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FOREWORD: THE MAN BENEATH THE BALLOON


JONATHAN T. BUCK

BORN: BATON ROUGE, LOUISIANA,
SEPTEMBER 17, 1850; DIED: UNKNOWN

Jonathan T. Buck was an American engineer, riverboat captain, flight pioneer, and esteemed adventurer. Considered one of the great innovators of controlled aeronautical flight, he is most famous for designing and constructing the Air Paddle Steamer Claire, an elegant steam-powered riverboat dirigible, which was fully navigable through sky and, if necessary, water. Professor Buck’s historic air voyage took the Claire nearly 2,500 miles through the Amazon rainforest in search of the mysterious lost city of Madeira before Buck, his crew, and the Claire disappeared into the hot, dense jungles of the southern Amazon, never to be seen again.

[image: Final newspaper portrait of Buck just before]

Final newspaper portrait of Buck just before the Madeira Expedition (January 1888).

A GIFTED BOAT BUILDER

The son of a renowned steamboat builder, Buck learned the trade firsthand, captaining his own Mississippi riverboat at the age of 15 and then becoming a bright and gifted apprentice nautical engineer. As an engineer, Buck was truly brilliant—by the age of 20 he had patented two dozen designs, ranging from miniature steam boilers, propellers, and internal combustion engines to a lightweight alloy known as “Buck’s iron.”

INTO THE AMAZON

In 1871, 21-year-old Buck, yearning for adventure, signed on as chief engineer of the Amazonas Trading Company, a steamboat outfit running rubber trees out of the deep jungles of the Amazon. Stationed out of Iquitos, Peru, nearly 1,900 miles up the world’s largest river, Buck often traveled from the headwaters to the Atlantic, diverting down dozens of snaking tributaries along the way, as he repaired boats and charted new routes. It was during these voyages through the damp, dark wilderness that Buck became enchanted by the rumors of a lost city, hidden for centuries by impenetrable forests south of the Amazon River. Though the mysterious city was known by many different names, Buck called it “Madeira.”
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