as we go to press, preparing for the completion of its historic voyage.

Other technologies are driving great change in the twenty-first century experience. Drones, unmanned planes that are remotely operated, have transformed warfare and high-tech surveillance. They also have civilian, recreational, and business uses and it’s not hard to imagine our lives in the not too distant future being fulfilled by the visions of Buck Rogers, Star Trek, and one of my personal favorites, the Jetsons of cartoon fame.

We live in exiting times, and I’m mindful that my words will age quickly under a continuing splash of new and exciting inventions and milestones. Whatever form they take however, it seems likely these future achievements will be powered by the same urge expressed by John Gillespie Magee many years ago, the desire to slip the “surly bonds of earth.” At the Explorers Club, we celebrate that spirit and look forward to seeing that vibrant and dynamic future realized.

—Ted Janulis

President

The Explorers Club

April 2016
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Prologue: A Word Before the Takeoff


I am delighted that The Explorers Club has resurrected this book that my late father and I put together in 1965. He would be immensely pleased, too, for he was one of the most active and supportive Club members over a span of some fifty years. For his many contributions to the field of exploration and scientific research he was awarded The Explorers Club Medal—its highest honor. Later on, an award in his name was created to honor outstanding explorers. As for me, I have been a Club member since 1948, although a rather inactive one.

Writing about these famous first flights was my father’s idea. It seemed to make sense to do so jointly because both of us had been involved in aviation during most of our lives; he as a radio news commentator and author of several books about aviation, most notably The First World Flight of which he was the official historian; and I as a bush pilot since earning my wings with the Air Force in 1944, then later, as a member and historian of the first flight around the world over both the North and South Poles.

From the days of Kitty Hawk and that historic first flight by the Wright Brothers, man has been soaring with the birds. That is, during the era of which we were writing, the speed and ceiling of planes kept them so near Earth that the term “bird man” had real meaning.

A few years after Wilbur and Orville Wright made their first short flights in 1903, the airplane really began to show what it could do. It truly came of age when the first long-distance flights were made. Of these, the one acknowledged to be the first major long-distance aviation milestone was achieved when a Frenchman, in his fragile little airplane, made the first flight across the English Channel.

Following that event—and for a period of about half a century—flights in propeller-driven aircraft were made over longer and longer distances, soon crisscrossing all the continents, and spanning the seven seas.

The finale, the climax to this era, came with the first flight ever made around the globe by way of both Poles. And it was that bit of circumnavigation that inspired the writing of this book. Our purpose was to tell the stories of what we believed were the most important long-distance “firsts,” including that Double Pole flight that was made so suddenly and without benefit of publicity.

Actually, the two of us have played a part in four of the sixteen flights in this book. Also, between us we have known most of the daring young men who blazed these historic trails through the skies. As a result of our personal knowledge and our acquaintance with nearly all of these airmen, we hoped to tell these stories with rather special enthusiasm—and not entirely with information passed on to us by others.

When a flight, even an all-important “first,” is a success, it often is accomplished almost without incident. So, we also told something of the stories of those who failed and of whom you may not have heard at all. As you will discover, nearly every chapter is an account of a great air race. And, as we all know, failure often—in fact, usually—is more dramatic than success.

With the coming of jet and rocket propulsion, man now has gone far beyond the realm of the eagle and the high-soaring condor. He has indeed become a “space man.” The advances made since my father and I wrote this book are enormous, with many more firsts; but most of them of a different nature. That is, technology, computers and the like are increasingly replacing the human pilot. At this writing we have jet airliners which from shortly after takeoff can climb, level off, proceed to a distant destination and land, all on their own, relegating the crew to mere supervisors. And our military has for some time been using pilotless airplanes to hover over battle grounds, transmitting data to their bases via satellite. Known as the UAVs, such as the Predator and Global Hawk, these robot planes can even drop precision weapons on the enemy, guided by GPS (global positioning by satellite). And just think of the “firsts” in space! First landing on the moon in 1969; the Mars spacecraft in 1976. Not to mention supersonic flight. And engineers are now developing hypersonic craft that will be able to soar into near-space, to orbit the earth then descend for a landing wherever there’s an adequate airport. It has been said that to fly a commercial version of such an air/space craft half way around the world would take only two hours.

Well, someone else will have to write about that. However, there are a few new “firsts” of the romantic sort that are akin to what we have written about in this book, and which I want to mention. The first man-powered aircraft flew across the English Channel in 1979, with Bryan Allen at the controls. He powered the propeller of this frail lightweight machine by pumping pedals as though on a bike. Paul MacCready, an aeronautical engineer, created the plane.

Then there was the first solar-powered flight across the English Channel in 1980. Steven Ptacek’s craft weighed all of 210 pounds, averaging thirty miles an hour, and made the crossing in five hours and thirty minutes.

Incredible as those two flights were, my favorite of recent times was the first non-stop ’round the world flight—without any refueling. That occurred in 1986 when Dick Rutan and Jeana Yeagar flew a unique lightweight aircraft made of composite material, designed and built by Burt Rutan, westward from the Edwards Air Force Base in California, 25,000 miles around the world in nine days. Their twin-engine plane (one small piston engine up front, the second pushing from the rear) carried a forward “canard” wing instead of the usual horizontal stabilizer and elevator at the tail. Its wings spanned one hundred and ten feet and contained most of the 1,209 gallons of gasoline needed for the flight. Named “Voyager,” the crew had to endure a cabin space measuring two feet wide and seven and a half feet long—about the size of a coffin! While Dick worked the controls and the radio, Jeana would try to catch some sleep in that tiny space; and vice-versa.

Voyager averaged 122 miles an hour, its route taking it over the Philippines, the southern tip of India, central Africa, Central America and up the California coast to the point of origin. It has been said that of those one thousand plus gallons of gas, only eighteen remained on landing.

Surely that flight of Voyager was one of the most remarkable ever. For it, aviation’s most prestigious award, the Collier Trophy, was presented to pilots Rutan and Yeagar, and to designer Burt Rutan and crew chief Bruce Evans.

Now for our first aerial adventure, let’s make that first long-distance flight, from France to England, with Louis Bleriot.

Lowell Thomas Jr.

December 2003

Anchorage, Alaska


[image: images]



CHAPTER I

A 22-Mile Flight That Startled the World

Early one morning in July 1909, the passengers on a boat plowing through the choppy English Channel from Calais to Dover were astonished to see an airplane bobbing up and down on the water, its pilot calmly smoking a cigarette while he awaited rescue by an approaching naval vessel.

The unperturbed flier was twenty-six-year-old Hubert Latham of Paris who, only minutes before, had taken off from the French coast in the hope of being the first man to fly an airplane across the Channel, and win a prize of £1000 offered by the London Daily Mail. But his sleek-looking Antoinette flying machine had developed engine trouble only seven miles out, forcing him to glide down to the water for a graceful, though somewhat splashy landing.

As eager hands were extended to lift him on board a French torpedo boat, Latham at least had the consolation of knowing he had achieved one “first.” Even though he had failed to span the Channel, history would record that he was the first pilot ever to successfully land an airplane on water and keep it afloat. And through the years to come, he would be known as the founding father of a long line of aviators, and astronauts, who would be “picked up after falling in the drink,” including hundreds who went down in the Channel during two World Wars.

Latham didn’t even get his feet wet. When he returned to Calais with his slightly damaged plane, a waiting crowd gave him an enthusiastic reception and insisted that he kiss the Queen of the Port, a buxom, red-cheeked fishergirl who obviously wanted to lure a dashing young aviator into her net. With the crowd shouting its approval, he performed this cheerful chore, and then promptly set in motion plans to repair his plane and tow it back to the coast for another try. There was precious little time to waste in bussing pretty girls because the Channel flight was anything but a one-man contest.

For several weeks that summer the stage had been set for aviators to take on the most publicized flying challenge of the day—a first flight across the 22 miles of open water between Calais and Dover. True, a balloon had successfully made the crossing back in 1785, but in 1909 airplanes still had an annoying habit of coming back to earth after being in the air for a relatively short time, and few aviators were daring enough to risk a long flight over open water. Safety measures and instruments were still unknown, and to get a reading on the wind velocity a pilot used a simple gadget—a cigarette. He would light it, and if the smoke rose into the air in a fairly vertical line, then the wind was favorable for flying.

Latham and his fellow aviators had to reckon with the uncomforting knowledge that the English Channel was anything but an ordinary body of water. It was notorious for bad weather in all its forms, with rain, fog, and high winds taking turns at plaguing the boats that made the run between Calais and Dover. The weather was influenced by several factors, among them a peculiar counterclockwise movement of the Atlantic Ocean between Bristol Channel and Ireland, and the almost continual pressure of high tides. The prevailing winds were westerly, and a plane attempting to fly from France to England generally would have to battle a head wind to keep from being blown off course. This could end in disaster because, after all, England is only an island, a big one to be sure, but one that could quite easily be missed in the dark.

With the prevailing winds westerly, reason seemed to argue that a more practical course across the Channel would be the other way, from England to France, with a tail wind helping speed the plane along. So far, however, not a single English aviator had shown any serious desire to compete for the Daily Mail prize. By mid-July, only three contestants were in the running and all were French citizens, who, quite naturally, preferred to take off from La Belle France. And they wanted to prove that, despite all that talk about Britannia ruling the waves, it was only thin air that stood between France and England.

One was the Comte de Lambert, a flying aristocrat who was standing by on the Channel coast at Wissant where he had assembled two Wright biplanes. The distinguished-looking Comte was partial to Wright biplanes and had flown them in many demonstrations in Holland and elsewhere. Because of his presence and his announced intention to fly the Channel, the town of Wissant was rapidly filling with visitors, including the Comtesse de Lambert and her little daughter.

Meanwhile Hubert Latham had set up his flight headquarters back of the cliffs at Sangatte where he and his plane were in the midst of the Old Tunnel Works—the remnants of an unfinished project to bore a passage beneath the Channel to England. Lambert was a slender, sensitive young man of well-known artistic temperament whose pale face always seemed to have a tired, languid look—until he climbed into an airplane. Then his personality seemed to undergo a transformation, with his eyes sparkling and radiating a joie de vivre. The word around Paris was that he had taken up the adventuresome sport of flying because his doctors told him he had only one year to live.

Although his father was an Englishman from Lancashire, Latham was born in Paris and had become a French citizen, even to the extent of serving a hitch in the French Army. But he had so many English characteristics that the London newspapers always referred to him as “Mr. Latham” and not “Monsieur.” Also, like a typical family-conscious Englishman, he had expressed a desire to land his plane in England at Folkestone because, as he put it, “I have cousins there and it would please them.”

Throughout the previous month of June, Latham had flown his sleek, but fragile, Antoinette monoplane almost continually, trying to set new endurance records. On one flight he passed just above the heads of a crowd of Chalons, and astounded his viewers by taking both hands off the steering wheel, calmly rolling a cigarette, and then lighting it. This spectacular incident prompted one aero magazine to comment: “Mr. Latham has established a new record. He is undoubtedly the first man who has had the audacity to light and smoke a cigarette while in full flight!”

But as fliers of spectacular achievement, neither the Comte de Lambert nor Hubert Latham could match the exploits of Louis Blériot, the third contestant for the Daily Mail prize. At the age of thirty-seven, Blériot was a rather stern-looking, dark-complexioned Frenchman who sported a large red mustache. Non-confiding by nature, he adhered to an economy of words in his conversation, and was apt to become bored with anyone who made a practice of talking too much.

Blériot was trained at the Paris Central Engineering School, and early in his career became independently wealthy from the development and sale of a world-renowned motorcar headlight which bore his name. Married and the father of five children, he first experimented with airplanes in 1900, the same year the Wright Brothers began their flight studies.

Blériot’s first plane was a flapping-wing model which found itself in extreme difficulty every time it became airborne even for a few feet, so he had the prudence to abandon it. He began building biplanes, and finally devoted his complete attention to monoplanes, the models which were to bring him his greatest successes. By the time he was ready to fly the Channel, Blériot had spent at least $150,000 on airplanes, and had become almost as famous for his crashes as for his flying. In fact, over a period of eight years, he crashed fifty times, with wings breaking in the air, tail assemblies collapsing, and with his planes sometimes going out of control and swooping violently down to earth. But the gods of flying were with him and he managed to escape death, or even serious injury. In one crash after another, when crowds would rush forward expecting to find him dead, Blériot would come crawling out of the wreckage, looking a bit annoyed and bewildered, but nursing only a few cuts and bruises. Staying alive, so Blériot concluded, was simply a trick. Acting on the principle that it was impossible to save both himself and the plane; he developed the acrobatic technique of throwing himself upon one of the wings just before the crash. Although this maneuver always broke the wing, it also succeeded in breaking his fall, and no sooner had one plane collapsed than he was back at the drawing board, designing another.

Blériot’s name had become a synonym for perseverance by June of 1909, the month in which he became the first man to fly an airplane with two passengers aboard besides himself. This flight in a large and rather cumbersome flying machine was not a lengthy one, in fact only about a hundred feet in a straight line. But a few weeks later he established a new cross-country record by flying his new No. 11 monoplane for 25 miles, all the way from Etampes to Orléans with only one stop along the way. It was this flight that made the infant world of aeronautics sit up and take notice of Blériot’s No. 11, one of the smallest and lightest aircraft ever built.

It resembled a huge dragonfly. The fuselage was 25 feet long from propeller to tail, with the framework consisting of oak and poplar, spliced and reinforced with piano wire. The wings, with a 28-foot span, were covered with an opaque material like vellum, making them appear both light and fragile. Up front, attached to a two-bladed wooden propeller, was a three-cylinder, 25-hp Anzani engine which could speed the plane along at 36 miles an hour. The rudder and elevating apparatus were on the tail, and the landing gear resembled two bicycle wheels. Without the pilot, the total weight was 484 pounds. When flying, Blériot sat in the open fuselage between the wings, where he operated the plane with a control stick and foot pedal.
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The exact replica of the 3-cylinder plane in which Louis Blériot made the historic first crossing of the English Channel, 1909. Blériot had been experimenting with airplanes and flight design since 1900, the year the Wright Brothers began their work. (United Press International Photo)

Throughout the first weeks of July, Blériot kept the No. 11 in the air almost constantly, sometimes flying at three different aerodromes on the same day. And he continually experimented with various ways of keeping the plane aloft for longer and longer periods, with the white cliffs of Dover his ultimate destination.

Then, suddenly, all his plans were nearly shelved indefinitely by another accident, this one inflicting perhaps the most serious injury of his flying career. While testing one of his planes, not the No. 11, the gasoline tank exploded, severely burning the foot he used for rudder control in flight. The foot developed an abscess, forcing him to resort to a pair of crutches as he hobbled to and from his airplanes. Even so, inspired by his sensational cross-country flight, he decided to ignore the injured foot and move quickly to seize the opportunity offered by Hubert Latham’s failure.

On Tuesday, July 20, the day after Latham landed in the Channel, Blériot notified the Paris newspaper Matin that he would take off for England within the next few days, weather permitting. Even though the Channel flight was still a contest, Blériot knew it might well develop into a race if he gave Latham enough time to repair his plane or get a new one.

The following day, strollers on the streets of Calais paused to watch a horse-drawn cart slowly making its way through the town with Blériot’s No. 11 on board. The little plane, looking soiled and weather-beaten from so much test flying, was being towed out into the open sand dunes on the coast near Les Barraques where Blériot had decided to pitch his camp in front of the stately old castle of Calais. When the flying machine was unloaded, the horse turned and gave it one baffled look, then plodded off.

Unlike Latham who had chosen the cliffs for a takeoff point, Blériot was on flat land where the surrounding country was barely above sea level and protected from the Channel by a line of sand dunes. As soon as the plane was carefully rolled into a tent, Blériot limped along on his crutches, climbed into a motor car, and drove back to Calais to await weather reports at the Terminus Hotel.

The weather along the Channel that summer was particularly unsettled, and for the next three days high winds and near-gales made flying safe only for those who wanted to fly a kite. But down the coast of Sangatte, Latham was reported to be triumphantly ready for his second leap out over the water, and his spies were keeping in close touch with Blériot’s movements in the same direction. At Wissant, however, the Comte de Lambert was taking an indifferent, if not disdainful, attitude toward flying the Channel first and winning the Daily Mail prize. His preparations were proceeding at a cautious pace, and he was making it emphatically clear that he would devote plenty of time to “practice spins” before starting out for England.

The first inkling that Blériot was ready to go came on Saturday night, and the hint was mysteriously dropped in Dover, not in Calais. The midnight Channel boat pulled into Dover Pier and among the passengers was M. Fontaine, a Paris newspaperman who was carrying a French tricolor neatly folded under his arm. Fontaine checked in at the Lord Warden Hotel, and casually told the desk clerk to rouse him early because he had “an appointment with Louis Blériot at 2 A.M.” Outside on the Channel, a heavy sea was running with half-a-gale blowing, and the clerk dismissed Fontaine’s remark as some kind of a Gaelic joke.

But Fontaine had been given the word. Even though the winds were still troublesome, the weather experts at Calais had informed Blériot that conditions over the Channel would moderate rapidly during the early morning hours. And that was all he needed for a decision—he would take off for England at dawn.

At 2:30 A.M., one of Blériot’s friends, Alfred Le Blanc, went to the aviator’s room in the Terminus Hotel and pounded on the door. Blériot hastily roused himself, got into a khaki flying suit with Le Blanc’s help, and shambled downstairs on his crutches to have coffee with his wife who had loyally witnessed every flight he had made. Before sitting down, he dispatched a messenger to the French torpedo boat, the Escopette, which was standing by at Calais, ready to escort him across the Channel as a safety measure if and when he got underway.

Their coffee finished, Blériot gave his wife a farewell embrace, and she left to go aboard the Escopette which then weighed anchor and steamed out into the Channel. Blériot got into his motor car and drove as speedily as possible to Les Barraques, followed by a caravan of journalists, some of them Americans.

An eager band of helpers, including the engine designer, M. Anzani, rolled Blériot’s plane from its tent and out to the flat grasslands behind the sand dunes along the coastline. In the distance an early morning fog was over the Channel, but the southwesterly wind had dropped off to about 15 miles per hour, leaving it still a bit risky for flying. Nevertheless, Blériot climbed into the cockpit and took the plane above the sand hills for a brief test flight, then came down and took off on another before deciding that the moment had arrived. Obviously, the Anzani was running smoothly and powerfully.

It was now 4:25 A.M., and even at that early hour, a large and enthusiastic crowd was gathering, attracted by the plane’s droning engine during the test flying. The contest rules ordained that the flight must be made between sunrise and sunset, so Blériot was delaying his takeoff just a few minutes more until the sun could break the dawn. As he mounted the plane and climbed into the cockpit, he threw away his crutches, then looked over the crowd to say:

“If I cannot walk, I will show the world I can fly.”

He adjusted a close-fitting cap around his head and standing up in the cockpit, peered out across the foggy Channel with a slightly puzzled expression on his face. He would carry with him neither a watch nor a compass, so he asked a pertinent navigational question.

“Where is Dover?”

Around him, about fifty hands flew up in the crowd, all pointing in the approximate direction. Even though the sea was foggy, Blériot’s mission was clear. It was, of course, a matter of time, distance, and geography, but it had a curious geological twist.

Long, long before Blériot’s time, the navigators and map makers of old had determined that the English Channel is 350 miles long, an arm of the Atlantic Ocean extending between France and England to the North Sea. The point of maximum width is on the west, a stretch of 150 miles between Saint-Malo and the inner shores of Lyme Bay. On the east near Calais, it narrows to 22 miles between Cape Gris-Nez and the cliffs of Dover, where the geological similarities on both sides of the Channel are obvious. It’s entirely likely that in the dim prehistoric past, an isthmus once connected Calais and Dover, and the Channel was merely a gulf of the Atlantic until the sea cut through, probably in Pleistocene times. And now on Sunday morning, July 25, 1909, it was Blériot’s intention to create a new kind of isthmus, an aeronautical isthmus, between France and England.

The sun came up behind Calais Castle at 4:35 A.M., and with a farewell wave, Blériot nodded instructions to start the engine. Anzani himself stepped forward to crank it up, and the crowd responded with much shouting and hand-clapping—while the nightgown-clad residents of nearby homes cheered from their doorways. Five men held down the tail of the straining plane, until Blériot gave the order to “Let go!”

Then it shot forward across the grassy flatlands, rolling rapidly toward the sand dunes and the open Channel beyond. It sped faster and faster until the wheels gradually left the ground, and Blériot eased back the stick to gain the altitude needed to zoom over a line of telegraph wires that skirted the coast ahead. The No. 11 made the hurdle easily and sailed on over the water at a height of 180 feet. Blériot was on his way.

The crowd rushed to a waiting line of motor cars, cabs, and bicycles, then hurried along the shore road to the nearby crest of Blanc-Nez where the Marconi Company was in direct wireless communication with Dover. Any word of Blériot’s progress was almost sure to come from there. And in all the excitement no one seemed to be thinking about the competition, for neither Hubert Latham nor his plane were anywhere to be seen. He was still asleep.
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Spectators watch Louis Blériot’s plane on its flight across the English Channel, 1909. Blériot had crashed fifty times before he made this trip. (Culver Pictures, Inc.)

Standing several miles out to sea, the captain of the Escopette had been waiting and watching, while Madame Blériot and a group of journalists lined the rails, all anxiously scanning the sky above the French coast. Then, just as the sun rose, Madame Blériot gave a cry: “Mon Dieu! There he is!”

Still gaining altitude, Blériot was coming on fast. From the cockpit, he saw the Escopette galvanize itself into action and begin steaming full speed toward the English coast, rolling out two huge waves as it cut through the water. The captain had agreed to head his torpedo boat directly for Dover, so Blériot might set his bearings on her course. By now he was up at the dizzy height of 250 feet. But the wind was rising. Indeed, before the takeoff, he had noticed a steady increase in the southwesterly wind, and now it was blowing in sharp gusts. Still, the plane remained on course and was rapidly coming up behind the Escopette on the sea below.

For a moment it crossed Blériot’s mind that the captain was trying to race him to England. But clearly it would be no contest, for the No. 11, breezing along at slightly more than 40 miles an hour, quickly overtook the escort and passed overhead. Down on the deck, Blériot could see his wife and the journalists excitedly waving to him. And as he flew on he turned to note that now the torpedo boat was following him, sending up a great column of black smoke that concealed the rising sun.

By the time he reached mid-Channel, his escort was falling far behind. Hoping that perhaps the French Navy could still keep him in sight, Blériot marked time by flying in a wide circle, then headed off toward Dover again. The Escopette could travel no faster than 26 miles an hour, and he could no longer count on any navigational aid. Behind him, the coast of France had already faded from view, but straight ahead England must be somewhere, though shrouded in fog. And below him was a stormy sea.

Blériot, the crash expert, was not one to panic. His engine was performing beautifully, and his parting glance at the Escopette convinced him that he was still on a course to Dover. But with the wind growing stronger, the little plane might be veering eastward or northward and could easily wander off course. With a wry smile, he recalled how he had boasted to a friend that he planned to carry neither a compass nor a watch, because he thought he would most likely come down in the sea, and who wants to ruin a watch!

That had been his foolhardy decision, and now it was up to him to do what airmen in succeeding years had to do—fly by the seat of his pants. He relaxed his pressure on the controls, and the No. 11 flew on and on, neither rising nor falling, nor turning right or left, he hoped. He would let the plane find its own way to England, or wherever it wanted to go.

While the minutes passed, Blériot had the strange impression that he wasn’t moving at all. Surrounded as he was by fog with neither ships nor land in view, he had the bizarre feeling of being suspended motionlessly in the air. But suddenly he was jarred out of his fantasy by the airman’s alarm bell—an unmistakable cough in the motor! Yes, for the first time the engine was running unevenly, obviously overheated by the high speed of such a long flight. It was losing power one moment, then picking up a little the next, while the wing was gradually dropping toward those rolling whitecaps. Was he to follow Latham into the water after all? Blériot looked hopefully toward the inflated rubber tube attached to the fuselage, to keep him afloat should an emergency arise. And to his right, a bright red flag was flapping from the wing to guide the Escopette his way should he splash into the sea.

But Blériot’s luck in flying over land was not about to desert him over the water. The plane was still slipping downward when it ran into a sudden rainsquall, dousing the engine with cooling water and once more it began tooling along evenly again. Blériot quickly nosed the plane upward, regaining his lost altitude, and straining his eyes for a break in the fog.

His sense of elapsed time told him that at least 25 minutes had passed since the takeoff, that land had to be near—and he was correct. As the plane sped forward he could see a long gray line detaching itself from the sea. It was the coast of England and the fog was lifting, but it was not the landscape he had hoped to see. Instead of the chalk cliffs of Dover, the plane was headed toward Deal and St. Margaret’s Bay, several miles east of Dover Castle where he had chosen to land. Obviously the southwest wind had taken him off course while he was flying through the fog.

Far to the west he could see Dover Lighthouse, England’s oldest, which had guided Roman ships into Dover Harbor. Hard by the lighthouse was Dover Castle, its fortifications rising from the cliff and commanding the approaches from the sea. Somewhere along those heights, Fontaine was supposed to be waiting, ready to signal him toward a suitable landing place. Blériot quickly made his decision—the flight had started out for Dover, and at Dover would end.

He gradually swung the plane to the left and headed directly into the wind, which was becoming even more of a problem because of tricky air currents along the shore. Remaining about a mile out at sea, he followed the coastline eastward for one, two, three miles. By now the gusts were slowing him down and his arms were beginning to ache from his efforts to keep the plane on an even keel. But happily, the fog had lifted, and he could see a fleet of battleships riding at anchor in Dover Harbor.

Turning toward the shore, he flew low above the masts of the ships and then headed out along the heights, looking for some sign of Fontaine. A moment later he saw him standing on the cliff, waving the French tricolor and shouting, “Bravo! Bravo!” as he signaled frantically toward a gap which opened into a spacious green meadow just below the heights of Dover Castle.

Blériot banked his plane into a half-circle out over the sea, and then came back to fly straight through the gap—and for the first time since the takeoff he was over dry land. He turned sharply to avoid a red building coming up on his right, and at that moment the plane went out of control.

Inside the cliffs, the No. 11 had flown into a pocket of turbulence and it was whirling the plane around like a windmill, with Blériot desperately holding on to the cockpit. Three times the plane spun crazily, and Blériot, realizing that a normal landing was hopeless, cut off the motor. Powered now only by the law of gravity, the plane came swooping down from a height of 65 feet to whack the grassy meadow with a glancing blow that damaged the landing gear and propeller but, as usual, left Blériot an uninjured though rather exhausted French aviator.

As he sat there dazed in the cockpit, in the distance he saw figures running across the meadow toward the plane. It had taken him only 37 minutes to fly the Channel. The Daily Mail prize was his and the shrinking world would never again be the same. For, with this successful first long-distance flight over water, Louis Blériot had made history. A history to be enlivened by thousands, yes, tens of thousands of long-distance, even global, flights. And the ones that follow will go down in history as milestones in the annals of the human race.

Following Blériot there were many long-distance flights already rated as historic milestones in the annals of Man. One was the first non-stop crossing of the Atlantic by two airmen who for this feat were knighted by the King. And that brings us to the story of Alcock and Brown.



CHAPTER II

Alcock and Brown Fly the Atlantic

After Blériot’s conquest of the English Channel, it was inevitable that the next major challenge for aviators of all nations would be a non-stop flight across the Atlantic. At first, the coming of World War I interfered with this, although as early as 1913 Lord Northcliffe and the London Daily Mail had offered £10,000 for a first non-stop aerial crossing in either direction. The flight had to be made in less than 72 hours, with the takeoff and landing points somewhere in the United States, Canada, or Newfoundland on one side, and the British Isles on the other.

When the First World War ended in 1918, commercial flying was still in its infancy, and the public, generally speaking, had a suspicion of airplanes whose job, first and foremost, had been to spread death and destruction throughout the four years of conflict. Thousands of wartime pilots found themselves with nothing to do, and many turned to other professions despite all the flying experience they had acquired during the war. Still, some were determined to pursue flying careers no matter what the odds, and their ambitions received quite a boost in the very month of the Armistice when Lord Northcliffe and the Daily Mail renewed that £ 10,000 prize offer for a first non-stop transatlantic flight.

By the spring of 1919, the island of Newfoundland off the coast of Canada had become the busiest aviation center in the world. Airplanes were being crated in by freighter from England, landing fields and hangars were under construction, and aviators, mechanics, and navigators were arriving on every steamer. The intense preparations for flights across the English Channel in 1909 had been leisurely compared with the feverish activity that now gripped Newfoundland, the staging area for a far more spectacular and dangerous race.

At least four teams of British aviators had arrived by the middle of May and more were expected with each passing day. Two private fliers, Harry Hawker, an Australian, and Kenneth MacKenzie-Grieve, had pitched their camp at Mount Pearl Farm where they were running their Sopwith biplane through a series of tests. Captain Fred P. Raynham and his navigator, C. W. F. Morgan, were preparing their Martinsyde biplane on a landing strip at nearby Quidi Vidi, while at Harbor Grace, a third team, headed by Vice Admiral Mark Kerr, was assembling a huge four-engine Handley-Page biplane. With the bases, located within a 100-mile radius of each other, there was an air of competition, and all this was heightened by a growing international corps of newsmen who were sending out daily dispatches on the flight preparations. Naturally the Newfoundlanders were watching all these developments with intense interest and amazement.

Soon the Americans were in the running too, although their plans did not call for a non-stop flight to the British Isles, and therefore they would be ineligible for the Daily Mail prize. The United States Navy had decided to demonstrate the range and power of its new Curtiss Flying Boats by sending three of these planes on a flight from Newfoundland to the Azores, thence to Portugal and on to Plymouth, England. Even if only one of them made it to the Azores, America could claim the honor of first flying the Atlantic, although it would be over a shorter distance than the route from Newfoundland to the British Isles.
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