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			FOREWORD
		

		

		Idon’t know precisely at what point in my life I first developed a fascination with airships. All I know is that by the time adolescence began rearing its ugly head, I was enthralled with the graceful and majestic behemoths of the skies and spent many an hour reading about the great ships of the early twentieth century.

		

		It was in the course of that exploration that I came to appreciate their brief but remarkable history. It is a history largely unknown to most people, but one filled with drama and adventure, spectacular triumph and high hopes, and catastrophic failure and dashed dreams. Even more interesting, I discovered that the airship had a history that predates airplanes by years and—in some cases—even decades, making them, in many ways, even more important to man’s efforts at acquiring the ability to fly than was the airplane—at least in the earliest years of aviation history. For example, most people know about Charles Lindbergh’s historic solo flight across the Atlantic in 1927, but how many know that he was far from the first man to cross the ocean by air? The fact is that by the time Mr. Lindbergh completed his historic crossing, dozens of men had already preceded him in making the dangerous flight, most of them in airships: the British in the R-34 in 1919 and the Germans in the dirigible LZ-126—later renamed the Los Angeles—in 1924. Few know this, however, demonstrating once again how the contributions to the development of aviation by airships has been consigned to that of a minor side note to most people, which is not only unfortunate but makes it impossible to acquire a thorough understanding of the evolution of flight.

		

		However, it wasn’t until the summer of 1980 when, as a twenty-yearold sailor visiting Portland, Oregon for the Rose Festival, I came to truly appreciate what it was to fly in an LTA (lighter-than-air) vehicle. It turned out that the brother of the captain of the ship I was assigned to happened to be one of the pilots for Goodyear’s fleet of blimps, and one day he asked those of us lolling about the quarterdeck if anyone would like a blimp ride (which from my perspective was comparable to being asked by the head cheerleader if I wanted to go on a date). Two hours later five shipmates and I found ourselves strapped into the belly of the great beast and a minute later we were airborne.

		

		Now for those who have never had the pleasure of riding in an airship, the experience is akin to being tethered to a graceful silver cloud drifting serenely through the sky. Gone are the g-forces of a modern jetliner and the fleeting glimpses of city streets below as one plummets to earth on final approach toward some bustling airport. It is flying the way flight was intended to be experienced—not as something to be hurried through but as something to be savored—much like a gourmet meal in a fine restaurant with a nice view. One travels on an airplane but one floats on an blimp, which makes all the difference in the world—at least to those who can appreciate an easier pace to life. I urge anyone who has an opportunity to ride on one to do so. You won’t regret it.

		

		In any case, from that point on I embarked upon a lifetime infatuation with the great ships—a love affair that goes on to this very day and seems destined to follow me the rest of my life. I suppose it’s not remarkable, then, that I would put that fascination to practical use by writing a book like this, which, though largely speculative in nature, is my attempt to explore an aviation mystery that has confounded historians for over a century. But beyond that, it is also a work of tribute to the great ships of the past and, hopefully one day, the future as well. Think of it not as merely a compelling tale of possibilities, but in a small way an effort to reinforce their legacy by possibly uncovering a hidden past long since forgotten to history. In either case, I promise you a compelling adventure of what might have been, if we are only willing to give our imaginations free reign and recognize the possibility that fiction can often point us towards fact if we are willing to follow. So enjoy the story for what it is, the way one might enjoy a leisurely afternoon riding over the city of Portland tethered beneath a two-hundred-foot-long bag of helium.

		

		Jeff Danelek

		

		August 2009

		

	
		

		
			INTRODUCTION
		

		

		Ithink it’s fair to say that most ufologists regard the Kenneth Arnold sighting of several “flying disks” over Mount Rainier in 1947 to be the official beginning of the modern era of ufology, but I don’t believe that is entirely accurate. While that event was important in that it was the first significant incident in which the UFO phenomenon first came into public awareness in a major way, to those who have studied the phenomena in detail, what those in the UFO community call the “modern era” of ufology actually started much earlier—fifty years earlier, in fact—with the great “airship flap” of 1896-97.

		

		For those unfamiliar with this brief but curious event, in November of 1896 and continuing on almost nonstop for several weeks, newspapers in California began publishing accounts of a mysterious light seen flying low in the sky over various cities throughout central California, including both the capital of Sacramento and its largest city at the time, San Francisco. Quickly dubbed an “airship” by many—probably due to reports that the light appeared to be suspended beneath a great cigar-shaped body as well as for lack of a better term—airship fever soon took hold. Not surprisingly, it wasn’t long before reports of the mysterious craft began coming in from all over the West Coast, capturing the public’s fascination and holding it for weeks at a time in a way that is seldom seen.

		

		But just as news of the mysterious craft began growing in momentum, reports of the mysterious craft inexplicably ended. By Christmas of 1896, the strange vessel seemed to have disappeared as mysteriously and suddenly as it had first appeared—almost as if whoever—or whatever—had been responsible for the curious phenomena had tired of their game and left, leaving millions of Californians to ponder what the thing was and who might have built it.

		

		But that was not the end of the mysterious visitor. After a two-month hiatus, reports of the same craft—or one very similar to the one spotted over California two months earlier—began being reported throughout the Midwest. Apparently making its way across the nation’s remote farming belt in a leisurely and seemingly casual manner, reports began tumbling in from all over the country about the mystery craft, many of them made by supposedly “honest and credible” witnesses and written up in many of the largest and most prestigious newspapers in the region. It even supposedly appeared over Chicago shortly after dawn one morning in mid-April of 1897, where it allegedly had its picture taken by a man borrowing his son’s small box camera. Then, just as it had five months earlier in California, the “airship” again abruptly vanished, leaving nothing in its wake but a mountain of newspaper clippings and rampant speculation. Though reports of the mysterious vessel would continue to trickle in for a few more weeks afterwards, by late spring the great airship flap of 1896-97 was over and the world was left with one more mystery to ponder.

		

		So what was it that so many thousands of witnesses saw to cause such a stir? Clearly something had been seen in the skies over central California that November of 1896, and later that next spring over the Midwest, but what could it have been and, more importantly, what happened to it? Researchers have uncovered as many as fifteen hundred individual newspaper accounts of the ship having being made between November 1896 and May of 1897, but to this day no one is certain what the bright object (or, perhaps, objects, for there may have been more than one) may have been.

		

		That’s not to say that there are no shortage of opinions. Debunkers maintain it was all the product of the tendency of newspapers of the day to invent stories to boost sales along with a liberal dose of mass hysteria in which people imagined any bright light in the sky to be a rogue “airship.” Some in the UFO community, noting that modern UFOs are sometimes described as being “cigar shaped,” speculate that perhaps these were early appearances by extraterrestrials—which, if true, would demonstrate that extraterrestrials were interested in us long before Kenneth Arnold had his brief encounter over Mount Rainier in 1947.

		

		In any case, what I found most curious about the whole affair—and a point which I believe has been overlooked by most commentators over the years—is that at the time, most witnesses thought the vehicle neither imaginary nor extraterrestrial. Instead, most believed it to have been a very man-made machine—a powered balloon perhaps or, more accurately, a dirigible—being tested in the chilly night air of North America. In other words, they saw it as neither hoax nor alien visitor, but simply as an example of nascent technology being put through its paces by some mysterious but intrepid inventor.

		

		Most dismiss this explanation today, however, as being an impossibility considering the still fairly primitive technological capability of the time. It is assumed that in a world that was still in its industrial infancy, such a thing as sustained manned flight—that is the ability to keep a steerable craft in the air for hours at a time and making it capable of traveling any great distance—was beyond the realm of possibility. After all, even the Wright brothers were still five years away from putting their rickety canvas and wooden flyer into the air, making the thought that anyone could build a working dirigible capable of flying across much of the country in 1896 laughable.

		

		Or was it? While admittedly in a world that had only just been introduced to the light bulb and the telephone but in which most people still used kerosene lamps to light their homes and the U.S. mail to communicate with each other, such a prospect seems most unlikely. But can we really be so certain that the technology to build such a vessel—even one of fairly substantial size and capabilities—was truly beyond the ability of inventors of the late nineteenth century? Are we so confident that the history of the development of manned flight is so thoroughly complete and fully catalogued that no room remains within which we might even consider the possibility that sustained and powered human flight might not have been possible a decade earlier than previously imagined? In effect, with the airship of 1897, could we be talking about a real machine here and not merely a phantom of our collective imagination drifted majestically through the night sky?

		

		This is the question this book will examine. In it, we will consider the idea that such a craft was not only possible, but may have been very possible in 1896. This is not some Jules Verne fantasy replete with fantastic devices and magical technologies suitable only for science fiction, but an examination that will explore not only how such an extraordinary feat might have been accomplished, but even consider the nuts and bolts of how such a craft might have looked, how it functioned and operated, and what powered it through the air. To do this, it will be necessary that we not only examine the history of the development of the airship throughout the nineteenth century, but also consider the technological hurdles building such a vessel would have entailed and how they might have been overcome. Obviously, determining whether such a vessel could have been feasibly built using the technology available at the time will remain ultimately an exercise in speculation, but we can propose a few hypotheses in an effort to explain how it might have been possible, despite the fact that no physical evidence of this fantastic craft remains to either confirm or refute such theories.

		

		On the way to getting there, it will also be necessary to explore each of the conventional (and unconventional) theories put forward to explain the mysterious craft of 1896-97 in an effort to keep this a balanced approach, but in the end this will be primarily an examination of the possibility that we are looking at is a nascent technology lost to the historical record that, had it proven successful, would have rewritten the history of aviation in the twentieth century.

		

		But why do this? Because something happened that winter of 1896-97 that needs to be explained. Additionally, we need to do this because we have a record that fairly shouts that the history of aviation may be much less complete and far richer than anyone can imagine. It is the purpose of this book, then, to consider this possibility and give it substance while attempting to avoid the sensationalism and patent nonsense such a study inevitably threatens. I may not be correct in my hypothesis, but it will at least offer an alternative to the usual denials and debunking that the story routinely inspires. Of course, it is unlikely anything I write in this brief tome will persuade aviation purists to abandon their traditional understanding of the history of aviation, but then that’s not the purpose behind this book. It is instead designed to offer the reader an opportunity to unravel a century-old mystery that beckons us from the past and determine for themselves whether that past is complete as is or is yet to be finally written—or, should I say, rewritten?

		

		So come along and let’s explore the great airship mystery of 1896-97. I guarantee you’ll find it a fascinating journey if you can keep an open mind and consider the possibility that the history of manned flight may be far richer and more remarkable—and incomplete—than we can begin to appreciate.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER ONE:
		

		
			THE MYSTERIOUS SACRAMENTO LIGHTS
		

		

		For the thirty thousand or so residents of Sacramento, California, the evening of Tuesday, November 17, 1896, started as a rather ordinary and, some might say, gloomy one. Gray and rainy, the day had been marked by intermittent squalls and low hanging clouds that cast a cool and chilly pall over the city, making for an unpleasant late autumn day. Such weather was not unusual for that time of year in central California, of course, but as the city’s kerosene streetlights began flickering on and people began making their way home, most were simply intent on getting there as quickly as possible and settling down for what promised to be, at least from all outward appearances, a quiet evening. This evening, however, would turn out to be anything but quiet.

		

		By most accounts, it was shortly after eight o’clock that the object first appeared over the city, low on the eastern horizon. A bright, noiseless light that shone in sharp contrast to the chilly darkness that surrounded it, the object traveled slowly over the city in a generally westerly direction, at times seeming to fly no more than a few hundred feet over Sacramento’s tallest buildings. Some who happened to be outside when the thing appeared and managed to get a close look at it described it as being an intensely bright light that seemed to be suspended just beneath some sort of large, dark mass. Most described this shape as being “cigar like” with a few even reporting that the thing sported oversized propellers and had huge rudders on its undercarriage. One man even went on record as claiming it had paddle wheels on its sides like Fulton’s great riverboat, while another described seeing its human occupants feverishly working bicycle pedals as it passed overhead as though the great craft was capable of being pushed through the air by brute strength alone.
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		This fanciful drawing of the Sacramento airship appeared in the November 22, 1896, edition of the San Francisco Call newspaper.

		

		But despite the often fantastic descriptions of the ship offered, everyone could agree about one thing: the thing had a brilliant white light that cut through the cool, damp air, illuminating its path like a powerful searchlight. One witness who reportedly watched the ship through a small telescope as it made its way slowly over the city claimed it was “an electric arc light of intense power,” making it sound like something far more mechanical than ethereal in nature. In any case, within half an hour it had disappeared in the gloom, though not before passing over the capitol building and being seen by dozens of people—including an assistant to the Secretary of State of California.

		

		Today, of course, we would dismiss such an errant light in the night sky as a helicopter or some other slow moving aircraft, but in the preaviation world of 1896, any light seen slowly moving through the skies was a source for considerable speculation. As such, it wasn’t remarkable that the sighting resulted in a flurry of attention from the local press, who quickly came to dub the mysterious light an “airship” for lack of a better term, and soon the state’s two biggest papers, the Sacramento Bee and the San Francisco Call, began running numerous accounts of the strange object seen over the city that night.

		

		While many of the accounts that appeared over the next few days were clearly erroneous and a few even bordered on the absurd, it did seem that for every questionable witness who came up with some fantastic story, there was a highly credible witness willing to step forward to at least verify that something strange had, indeed, appeared in the sky. Not surprisingly, as is common to people who themselves have seen nothing, many dismissed the reports as evidence of intoxication or, to use a colloquialism of the time, a bunch of “tom foolery”, but regardless of either the veracity of the reports or the skepticism of much of the populace, for the next several days the “airship” of Sacramento remained front page news and the center of conversation among the city’s residents.

		

		Normally, such an event would die a few days after the initial reports and fade from the papers almost as soon as they appeared, but this time it was different. The mysterious light seemed to enjoy a certain notoriety that made it difficult to ignore, especially when it decided to make a repeat appearance, this time not only over Sacramento, but in the largest city in the state, San Francisco. And what was to be even more remarkable, this time it would make its presence known over both cities—separated by a distance of nearly ninety miles—on the same night!

		

		The evening of November 22nd was a night very much like that of the 16th—overcast and cool—but drier and with a light but persistent wind. As it had only a week earlier, the light again appeared over Sacramento shortly after dusk, the only difference being that this time it appeared in the northwest skies rather than the eastern sky, and even more interestingly, it appeared to be moving steadily against the prevailing light winds rather than being driven along by them. Fortunately, in that the 22nd was a Sunday evening, considerably more people were available to witness the craft’s appearance, amongst them—at least according to some reports—the city’s deputy sheriff and a district attorney—all of whom watched the craft for almost half an hour as it flew slowly over the city before finally disappearing over the western horizon.

		

		Had the spectacle been confined to the state capital, it would have been newsworthy enough, but the mysterious craft was not done yet. Just a few hours after being seen in the skies over Sacramento, the strange craft appeared over San Francisco, where, at least according to the papers the next day, it was supposedly observed by hundreds of the city’s leading citizens—including its mayor. Some witnesses even reported seeing it cruising above one of San Francisco’s most famous landmarks, the Cliff House, where it was seen to use its powerful searchlight to frighten the seals on Seal Rock, sending them plunging into the sea in panic, before heading off to the northeast and disappearing into the heavy overcast.

		

		Having been seen over two different cities in the span of five days, it’s not surprising that accounts of the mysterious “airship” soon began appearing in newspapers not only in the California area, but all over the Pacific coast. To that effect, over the next few weeks it was supposedly spotted flying over a dozen cities in California, mostly in the Napa Valley area and in and around San Francisco. On the evening of November 25th alone it supposedly appeared over eleven different cities and towns around the state. Newspapers even reported the airship as far north as Seattle, Washington, and as far south as San Diego, making the mysterious craft appear to be capable of flying vast distances and at speeds that appeared to be well beyond human comprehension for the era.

		

		Curiously—and probably in sharp contrast to what we might expect— most people who believed the mysterious craft to be real didn’t consider it a threat, nor were they particularly frightened by it. The general consensus, in fact, was that it was probably a powered balloon of some kind or, more precisely, a dirigible of considerable sophistication built and flown by parties unknown. Such a premise is not all that remarkable either, especially if one considers that experimental airships had been flying for decades, making the prospect that some enterprising inventor might have built such a craft not only possible but even anticipated. The only question on most peoples’ minds, then, was not what it was, but who was behind the fantastic machine?
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		The mysterious vessel even allegedly made an appearance over Cliff House, a popular tourist spot in San Francisco at the time.

		

		Not surprisingly, speculation on who had built the craft ran rampant. One man in particular managed to capture the public’s attention—at least for a few days—when he stepped forward to claim that not only did he know who the inventor was, but that he had seen the facility where it had been built and had witnessed it making test flights himself! The gentleman’s name was George Collins, a well-known and successful San Francisco attorney, who told the newspapers that he was representing the eccentric and wealthy inventor that he identified only as Dr. E. F. Benjamin, who had constructed the thing at a secret location in Oroville, just sixty miles north of Sacramento. According to Collins—who soon developed the unfortunate moniker “Airship” Collins because of his story—the craft was one hundred fifty feet long, could carry fifteen passengers and was “… built on the aeroplane system with two canvas wings eighteen feet wide and a rudder shaped like a bird’s tail.” Unfortunately, when pressed to produce either the mysterious “Dr. Benjamin” or come forth any evidence to substantiate his remarkable claims, Collins backed off and the story quickly died (along with, one might speculate, much of “Airship” Collins’s reputation).

		

		Collins wasn’t the only person to make such a claim, however. About that same time an especially well-known and powerful San Francisco attorney—and a man who had once been the state’s attorney general—by the name of William Henry Hart also stepped forward to proclaim the news that there was not one airship, but two, and that they would be used to bomb Havana (tensions with Spain over their occupation of Cuba were running high in 1896). Curiously, after putting his reputation on the line, Hart abruptly refused to discuss the “airship” any further and talk of a great airship factory being located somewhere north of Sacramento eventually died down. It seemed that while November of 1896 appeared to be a very good month for airships, it was a very bad one for the reputation of lawyers.

		

		There is an old adage that nothing lasts forever, and it was as true of the mysterious visitor as it is for life’s uncertainties, for just as it seemed airship fever had taken hold of all of the West Coast, the “Sacramento light” vanished from the skies over California almost as suddenly and mysteriously as it had first appeared. By mid-December, less than a month after the phantom airship had first made headlines, sightings of the craft all but disappeared from both the skies and the headlines. By New Year’s Day of 1897, the mysterious visitor had not been heard from for weeks, apparently signaling that the great airship mystery of 1896 had come to an end. Whatever the strange lights seen over Sacramento, San Francisco, and a host of over cities in California that late autumn had been, it had apparently moved on with its many secrets intact, leaving millions of people wondering what all the fuss had been about. What many didn’t realize, however, was that, far from being the end of the story, it was only just getting started.

		

		The “Airship” Returns

		

		Shortly after stories about the airship disappeared from West Coast papers, they suddenly reemerged with new vigor, but this time they were about as far removed from California’s fertile Napa Valley as it seemed humanly possible. Overnight, it seemed the craft had leapfrogged a good third of the country, somehow managing to reappear in the cold night skies around Hastings, Nebraska, on February 2, 1897—nearly one thousand miles from the earlier sightings. A few days later it was spotted again, this time some forty miles farther south near the town of Invale, and on the evening of February 16th, it was supposedly sighted over Omaha. The mysterious Sacramento visitor was back and, further, seemed to be making its way in a sort of leisurely zigzagging pattern as it moved slowly eastward towards western Iowa.

		

		How it had gotten from California to Nebraska (or whether it was the same vessel at all) was unknown of course, but regardless of how it had gotten there, within days stories of the strange craft began flowing in from all over the Midwest. Like a raging prairie fire, it wasn’t long before the vessel began turning up in newspaper reports as far south as Texas and as far north as Minnesota, demonstrating once again the power the remarkable vehicle seemed to possess over the popular imagination.

		

		As is usually the case with phenomena of the kind, descriptions of the craft varied widely and seemed to run the gamut from fairly conventional airship designs (one farmer describing it as being “…cigar shaped, about two hundred feet long and fifty feet across at the widest point, gradually narrowing to a point at both ends”) to fantastic aircraft-like configurations complete with flapping wings and bird-like rudders. Some even claimed to have encountered the airship’s crew—who, by most accounts, appeared to be human in appearance and quite willing to talk about their remarkable craft—while a few lucky witnesses even recounted being given tours of the fantastic craft.

		

		Despite the variety of descriptions provided, however, there was also a remarkable degree of unanimity among witnesses as to the vessel’s general size and capability. For example, most witnesses claimed the craft to have been cigar shaped and roughly one hundred to two hundred feet in length, and, like its California counterpart, described it as having a single bright white light (though a few accounts claimed dimmer red lights were seen as well). What was also interesting and in some ways even more telling, however, were the reports’ geographic consistency—at least initially. While the airship was reported all over the country (and sometimes over different states on the same day), the earliest and most reliable reports had the craft confined generally to a fairly well-defined swath of sky between Nebraska and Illinois and had it moving in a more-or-less easterly direction, as if making its way slowly toward the eastern seaboard. In effect, it seems that while much of what was reported about the mysterious ship was fanciful, erroneous, or just plain nonsense, there seems to have been an underlying internal consistency within many of the reports that implied that something real was being spotted by many of the citizens of the Midwestern states of America that winter of 1896-97.
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		Sketch made from photo of airship appearing over Chicago early on the morning of April 11, 1897. If legitimate, it is the only photogragh of the craft known to exist. Note the craft’s dirigible-like appearance.

		

		In any case, excitement about the great ship reached its zenith when it made appearances over northern and central Illinois, and culminated in its long-anticipated arrival over Chicago on the morning of April 11, 1897, (one of its few daylight sightings) when it was supposedly photographed as it made its way over the city. According to the Chicago Herald, as the craft was spotted over the city’s western suburbs shortly after dawn, a Mr. Walter McCann supposedly grabbed his son’s newly acquired box camera and took a single photograph of the craft as it passed majestically overhead. Unfortunately, due to the poor lighting and the very limited capability of cameras of the day, the photo turned out to be of such poor quality that it was necessary to have a staff artist at the Herald make a drawing of it, which appeared in the paper the following day. (Unfortunately, the fact that the original photo cannot be located makes it impossible to determine the authenticity of the photo—or even whether an actual photo really existed. However, the fact that Mr. McCann was willing to go on record as having taken the photo significantly reduces the chances that it was a hoax.)

		

		Apparently, that wasn’t the end of the sturdy little craft’s meanderings either, for days later the mysterious craft was reported over Bent’s Harbor, Kalamazoo, and Battle Creek, Michigan, again giving the impression that whoever was responsible for these errant lights in the sky was intent on making its way eastward, further fueling speculation that the ship was making its way to New York or Philadelphia. Obviously, there seemed to be an intelligence behind the craft, as though whoever was operating it had a firm plan in place and appeared to know exactly what they were doing. And it only seemed a matter of time until that plan would be finally unveiled—along with the man or men behind it all—and the great mystery would be solved.
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		The mysterious vessel was reported from Canada to as far south as Texas throughout the spirng of 1897.

		

		But then, just as excitement about the craft appeared to be peaking, it ended—not quite as abruptly as it had in December the year before—but with astonishing speed nonetheless. It seems to have started its decline within days of an April 15th report in a Kalamazoo paper which claimed that the craft had been observed to have exploded and crashed near that city, going down with a “…report that sounded like that of heavy ordnance immediately succeeded by a distant sound of projectiles flying through the air.” Whether the story was accurate or not, it did seem to mark the start of a precipitous and inexplicable decline in airship sightings (except in Texas, where they started to appear in great numbers—an anomaly we will examine later) until by early May reports of the airship had almost ceased altogether. Though one paper did report its appearance over Yonkers, New York, in late April, little came of the story and by the end of the summer the great “airship” flap of 1896-97 had, for all intents and purposes, fizzled, its epic journey having ended not with a bang but with a whimper.

		

		CONCLUSIONS

		

		So what could this mysterious craft (or crafts) spotted in the night skies over California and the Midwest during the winter and spring of 1896-97 have been? To this day no satisfactory explanation has ever been agreed upon and so the fact of the matter is that we simply don’t know.

		

		Most skeptics simply assume it was all one massive newspaper hoax fueled by a public so enamored with the “airship” that every stray light or unusually bright appearance of the planet Venus was seen to be the craft. Further, since many of the descriptions of the craft provided by witnesses seemed to closely match those provided by the newspapers, this seems to suggest that once the public began to understand what the airship was supposed to look like, they begin to imagine the thing hanging over their heads all the time.

		

		However, this is by no means assumed by all. Some have suggested a more extraterrestrial explanation and maintain that the light may have been evidence of early visitation by aliens—an opinion that has gained in popularity over the years as more and more Americans grow increasingly comfortable with the idea that Earth may be a popular tourist destination for many of our cosmic colleagues. Neither of these theories, however, has anything beyond pure conjecture and supposition to support it, leaving the issue as much in doubt today as it was a century ago. All that can be said with certainty is that as far as can be determined, it is not known what the mysterious craft seen over California in November of 1896 and again for a couple of months over the Great Plains states might have been, and that remains the status of the phenomenon today.

		

		However, I often wonder if the story has been as thoroughly investigated as seems warranted. Only a few writers have taken the time to jot down more than a few words on the subject, and these have been, for the most part, largely dismissive of the entire event, leading me to wonder if a more complete examination isn’t in order. Unfortunately, with no living eyewitnesses to question, only a single and far from authenticated photo, and a mountain of yellowed, century-old newspaper clippings to work from, getting to the bottom of the mystery is going to be nearly impossible. The event was simply too long ago for anything approaching a real investigation to be possible.

		

		We are not left helpless in our quest to uncover some answers, however. There are two valuable resources at our disposal, and those are the hindsight of history and logic, which, if used deftly, may allow us to examine the various hypotheses offered to explain the mysterious vessel with something approaching objectivity. Such a tactic should, if nothing else, provide us with some valuable insight into the many ways we human beings have for explaining away the sometimes strange mysteries fate periodically sends our way.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER TWO:
		

		
			THE GREAT MEDIA HOAX?
		

		

		The most widely accepted theory used to explain away the strange sightings of 1896-97 is that it was all a by-product of the media sensationalism common to the era. Some have even maintained that it was an outright hoax perpetrated by irresponsible members of the press that got out of hand, with spurious and often fanciful stories being passed off as fact thereby precipitating and then perpetuating a mass delusion among the public.

		

		This idea needs to be examined in greater detail in order to understand just how it works. In effect, the hypothesis maintains that once newspapers started printing fanciful accounts of mysterious “airships” appearing in the night skies—perhaps in a bid to improve readership or simply in an effort to entertain a bored public—the populace began to believe the airships were real and even began anticipating seeing them, resulting in thousands of otherwise level-headed individuals reporting airships in the skies over the United States where none existed. It’s not that people were simply making things up, but were instead so caught up in the excitement that they were misidentifying ordinary astronomical phenomena, such as shooting stars, fireballs, or an especially bright Venus, and reporting them to local papers as the airship. The editors of these papers, then, equally caught up in the excitement, would add these erroneous reports to the rapidly growing collection of airship accounts, which would be innocently picked up and reported on by other newspapers in the region—thereby further reinforcing the public’s expectations as well as broadening the scope of the phenomenon/delusion.

		

		More cynical observers go even further and suggest that this error was not inadvertently perpetrated upon an unsuspecting public, but may have been quite intentional—a prospect that is not without either precedence or possibility. No doubt some newspapers—perhaps struggling financially and cognizant of the fact that accounts of the mysterious vessel sold papers—may have been induced to simply fabricate their own stories or, at the very least, print even the most outlandish eyewitness sightings without question or rebuttal in an effort to increase circulation, further expanding and solidifying a growing public fascination for the subject.

		

		In either case, so the theory holds, within a few months of the original accounts appearing in West Coast papers, the stories made their way eastward—probably following the telegraph lines—and so spread the sensational stories of mysterious airships all the way across two-thirds of the continental United States where they were in turn picked up, perhaps given a local angle, and further passed along. At some point, however, the public apparently lost interest in the novel airships and the reports fizzled out as room was made for “real” news, explaining why all accounts of the mysterious airships finally faded in late spring of 1897. That, in a nutshell—so to speak—is what is known as the Great Media Hoax/Delusion theory.

		

		It’s always struck me as ironic that the main (and, since all eyewitnesses are now deceased, the only) source of information we have to substantiate this story comes from the very press that is usually held solely responsible for perpetrating the fraud in the first place. It really is a case of the prosecuting attorney challenging the credibility of his own chief witness, making the story only as legitimate as the degree of trust one is willing to put into the press of the era. If one considers it generally reliable, the accounts of airships can be taken more seriously; if it is seen as being chiefly driven by avarice, greed, and sensationalism, however, then the airship accounts take on the stain of yellow journalism and can be easily dismissed as a by-product of an irresponsible press. As such, in order to determine how much credibility accounts of the airship might be given, it is important to consider the reliability of the press of the times, which is not always easy to do from the perspective of our own suspicious and often cynical era.
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		There is no denying that the press of the late nineteenth century often used its power to inﬂame public opinion, as was the case with this article detailing how the Spanish had supposedly destroyed the Battleship Maine in Havana Harbor in 1898.

		

		So how reliable was the press of 1896? Clearly in looking over the many thousands of printed accounts of the era it quickly becomes apparent that many, if not most of the stories, are simply too bizarre to be taken seriously. They also are too widespread to be plausible, with the same airship being reported over different cities and even different states on the same night, and the fact that reports came in from as far north as the Dakotas and all the way south to Texas should serve as a red flag that the press was intentionally—or, perhaps, unknowingly—catering to the whims of the public, making it especially easy to dismiss the entire phenomenon as just a bit of nonsense fueled by an irresponsible and, some might argue, even unscrupulous, press.

		

		But this explanation presumes much. Probably the greatest assumption it makes is that newspapers of the late nineteenth century lacked journalistic integrity. In being commonly referred to today as the era of “yellow journalism,” we normally assume that the press of 1896 had little or no interest in journalistic standards and so was willing to print even the most outlandish reports as fact. At a minimum, it is thought that the news was usually slanted in such a way as to reflect certain perspectives (usually that of the newspaper’s owner) in an effort to shape public opinion rather than simply report the news. One of the most famous examples often pointed to in support of this contention is the way mogul William Randolph Hearst used his newspaper empire to incite animosity toward Spain in the months leading up to the Spanish American War in 1898. Often printing spurious or, at best, unverified reports of Spanish atrocities taking place in Cuba, it is thought by many historians that Hearst, in almost single-handedly fanning patriotic fervor to a fever pitch, made war with Spain unavoidable. This willingness to shape events to fit a particular agenda deservedly earned Hearst the reputation of being the father of “yellow journalism,” a term which since has been used to describe any effort by the media to shape public opinion and has done much to breed an air of distrust that continues to affect the credibility of the press to this very day.

		

		Even if true, however, it’s difficult to see how the charge of yellow journalism might apply in the case of the airships. The type of patriotic bias Hearst demonstrated was designed to elicit public support toward a particular cause. The mysterious airship was, in contrast, apolitical in nature and so unlikely to be of great interest to the newspaper magnates of the era. Such things were sidebars—and, in some quarters, even a distraction—to the more important events of the day and would have lacked any real payoff in terms of altering the political landscape. For the most part, the airship reports were considered little more than an effort to entertain a bored populace. To manufacture the accounts from whole cloth would have had no value to a major newspaper editor, beyond, perhaps, improving circulation in the short term.

		

		Another point frequently missed by many skeptics when using the yellow journalism explanation is that in order for politically motivated bias—or, more properly, propaganda—to have the desired effect on the populace, the press needed to be considered authoritative or, at least, credible, to begin with or else its attempts to shape public opinion would be ignored by a skeptical readership. Spending hard earned credentials on airship stories would have been risky for any owner or editor; had the airships been exposed as a joke or one great hoax, such revelation would have hurt the paper’s credibility considerably, thereby diminishing its ability to use the power of the press to shape public perceptions and, ultimately, policy in the future. As such, the premise that the airship “flap” of 1896-97 was a by-product of unscrupulous newspaper magnates appears to be most untenable.

		

		However, even if charges of yellow journalism were accurate in the case of some papers, how proper is it to indict the entire media of the late nineteenth century for the actions of certain—mostly East Coast—publications? Are we to imagine that, because Hearst’s papers tended to “bend” the facts in such a way as to influence public opinion, all newspapers simply followed suit? Are we really to believe that responsibility to the truth was taken so lightly by the press corps of America a hundred years ago that almost nothing they printed could be believed? Clearly, such a premise is not only simplistic but it is insulting to the many thousands of reporters and editors who made their living keeping the general public informed of the events of the day. It is also insulting to the general public as well by insinuating that they were far more gullible than we “moderns” (when, in fact, the truth may be just the opposite). In essence, the yellow journalism charge is an indictment of not only the entire media industry of the day, but its readership as well for believing it.

		

		Undeniably there were any number of unscrupulous editors and reporters in 1896 (just as there are today) but to assume that the bulk of the newspapers of the era were dramatically reality-challenged is simply nonsense. Just as the highly competitive media today is sensitive to charges of shoddy journalism, so too were newspapers of the nineteenth century equally aware of their responsibilities to the truth. In the pre-Internet, 24/7 cable news, television and radio driven world of today, newspapers were the only means of making information available to the public. For a newspaper—especially a major one at that—to acquire a reputation for printing nonsensical stories as fact was professional suicide, especially in an age where a large newspaper could make a politician’s career with a single endorsement or destroy it with an unfavorable editorial. As such, editors and reporters took their responsibilities very seriously, cognizant of the fact that if they were caught printing erroneous stories as fact not only would it hurt their reputations personally, but possibly damage the credibility of their employer. If a major city had more than one paper, this could even badly damage the discredited paper’s circulation, resulting in financial setbacks or even insolvency. As such, to assume they would simply make up stories or print whatever someone told them without question is not only presumptuous and illogical, but patently unfair. This also holds true for the often expressed charge that airship stories were intentionally inserted into a paper in an effort to boost sales; even if they did increase circulation for a short time, the overall damage to the paper’s reputation would still be considerable, resulting in a later loss in credibility and, with it, eventually readership.

		

		Obviously, this doesn’t mean that everything the press printed was ac curate. Mistakes were made. Lazy reporters frequently neglected to check their facts or depended too heavily upon unreliable sources. Additionally, people lied to reporters to cover their crimes or slander others then just as they do today. Undoubtedly many editors did have a political agenda or inadvertently slant stories according to a particular bias or even kill a story they didn’t like for personal reasons, but such mischief has been a part of the newspaper business since the first news fliers made their way off the earliest presses of the seventeenth century. For the most part, however, the media did—just as it does today—at least try to get its facts straight; names and places were usually checked for accuracy, counter-opinions were often included, and rumors were normally stated as such. This was done not only for the sake of credibility but for more practical reasons as well: lawsuits for libel are expensive. In fact, it could be maintained that unlike today when news outlets battle each other for a “scoop”—and so sometimes inadvertently break a story before there’s time to confirm the information or reliability of the source—the print media may be even more reliable since it has the time to double check its facts and even pull a story if it appears unsubstantiated. If anything, since news was usually far less timely a century ago than it is today, the press back then may have been, in some ways, even more accurate than our own is today. As such, might not our assumption of an incredulous or cynical press a hundred years ago be more a by-product of our own distrust of the modern media than a true assessment of the actual state of journalism of the late nineteenth century?

		

		So how does all this figure into the airship “flap” of 1897? Does this mean reporters were always providing accurate, first-hand accounts from only the most reliable witnesses? Of course not, but I imagine they probably asked more than a few hard questions before going in front of their editor with a crazy story like airships flying over the capitol building. Unfortunately, they were working with a handicap: without photographs of the mysterious light over Sacramento, all they had were eyewitness testimonies, which is always a mixed bag; undoubtedly some people did make up stories or get caught up in the excitement of the moment and misidentify a common celestial phenomenon as the airship, while certainly many embellished their accounts, probably using their overactive imaginations to fill in any “holes” in the story they were unclear about. However, while reporters may not have been able to determine if a particular witness was obviously lying or had misidentified some natural phenomenon as an airship, they could at least ascertain a witness’s reputation, sobriety, and credibility (a skill they had probably acquired over many years of reporting). It’s also important to note that few of the best documented sightings were seen by only one person; almost all of them had numerous witnesses—sometimes many dozens of them—to corroborate the account. While this doesn’t automatically prove such accounts to be accurate, it does dramatically reduce the chances of them being a contrived hoax.

		

		Of course, tabloid journalism—in which stories are purposely invented, embellished, or are otherwise devoid of real news—is a different story. Supermarket tabloids have done much to blur the line between fact and fiction in many people’s minds, which has had the inadvertent consequence of making it easy to assume that newspapers a hundred years ago did much the same thing as they do today. However, this is a poorly thought-out argument. While there were sensationalistic publications even late in the nineteenth century, these were easily distinguished from “real” newspapers by the general public, and most people had the ability to distinguish between fluff and hard news—a capacity, by the way, that some people suggest we are rapidly losing today. In any case, the point is that there was a very clear line between what was considered “real” news and what was considered light-hearted entertainment in 1896, and it is presumptuous for people today to imagine that their forefathers didn’t understand the difference as well or even better than many of their descendents do today.

		

		But that’s not the end of the matter. It’s a well documented fact that even the largest and most respected newspapers of the era sometimes intentionally included humorous and entirely fictitious stories from time to time as a means of bringing some much needed comic relief to the day’s often gloomy economic and political news, a fact that has been seized upon by many skeptics as evidence that the “airships” of 1896-97 may have been more tongue-in-cheek than reality. So could the entire phenomenon have truly been nothing more than a series of practical jokes that got out of hand?

		

		While this is always a possibility and may account for some of the reports, this theory too fails to hold up under close scrutiny. While practical jokes were common, they were almost always clearly identified as such to the savvy reader, either by their light-hearted manner, their bizarre and obviously fanciful content (such as a jack-a-lope invasion or accounts of fur-covered fish being pulled from a nearby lake), the time of year they ran (April 1st) or that the reporter was writing from an insane asylum, instantly giving the article’s true comedic intent away and making it obvious it was intended merely to amuse the reading public. The airship stories, in contrast, were seldom told in a light-hearted manner but were normally presented quite matter-of-factly, often on the front page (where frivolous news stories never found space). Accounts of airships would also run for several days in a row, completely in contrast to light-hearted pieces, which were usually a once only affair. In other words, the airship stories were treated as real news and not as mere filler, making the prospect that they were all a series of jokes that just got out of hand unlikely. By most accounts, it appears the city editors believed the airships were real and treated them as such, regardless of what they may have thought of the stories personally.

		

		I do, however, suspect collusion in regard to some of the accounts, especially the spate of airship stories that appeared in northern Texas in April of 1897. While some observers of this phenomenon frequently seize upon these stories as the best evidence for the airships having been a reality, I’ve noticed these frequently have a sort of repetitive fantastical nature about them that make them appear to be contrived. Additionally, they seem to appear just as the airship flap reached its zenith over Illinois and Michigan and was petering out, giving the impression that they may have been simply localized reworks of earlier bona fide reports from the Midwest that had taken a couple of months to make their way that far south. While I realize I earlier made the case that most editors tried to maintain journalistic integrity in reporting the airships, it’s also important to recognize that such journalistic standards were frequently much more relaxed in the more rugged frontier towns of the West, making the prospect of spreading rumors or of erroneous reporting far easier. As I said earlier, I suspect that many papers did print accounts of the airships without taking the time to confirm the stories, which is why they sometimes appeared so far afield. Whether this was a concerted effort to deceive the public by some bored reporters or nothing more than lazy journalism is by no means certain, but it is something to keep in mind when looking over the vast array of airship sightings reported from all over the United States.

		

		THE Hoaxing HYPOTHESIS

		

		There does appear to be some evidence—mostly anecdotal in nature— that during the height of the airship controversy, some enterprising individuals—including, by some accounts, members of the press itself—took it upon themselves to test the public’s gullibility by launching a handful of small hot air balloons over various cities to see if they would be reported as airships. Not surprisingly, many times they were, leading some skeptics to submit that proved the reports to be nothing more than hysterical or, at best, badly exaggerated accounts of simple but clever hoaxes.

		

		This explanation does carry some weight; obviously, with interest in the airships already high, any unusual light in the night sky was likely to be perceived as the mysterious vessel in question, especially if it was being pushed along by a fairly good breeze. However, this could also argue the opposite point; regardless of the fact that people were assuming they were seeing the mystery airship when in reality they were simply observing a tiny balloon being pushed along by a stiff breeze, the fact is that they were seeing something real moving through the sky. In effect, the hoaxes demonstrated that people were not simply misidentifying the planet Venus but were indicative of something tangible. Of course, that doesn’t mean witnesses may not have been guilty of overstating the object’s size or of embellishing the account to give it some color (a common human trait) but that does not diminish the underlying credibility of the accounts. What is important to recognize is that, when the public encountered something unusual in the night sky, they reported it as such.

		

		METEORS, COMETS, AND THE PLANET VENUS

		

		Finally, since it has been suggested by many commentators that what most people were probably seeing and reporting were in fact unusual astronomical phenomenon such as meteors, fireballs, and the planet Venus, it is necessary we examine this hypothesis to determine how likely it is to be the answer.

		

		No doubt meteors and fireballs have been, on occasion, misidentified as something otherworldly, but they would seem to make poor explanations for what people were seeing that winter of 1896. First of all, the light(s) lasted too long—by some accounts up to half an hour at a time—for them to have been meteors or fireballs, both of which have a duration measured in seconds. Secondly, the general public in the nineteenth century—especially in rural areas—was far more familiar with the night skies than their contemporaries are today. Theirs was a world that existed apart from the light pollution of the twenty-first century and one that afforded a usually spectacular night time sky—even in the cities—making the average person quite aware of and familiar with common astronomical phenomena such as meteors and fireballs (which is actually just another name for an especially bright meteor). This makes them unlikely to misidentify what they would have considered a common occurrence that they had no doubt seen hundreds or even thousands of times throughout their lives (as opposed to many modern city dwellers, who rarely have an opportunity to observe astronomical phenomenon with any frequency). I think it is as big a mistake to assume our nineteenth century forebears to have been astronomically ignorant as it is to assume the modern public to be astronomically savvy. The truth may, in fact, be quite the opposite.

		

		Much the same argument can be made for dismissing the sightings as a comet, largely because comets are long-term astrological events that last for weeks at a time, are fixed in the sky, and would have been well known to the astronomers of the time. However, as far as can be determined, no comets were known to be visible to the naked eye during the time in question. Further, when especially bright comets did appear (Halley’s having made appearances in 1836 and 1910, for example), people rarely identified them as airships or considered them as anything otherworldly.

		

		Another candidate to take into consideration is the planet Venus, which to an excitable observer already taken up by the airship craze, could easily be misinterpreted as a light moving through the sky and, as such, the famous airship. It’s no coincidence that UFO reports go up sharply whenever Venus makes an especially bright appearance in the night sky, so this explanation is not as far-fetched as it seems. Under the proper conditions, Venus can be among the brightest objects in the sky, especially on a moonless night—and has even been known to be visible in the daytime under the proper conditions—making it a frequent explanation for many a mysterious “bright light in the sky.” Further, it has been my experience that most people are unaware of Venus’ potential luminosity and so are often surprised by just how bright it can sometimes appear. As such, for those already predisposed toward accepting any unusual light in the sky as a potential close encounter, Venus makes an especially good candidate for being an otherworldly light. This is especially true on a partly cloudy night when it can appear to abruptly disappear and reappear as fast moving clouds obscure it from view or when seen low on the horizon from a moving car, when it can appear to be “following” the observer.

		

		Unfortunately, it’s not as simple as that. First of all, Venus is a fixed point of light that is unlikely to be mistaken for a UFO by those who possess some basic knowledge of astronomy. As I said, due to the marked lack of light pollution at the time, people of the nineteenth century saw a much darker and luminous sky and so naturally would have had an even greater familiarity with the night sky than would their average twenty-first century counterpart. Most especially knew the “evening star”—as Venus was often referred to—well and so were far less likely to mistake it for a moving entity than people are today. Additionally, Venus had been around long before 1896 and has made nearly daily appearances since then, yet it wasn’t misidentified as a fast moving airship before 1896 nor has it been responsible for a similar “flap” since. Are we to assume, then, that people simply misidentified a planet they had known from childhood only between November of 1896 and May of 1897 but recognized it for what it was at all other times? Clearly, if Venus had been the culprit for the majority of these sightings, “airships” should have been reported frequently for many years afterwards—especially whenever Venus made an especially bright appearance in the night sky.

		

		Finally, and perhaps most significant of all, this explanation fails to take into account the fact that the earliest sightings in California—and many subsequent sightings afterwards—took place on overcast and often rainy evenings when any astronomical object would have been entirely obscured from view. In fact, it was the mysterious ship’s bright light that, in so contrasting against the darkened sky over Sacramento and San Francisco, made it noticeable in the first place. As such, while an overenthusiastic sighting of Venus may have accounted for a small number of reports, considering the average American citizen-of-the-time’s familiarity with the night sky and the fact that the mysterious object was often seen on overcast evenings (and, occasionally, in broad daylight as well) makes the Venus hypothesis equally untenable.

		

		Conclusion

		

		When looking over the thousands of newspaper accounts written about the airships of 1896-97, several things strike me. First, I wonder why they started so suddenly, why they ended so abruptly, why they maintained such consistency, and why they seemed to be confined to such a particular geographic area of the globe. If the airships were a product of mass delusion on the part of a superstitious populace, we should see all manner of size and capabilities assigned to these airships, along with reports from not just the state of California and a few states in the Midwest, but from all over the Unites States. Plus, we should see those reports going strong well past May of 1897—especially as “airship fever” was just then reaching its peak. Additionally, the fact that there were only a handful of reports from the East Coast is also curious to me—especially considering the greater population density and the larger number of reporting agencies (newspaper offices) available. Were the many reports of the airship merely sensationalistic fiction, the reports should have grown in scale and intensity as they made their way eastward, not simply peter out without as much as a whimper once they reached the shores of Lake Erie.

		

		Plus, how do we explain the phenomenon’s sudden inception? Even if we can dismiss most of the later reports as media-driven hallucinations resulting from the earlier reports, it’s difficult to explain the “initiating event” that started the whole affair. Considering the duration of the first two sightings (November 17 and 22, 1896) and the number of witnesses involved (by some accounts several hundred), it seems that something would have needed to have been present in the dark skies over central California to “start the ball rolling,” so to speak. We’ve already seen that the planet Venus scenario simply doesn’t pan out—especially considering the heavily overcast skies present on both occasions—so what could it have been? Even a hoaxer with a lit balloon would need some inspiration, without which the rationale for his hoax is unclear (which is why hoaxes usually come after an initiating event, not before). So, again, it leaves us to wonder what exactly the residents of Sacramento and San Francisco could have seen those rainy November evenings more than a century ago that was so unusual, so unique, and so inexplicable that it started a sensation that not only captured the imagination of an entire nation but one that has endured to this very day.

		

		And finally, while it would be easy to simply dismiss the airship “flap” of 1896-97 as a mass delusion aided by an army of jokesters, hoaxsters, and the astronomically challenged, such could only be done by overlooking a great deal of eyewitness testimony, much of it offered by men of good standing with much to lose were they to be exposed as liars. Obviously, many airship reports—especially those that took place well outside the areas in which the craft was most consistently seen—were probably erroneous or otherwise innocent mistakes. In fact, it’s likely that even the majority of all accounts are unreliable—innocently so or otherwise. However, can we really be so sure that all of them are wrong—especially the earliest and most widely witnessed accounts? It seems unlikely or, at least, difficult to imagine.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER THREE:
		

		
			THE EXTRATERRESTRIAL HYPOTHESIS
		

		

		One explanation that is often proposed to explain the 1896-97 airship sightings—once we eliminate media hoaxing and the misidentification of astronomical phenomenon as explanations for the core of the sightings—and one that has been growing in popularity over the years, is that the craft sighted in the skies over California and the Midwest that winter were not of this Earth, but were, in fact, extraterrestrial in nature. In other words, there are a growing number of people who believe that the “airships” of 1896-97 were, in fact, UFOs, effectively making 1896-97 the first UFO “flap”* of the modern era.

		

		Though this remains the minority view among most airship enthusiasts, the possibility that the mysterious lights of 1897 were alien spacecraft must be considered a legitimate one. While it lies outside the venue of this book to examine the evidence for ancient extraterrestrial visitation in any detail, the possibility that extraterrestrials have been observing our planet for many centuries is not unreasonable and, if true, makes the idea that in 1897 they decided to show themselves for a brief time not that far-fetched. Certainly, doing so would be an ideal way to gauge our level of technological progress (the industrial revolution being in full swing at the time) or it might have been a preliminary test to determine how we might respond to their presence. In effect, extraterrestrials may have simply been putting us on notice that they were present and were watching us, after which they withdrew or, more precisely, returned to orbit from where they could continue to observe us as before, apparently content to wait another fifty years before choosing to make their presence more apparent to us.

		

		

		*A “flap” in the ufology lexicon is period of intense UFO activity, usually of several months’ duration, occurring over a wide geographical area.

		

		Support for this theory is two-fold. First, there were a few newspaper accounts that suggested the mysterious airships were from Mars or some other nearby planet within our own solar system*—though this was usually purely speculation on the part of the witnesses or reporter (or, in some cases, scientists asked for their opinions). Additionally, among the handful of reports that included citizens encountering the crew of these airships in person were a few who maintained that the crew spoke with foreign accents or had unusual mannerisms—which I suppose could be construed by some people as evidence that they were extraterrestrials posing as humans. Both are tenuous possibilities at best, however, and so subjective as to be practically worthless as evidence of extraterrestrial visitation.

		

		The best evidence that the airships were of possible extraterrestrial origin lies in the airship’s performance itself. The fact that the craft were sometimes reportedly capable of speeds in excess of one hundred knots (a fantastic rate of speed for the nineteenth century) suggests that they possessed a degree of technology far beyond anything known at the time, leading some to assume that an otherworldly technology was in play in the skies of the United States a century ago. In effect, since humanity lacked the technology to build a craft capable of achieving such speeds in 1897, it must have been built by extraterrestrials by default—a position, by the way, that is still used to suggest extraterrestrial intelligence when encountering UFOs capable of performing extraordinary maneuvers today. Finally, UFO enthusiasts are quick to point out that some UFOs are described as being “cigar shaped” in appearance, not unlike the 1896 craft, suggesting that the “airships” then may have just been earlier versions of these modern craft.

		

		

		*The possibility that there might have been life on Mars or Venus was not all that far-fetched an idea in the late nineteenth century, when knowledge of our own solar system was extremely limited.

		

		But this begs the question as to why, if the people of 1896 were confronted with a machine of obviously extraterrestrial origination, they would refer to it as an airship—a term that sounds very terrestrial and even suggests something large, slow, and ponderous? Of course, this may simply have been because witnesses at the time lacked a context within which to describe such vehicles any other way. In the pre-aviation world of 1896, any unusual light in the sky—including a genuine UFO—might be called an “airship” simply because witnesses lacked a more appropriate term for the phenomenon and because airships were machines they would have been familiar with at the time.

		

		However, if any of the many airships spotted over the country that winter of 1896 were truly of alien design, it presents a different problem. Perhaps the most difficult element to reconcile is that, while the airships may have displayed a technological sophistication unusual for the late nineteenth century, they did not display a level of technology that would impress us here in the twenty-first century. In other words, they didn’t seem to have been futuristic or “UFO-like” enough to have been extraterrestrial—at least according to current expectations.

		

		While modern cigar-shaped UFOs have been reported and occasionally caught on film, the nineteenth century airships apparently have little else in common with their modern counterparts. Whereas modern UFOs display all types of fantastic capabilities from acceleration rates of 40gs to making ninety-degree turns impossible to duplicate with modern aircraft, the 1896 airships displayed none of these characteristics. Instead, they were almost consistently slow and ponderous things with speeds that ranged from ten to thirty miles an hour. While there were a few reports of them accelerating to a hundred miles an hour, these were most likely wild guesses—especially likely considering how difficult it is to estimate an aircraft’s speed from the ground (especially when observers of that era lacked any context within which to even hazard a guess. Considering that this was a time when the fastest a human could travel by locomotive was around sixty miles per hour, even a fairly leisurely pace was likely to be blown wildly out of proportion to someone from that era.) The craft were also rarely reported as making sudden turns or performing any of the types of maneuvers normally associated with UFOs, which would seem to be unusual for a craft presumably advanced enough to traverse the vast expanses of interstellar space required to reach our solar system. In fact, if anything, they appeared barely under control—again, very un-UFO-like. In other words, if the airships of 1896-97 were extraterrestrial visitors, they displayed a stunningly unimpressive show of technology. I suppose it’s possible that extraterrestrials could have been flying at such a leisurely pace on purpose (perhaps so as not to frighten the residents beyond reason) but if so, it is a courtesy they appear to be less concerned with today.

		

		THE AURORA, TEXAS, CRASH

		

		Before leaving the subject of UFOs entirely, however, there is another piece of UFO folklore that has been most instrumental in keeping the extraterrestrial hypothesis alive, and that is the belief that one of the airships crashed near a small town in Texas, leaving wreckage, along with its dead pilot, in its wake. According to legend—and one based almost entirely off a single account in a small local paper—on the morning of April 17, 1897, one of the mysterious airships crashed into a windmill on the farm of a local judge near Aurora, Texas, before exploding in a ball of fire that supposedly killed its lone occupant. According to correspondent F.E. Haydon—the first and apparently only reporter on the scene—the pilot was badly burned, though “enough remains were gathered to determine it was not an inhabitant of this world.” How he determined this was not readily apparent, but the opinion was given some credence by a local resident and U.S. Signal Service Officer, a Mr. T.J. Weems, who, Haydon tells us, in being an “authority” on astronomy as well as an Army Officer, promptly proclaimed the creature as being from Mars (though it’s not entirely clear how he determined this. Perhaps Mr. Weems had encountered Martians before and so knew one when he saw one.) In any case, Haydon writes that the poor chap would be given a proper “Christian” burial the following day at noon. Finally, Haydon’s story went on to describe papers that were found at the crash site that were covered with hieroglyphic-looking writing—which the reporter assumes to have been the pilot’s records (though like so much with the story, he doesn’t tell us how he came to that conclusion). Scraps of a type of metal unfamiliar to town residents (not unlike the wreckage supposedly recovered near Roswell, New Mexico in 1947, one might venture) were also supposedly found at the site, further reinforcing the extraterrestrial nature of the craft.*
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		A rebuild of the original Aurora Airship crash article as it appeared in the Dallas Morning News from April 19, 1897.

		

		Surprisingly, the story didn’t generate much interest at the time, which is difficult to understand considering the extraordinary significance the event would have had. Even more curiously, there were no follow-up articles, nor did any other newspapers in the area send reporters to cover what had to have been the story of the century. It was almost as if crashing airships were a fairly common event in northern Texas unworthy of generating more than a brief mention in the morning paper.

		

		In any case, the story quickly faded and would probably have been entirely forgotten had not some local UFO researchers in Texas heard about the alleged crash in 1973 and decided to investigate. Armed with metal detectors and determined to uncover the truth, an investigative team from MUFON (the Mutual UFO Network, one of several UFO investigative organizations currently active in the United States), scoured the area where the craft had supposedly crashed. Initial reports were that they had found flakes of low-grade aluminum–most no larger than a fingernail in size–and one larger piece of an apparently pliable metal that, according to Tom Gray, a physicist at North Texas State University at the time, was about 75 percent iron but that lacked some of the properties common to iron, such as the ability to be magnetized. Gray later went on record as saying that he eventually learned that the metal he examined was probably roofing material. “It turned out to be an iron-zinc alloy that, because of the way it was processed, was not magnetic,” he said. “Nothing necessarily extraterrestrial about it.”*

		

		*It was reported later that these metal fragments were buried in a well near the crash site but were later removed by persons unknown. Supposedly, these fragments affected the water supply as well, causing sickness and physical deformities in a few of the town’s residents years later, though neither story has ever been substantiated.

		

		Additionally, the cemetery where the alien’s body was supposedly buried in an unmarked grave was also searched and, at least according to legend, an “unmarked” grave was found—though it was curiously “marked” with a crude tombstone that showed what appeared to be the front half of an airship of some sort roughly chiseled into it—seeming to confirm the legend. Excited that they appeared to be on the precipice of making an earth-shattering discovery, the team immediately sought permission from the town council to dig at the spot in the hopes of uncovering an alien body. Unfortunately, the town fathers were apparently less enthusiastic about the prospect that they had a bona fide alien in their cemetery than were the MUFON team and balked at the idea of allowing the members to start digging up the place. Of course, this also could be seen as evidence of a multi-generational cover-up, especially in light of the fact that when the team returned to the site a few weeks later, they discovered that “vandals” had made off with the stone marker. While the most likely explanation is that the stone was simply taken as a souvenir (the cemetery was swamped with visitors for several weeks after the initial story broke in June of 1973), one can never be certain of such things where government officials and alleged alien corpses are concerned. In any case, all that remains today is a historical marker at the cemetery that mentions the legend and a great deal of speculation.

		

		

		*CNI News Article from May 23, 1996. Michael Lindemann, editor.

		

		Obviously, if the story were true—or even had some basis in fact—it would be the story of the century (and, quite possibly, of all time), but the fact of the matter is that, at least according to town historian and local writer, Etta Pegues, the reporter who wrote the story, F.E.Haydon, had written the article as a publicity stunt designed to draw attention to the town, which had been declining in population as a result of being bypassed by the local railroad.* Whether true or not, today most—though admittedly not all—of Aurora’s residents believe that the story was a hoax that simply took on a life of its own, though many in the UFO community continue to hold to it as a legitimate UFO crash with great determination to this day. As such, whether one believes that one of the airships—or a UFO of some kind—actually crashed near a small town north of Dallas, Texas, the Aurora crash legend continues to be the main impetus behind the belief that the airships were extraterrestrial in nature, and is likely to remain so for the foreseeable future.

		

		CONCLUSION

		

		While extraterrestrial visitation in 1896 cannot be ruled out completely, it appears to be the more fantastic explanation possible, leading us to conclude that as great as it would be if the “airships” of 1896-97 were evidence of extraterrestrial visitation, they probably were not from another world. However, if that’s the case, we’re still left with a mystery on our hands to consider, for if the airship sightings of the late nineteenth century can’t be chalked up to extraterrestrials or explained away as the mischief of an errant and unreliable press, then what’s left?

		

		While all the previous explanations—over-enthusiastic reporting, mass delusion, hoaxes, practical jokes, and the planet Venus—may account for the bulk of the published accounts, there is a core of reports that seem to evade easy explanation. Certainly the earliest reports from California and those from the Midwest three months later, in being the first to appear, have the best pedigree as they were observed before there was any “craze” in effect to prompt them. Additionally, it seems that many of the earliest and most reliable reports maintain a degree of consistency in their descriptions—a single bright light suspended beneath a large cigar-shaped body—that is impressive. While this doesn’t prove the airships were real, of course, it does bring many of the generally accepted theories into question and forces us to consider other possibilities.

		

		

		*1979 Time magazine interview.

		

		But once we leave the realm of generally accepted explanations, what’s left? There is only one remaining possibility available to us, and that is the possibility that the airship (or airships) spotted over California and the Midwest that winter of 1896 were, in fact, terrestrial vehicles designed, built, and flown by human beings right here on planet Earth. But if true, where did it—or they, if one assumes there were multiple craft—come from and, more importantly, who built and flew them?

		

		It’s time to consider the possibilities.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER FOUR:
		

		
			CUTTING EDGE TECHNOLOGY
		

		

		In the waning years of the nineteenth century, America was still a largely rural and agricultural nation, but one on the verge of a technological revolution unparalleled in recorded history. Whereas just a few decades earlier people used kerosene lanterns to make their way through the darkness and traveled the vast distances between small towns and farms in stagecoaches or on horseback, by 1896 all that was rapidly changing. Electric lights were beginning to replace combustible kerosene lamps, rail lines stretched from one ocean to the other, messages could be sent via telegraph with the flick of a wrist, and even something called the telephone was starting to find its way into the larger cities and towns of America in ever increasing numbers. Further, each year seemed to unveil a plethora of new and fantastic inventions to the world, from the phonograph and motion picture projector to combustion engines and horseless carriages. It was a heady time not unlike our own today, but as we have become increasingly used to—and even expectant of—ever more rapid advances in technology, our ancestors could only shake their heads in wonder at the frenetic pace of change that seemed to be transforming the world around them almost overnight.

		

		Part of that revolution was taking place in the nascent field of aeronautics as well, with inventor after inventor racing each other in the quest to be the first to achieve the time-honored dream of flight. Just in the few months preceding the 1896 airship flap, Smithsonian Institution Secretary Samuel Langley had successfully flown an unmanned steam-powered model aircraft while Chicago engineer Octave Chanute had tested various types of gliders over the sand dunes along the shore of Lake Michigan. Others, men like Otto Lilienthal, had even given their lives in the quest to be the first to achieve manned flight, dying from injuries sustained when he fell fifty feet while trying to launch one of his homemade gliders (which also served as inspiration to two Dayton, Ohio, bicycle manufacturers by the names of Wilbur and Orville Wright).

		

		Among the craft being experimented with at this time were airships—known as dirigibles or blimps today—which had been in the forefront of the aviation revolution for decades. In fact, cigar-shaped, steerable balloons had flown successfully as early as 1852, making them the favored front runners in the race for the sky. Of course, these “airships” of the late nineteenth century were fragile affairs barely capable of lifting their own weight, but compared to the even more primitive contraptions being tested by the aviation pioneers of the era, they were far and away years ahead of their competition. As such, by the 1890s the prospect that the dirigible might well be the wave of the future seemed not only possible but, from the perspective of the era, practically assured. This is especially true when one considers the fact that all the materials required to build a workable airship—from aluminum to rubber to the power plants required to propel them through the air—all existed in the 1890s, making the prospect that someone with the resources and knowledge to construct such a craft would come along not at all unreasonable. While bringing all the various elements together and getting them to function in an efficient and practical manner may have required some doing, there was nothing that mitigates the possibility that the 1896 airship may have been exactly what it appeared to be: a dirigible exhibiting a degree of technical acumen substantially ahead of its time.

		

		Most aviation experts, however, discount this possibility. The history of airship development—starting with Count von Zeppelin and his massive dirigibles in the early 1900s—is thought to be complete, leaving little room for things like airships in 1896. However, when one considers that not only had airships been around for decades by the time the Count unveiled his first behemoth in 1900 but that they have a much richer history than many imagine, such certainty begins to fade. To better understand just how rich that history is and how lighter-than-air development had shaped the evolution of flight to that point, it will be necessary to take a brief detour and examine the pre-twentieth century history of aviation a little closer. Only in that way may we uncover the clues that could suggest that our ancestors were appreciably more advanced than we might imagine.

		

		THE LARGELY UNKNOWN HISTORY OF EARLY AIRSHIPS

		

		The idea that humans could fly was not as astonishing a concept to the average citizen in 1896 as many assume. Ever since the Montpelier brothers had flown their hot-air balloon over Paris in 1789, humans had been used to the idea that man could soar high in the sky. Additionally, tethered balloons had been used as observation platforms during the American Civil War and again by the Prussians during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, so manned flight was not all that novel a concept even one hundred and fifty years ago. What was novel, however, was the prospect of making a balloon steerable and so making it a truly practical flying machine. The prospect of creating an airship capable of overcoming its arch nemesis—the wind—thereby freeing it of the vagaries of nature and permitting it to go wherever its pilot wished it to go, was the “holy grail” of aviation in the nineteenth century and a daunting challenge that seemed just beyond the reach of the technology of the era.

		

		Not that efforts at taming the skies hadn’t been attempted. As early as the 1830s, Britain’s “father of aviation,” Sir George Cayley, recognized the importance of motor power for controlling an airship, and even experimented with a machine run by hot air that used gunpowder. He had especially high hopes that a light steam engine could be perfected that would make truly practical flight feasible and even foresaw the eventual development of the internal combustion engine decades before the earliest model was demonstrated. Unfortunately, the technology of the era was too primitive to enable Cayley to see his dreams become a reality, putting LTA (lighter-than-air) development on hold—at least for the time being.

		

		Others, however, eventually picked up on Cayley’s ideas and further developed them. In 1850 a Frenchman, Pierre Jullien of Villejuif, demonstrated a streamlined model for an airship named Le Précurseur at the Paris Hippodrome. Interestingly, his airship had its rudder, elevator, and gondola mounted close under the front of the balloon, while a clockwork motor drove two airscrews mounted on either side of a center line, giving it an uncannily twentieth-century appearance. The technology to build a full-scale example of his revolutionary airship did not exist at the time, however, ensuring that Villejuif’s airship would remain, at least for the time being, merely a curiosity.

		

		However, while a full-scale example of Villejuif’s airship never flew, his designs managed to interest a French engineer and inventor by the name of Henri Giffard, who was able to successfully build and fly the first full-scale airship in 1852. Though only 143 feet in length, on September 24, 1852, his little cigar-shaped, nonrigid airship, sporting a tiny three-horsepower steam engine, pushed the craft almost seventeen miles from the Paris racecourse to the nearby town of Trappes at a speed of approximately six miles per hour, making it the first truly steerable airship ever built. Again, however, the technology proved to not be quite up to the task, for Giffard’s airship lacked an engine powerful enough to steer the thing in inclement weather. Even the slightest breeze would cause it to fly in slow circles, rendering it impractical, while building an engine powerful enough to overcome this tendency would have made it too heavy for the air bags to lift.
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		Henri Giffard’s 1852 airship was the ﬁrst full-size airship to actually ﬂy. It proved to be too underpowered to be practical, however, and despite plans to build a larger successor, Giffard made no further attempts to build an airship.

		

		Not that the intrepid Mr. Giffard was one to give up so easily. Despite the deflation of his ship in a second flight a few weeks later that resulted in a crash landing, he was undeterred in his efforts to make his airship a reality and he soon set about planning an even larger balloon. Mr. Giffard turned out to be quite the dreamer, however, for his new and improved airship, at nearly two thousand feet in length and with a maximum diameter of just under one hundred feet (giving it a capacity of 7,800,000 cubic feet and allowing it to carry a thirty-ton steam engine capable of moving the ship through the air at 45 miles per hour) proved to be unrealistic. Unfortunately—and not at all surprisingly—Giffard’s massive airship, which would have been fully twice the size of the famous German dirigible Hindenburg had it been built, was far too complex and expensive for the nascent technology of the age and was never built, but no one could ever accuse Henri of not thinking big.

		

		The next serious attempt to fly an airship was made by a pair of French brothers, Albert and Gaston Tissandier, in 1883. Constructing a 37,500-cubic foot airship propelled by a 1.5 horsepower battery-powered electric motor attached to a large two-bladed pusher propeller, the ship was to prove to be as underpowered and impractical as Giffard’s earlier steam-powered craft had been. As a result, and after completing a couple of test flights, they packed up their airship and headed off on other pursuits.

		

		A year later, however, another pair of Frenchmen, Charles Renard and Arthur C. Krebs, inventors and military officers in the French Army Corps of Engineers, built the first truly flyable airship, the La France. A vast improvement over earlier models, the La France proved to be the first airship that could return to its starting point in a light wind. At 165 feet and with a maximum diameter of 27 feet (giving it a lifting capacity of 66,000 cubic feet)—like the Tissandiers brothers’ airship, it also had an electric, battery-powered motor, but in producing 8.5 horsepower, it was capable of pushing through a calm sky at an impressive thirteen miles per hour. The La France had a number of other fairly sophisticated design features as well, including a 23-foot diameter four-bladed wooden tractor propeller that could be inclined upwards when landing to avoid damaging the blades, along with a rudder and elevator, ballonettes, and a sliding weight to compensate for any shift in the center of gravity. Additionally, it proved to be more than a single-flight wonder; the La France made no less than seven successful flights between 1884 and 1885, each of them under powered control, and although its batteries limited its range to very short distances, the craft demonstrated that controlled flight was possible if the airship had a sufficiently powerful lightweight motor.

		

		However, Renard and Kreb’s airship, while impressive, had too limited a range and carried too small a payload to be truly practical. It wouldn’t be until the 1890s that a little known Croatian timber merchant by the name of David Schwarz was to construct the first practical airship that not only very nearly implemented a new era in aviation, but was to establish the parameters that later, successful airship designers were to follow into the twentieth century.
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		Renard and Kreb’s ﬁrst truly successful airship La France as it appeared at the time of one of its seven successful 1885 ﬂights.

		

		THE ALUMINUM AIRSHIP OF DAVID SCHWARZ

		

		While names like Giffard, Chanute, Lilienthal, von Zeppelin, and the Wright brothers are well known to most aviation enthusiasts, the one name that remains almost entirely forgotten is that of David Schwarz, which is curious considering the fact that he was perhaps the one man who did more to advance the evolution of airships than any person in the nineteenth century.

		

		David Schwarz (1852-1897) was a wood merchant from Zagreb, Croatia, who, although lacking a formal technical education, had taught himself a great deal about the mechanics and construction of airships. So complete was that knowledge, in fact, that in the summer of 1896 he decided to construct the first all-metal airship in existence. Securing the funding to finance his vision and using a hangar near Tempelhof Field in Berlin, within a few months he managed to build the first true rigid airship—known as a “dirigible” in modern parlance—which promised to take aviation to the brink of a new era.
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		David Schwarz’s ground breaking aluminum foil covered airship of 1896.

		

		What made Schwarz’s airship especially unique—even by today’s standards—is the fact that its gas bag was constructed entirely of aluminum, which was quite a feat at the time (as it would be to some extent today). The airship’s outer casing consisted of long strips of aluminum foil riveted to a skeleton of 34 aluminum latticed props of different shapes and sizes, making it the first true rigid airship (as opposed to all earlier airships, which were essentially limp cigar-shaped balloons tethered to a rigid undercarriage). Further, the envelope was divided into twelve compartments, each of which could be individually accessed for ease of maintenance, putting it years ahead of its contemporaries. For propulsion, Schwarz made use of a sixteen horsepower Daimler engine to power the airship’s four propellers—one on each side of the airship, one directly behind the aluminum gondola, and a fourth directly below the gondola connected by a long shaft. The main propeller was even axially movable, enabling the airship to fly in any direction desired—an astonishing futuristic concept for such an era. With a length of just over 123 feet and a diameter of 26 feet (giving it a lifting capacity of just over four tons), Schwarz’s craft was capable of carrying a crew of one and almost three hundred pounds of ballast at a speed of around fifteen miles per hour, which was a truly remarkable accomplishment for 1896 (note the year).

		

		Not surprisingly, the German government showed considerable interest in Schwarz’s airship—so much so, in fact, that Emperor Wilhelm II himself planned to attend the craft’s maiden flight scheduled for September 27, 1896. Unfortunately for history the emperor had to cancel at the last moment, forcing Schwarz to have to wait to unveil his masterpiece. A few weeks later, however, after deciding he could wait no longer to test his creation, he had the great ship pulled from its hangar by a troop of soldiers and launched. Though it hovered just a few meters above the ground, it was enough to not only give Schwarz a chance to start and test the engines, but prove that his airship was quite capable of being steered. It seemed that a new era in aviation was on the verge of being born.

		

		Regrettably, Schwarz would not live long enough to see his creation actually fly. Burdened by a weak heart, he died suddenly in Vienna while en route to a more ambitious test flight scheduled for the following January, and without the designer, further interest in the craft died with him. Though his widow, Melanie—who believed in her husband’s work enough to continue to push his ideas even after his death—tried to carry on his work, Schwarz’s dream never caught on. Part of the problem was that she faced considerable opposition—apparently some in the German military were annoyed by the fact that the airship was not of German origin and tried to sabotage Melanie Schwarz’s efforts whenever possible—and even when she did finally manage to get it launched for a large-scale test flight, the craft ran into problems. Flying over Tempelhof Field on November 3, 1897, the airship initially performed as expected until it reached an altitude of 1,500 feet, at which point one of the belts that drove its propellers broke and the airship crashed landed, severely damaging the vessel.

		

		While that appeared to be the end of David Schwarz’s airship—and in a practical sense it was—the innovative little craft still drew interest from the German army who, despite continuing to show interest in Schwarz’s airship, decided to pursue airship development through a German general, Count Ferdinand von Zeppelin. Fortunately, the Count possessed enough technical information about Schwarz’s airship (thought by some to have been obtained illegally from one of Schwarz’s financial backers) to successfully build a similar airship and within three years von Zeppelin would unveil his first of a long line of dirigibles, the LZ-1, on Lake Geneva, effectively making the Count’s name forever associated with dirigibles (which is why rigid airships continue to be called “Zeppelins” in some quarters to this day).
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		Count von Zeppelin’s ﬁrst airship in 1900 was made possible in part due to the work of the largely unknown David Schwarz.

		

		However, some would argue that the real genius behind his early ships was the largely forgotten David Schwarz. The victim of a bad heart and his own poor planning, had he had the foresight to have tested his airship earlier and in the presence of the general public, he would have been hailed as a pioneer of LTA flight and his designs quickly adapted by a new generation of inventors. Sometimes fate can be the unkindest adversary of all, especially to Croatian timber merchants.

		

		THE AIRSHIPS OF SANTOS-DUMONT

		

		No history of airship development in the nineteenth century would be complete without mentioning one of the true pioneers of the era and perhaps its most colorful character, Brazilian aviation enthusiast and inventor Alberto Santos-Dumont (1873-1932).

		

		The son of a wealthy Brazilian coffee grower perhaps best remembered for his heavier-than-air experiments during the early years of the twentieth century (Santos-Dumont built the first aircraft capable of taking off, flying, and landing without the use of catapults, high winds, launch rails, or other external assistance), he is also known for his early work in the field of powered dirigibles. Working largely alone or with only a small staff of workmen, Santos-Dumont built eleven different manned dirigibles between 1898 and 1906, many of which proved to be quite successful. One of them, named simply airship no. 6, even won the prestigious Deutsch de la Meurthe prize in October of 1901—a feat considered as remarkable in its day as Lindbergh’s solo crossing of the Atlantic Ocean would be considered twenty-six years later. Seated precariously in a tiny, rickety bamboo gondola beneath a one-hundred-foot-long silk envelope, Santos-Dumont flew the hardy but unwieldy gasoline-powered dirigible a total distance of 6.8 miles from the Parc Saint Cloud in Paris to the Eiffel Tower and back in less than thirty minutes, managing to maintain an average ground speed of around fourteen miles per hour throughout the entire route—an impressive airspeed at the time.

		

		Of course, Santos-Dumont didn’t produce his first designs until 1898—a full year or more after the California airship first appeared—but his simple pedal- and engine-powered craft successfully proved that steerable airships were capable of being built and flown far more easily and cheaply than most people thought possible. Santos-Dumont also demonstrated that all the elements required to construct a practical airship existed in the final years of the nineteenth century. Though his designs were quite small by modern standards (and tiny in comparison to the German behemoths of Count von Zeppelin), his little airships proved that all that was required to make such a vessel practical was a little money, some “outside-the-box” thinking, and the determination to see it through. In fact, it could be argued that had he started earlier and worked on a much grander scale, he might well have beaten the famous German count in laying the foundation for LTA travel and dramatically changed the face of air travel in the early twentieth century. Unfortunately, the Brazilian “Father of Aviation” lost interest in airships in 1906 and afterwards spent his time and money on several highly successful heavier-than-air designs, leaving it for others to develop the LTA technologies that were to become the hallmark of the pre-WWI skies over western Europe.

		

		CONCLUSIONS

		

		This brief history should be sufficient to answer the chief complaint made by many who deny that an airship capable of flying considerable distances using only the technology available in 1896 was possible. Renard and Krebs, David Schwarz, and Alberto Santos-Dumont—among others—clearly demonstrated that such was entirely feasible. In fact, since steerable balloons had been demonstrated almost fifty years earlier and a number of early airship designs had proven workable even decades earlier than that, simply constructing an airship wouldn’t even have been considered all that remarkable an accomplishment—even in 1896—and should have easily been within the capabilities of an inventor of the time, given adequate resources and a facility capable of building and housing the craft.

		

		But to be truly practical, such a ship would have to be far more than merely a model or short range test balloon. It would have to have been a substantial machine capable of traveling considerable distances in a single flight. Also, if eyewitnesses are to be believed, it would have to have been capable of achieving speeds far in excess of anything accomplished by earlier experimental balloons. And, finally, it would need to be capable of being steered into a headwind, possess a good degree of lateral and vertical control, as well as be sturdy enough to survive repeated landings and takeoffs, some probably under less than ideal conditions. But could such a craft really have been built in 1896?

		

		It could.
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		Santos-Dumont’s famous airship no.6 rounding the Eiffel Tower on its way to winning the Deutsch de la Meurthe prize in October of 1901. The Brazilian aviation pioneer demonstrated that one did not require extensive resources to produce a very ﬂyable airship.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER FIVE:
		

		
			REALIZING A DREAM
		

		

		Since airships had been under development in Europe prior to and even contemporary to the airship flap of 1896-97, it is likely the general public of the era would have been favorably inclined toward accepting such a vehicle as being possible. In fact, considering the pace of scientific and technological progress of the era, many would have even considered it inevitable. As a result, there was little real debate at the time whether the lights that were being seen in the skies at the time were man-made vessels of some kind, making it difficult to understand why modern writers so casually dismiss the idea. Clearly, the people of the era accepted them as such and, while intrigued as to who might have been behind their construction, most did not find the possible existence of such vessels particularly extraordinary.

		

		However, simply proposing that someone with both considerable resources and cleverness might have been able to build an airship in 1896 is one thing, but who could have pulled off such a feat of engineering? Further, considering the immense investment such an endeavor would incur, how could he have done it in secret—and, even more curiously, why would its builder not want the world to know about his magnificent machine?

		

		Unfortunately, we have very few clues to work from, making this aspect of our quest considerably more difficult and so making our journey, by necessity, largely speculative in nature. But we are not completely flying blind here. If we consider the basic elements and setting of the story and take at least some of the earliest accounts of the airship seriously, we can begin to deduce a number of things from them and, perhaps, begin to construct a profile and motivation for our airship builder. It may not be enough to allow us to produce a name, but it may at least point us in the right direction.

		

		Of course, learning who built the great airship of 1896—if, indeed, it existed at all—remains as great a mystery as the vessel itself. It is difficult to imagine that any inventor—even one working in great secrecy—could have pulled off such a feat of engineering without leaving a tangible clue of having done so. Such seems too much to ask, especially when one considers the intense scrutiny other aviation pioneers of the time endured in their efforts at conquering flight. Additionally, such a person would have had to overcome a number of technological hurdles as well—some of which would have been formidable even to the best minds of the era—making the prospect even more difficult to accept.

		

		Clearly, if the story is true, we would be dealing with an inventor who would have been years ahead of his time, both in terms of airship design and the ability to construct the power plants needed to run them. He would also had to have been someone with the engineering genius—along with the substantial resources required—to take the existent technology of his day and push it beyond its limits. Obviously, such a person is purely conjectural, but how often does genius exist unbeknownst to the world? Just as the designer of the magnificent Antikythera mechanism*—a device of such sophistication and precision that replicating it today takes considerable skill—remains lost to history, how certain can we really be that a nineteenth-century counterpart might not have been equally as astute at pushing the envelope of what was possible in his day?

		

		

		* The Antikythera artifact was a small 2,000 year-old mechanical device recovered from the waters off the Greek island of Antikythera in 1900 that turned out to be a primitive but effective mechanical “computer” capable of determining the position of the planets with extraordinary accuracy.

		

		Undoubtedly he would need to have been wealthy, probably introverted and possibly even eccentric, who preferred to work alone and out of public view in a singular quest to demonstrate his genius. But who could this man have been? There weren’t that many people around in 1896 capable of constructing such a craft while remaining anonymous. Of course, that’s presuming these are men unknown to history. But what if they’re not? What if there are men known to aviation history that we might look to as possible candidates to have been behind the 1896-97 airship? If so, who are they?

		

		Interestingly, a couple of names have been offered over the years as individuals who might have had the wherewithal to construct such a vessel—both in terms of inclination and expertise. While purely speculative and based on little in terms of solid evidence, we should examine the claims made about them if only as a means of eliminating them from contention. So who were these men and how likely are they to have been the man behind the airship of 1897?

		

		GILMORE, DELLSCHAU, AND THE SONORA AERO CLUB

		

		The two names that most commonly surface when these types of “what-if” scenarios are discussed are those of Lyman Wiswell Gilmore, Jr. (1874-1951), an eccentric aviation pioneer from California, and Charles August Albert Dellschau (1830-1923), another aviation enthusiast and draftsman for a secretive group of aviation pioneers of the era.

		

		The main reason both men have been suggested is because both demonstrated a strong interest in flight in general, both operated largely out of California around the time of the 1896 airship and, especially in the case of Gilmore, both had the technological acumen and the inclination to at least attempt such an ambitious project. But was either man truly capable of pulling off such a feat of engineering and of doing so practically unnoticed?

		

		From all accounts, it appears that neither man makes a particularly good candidate to be our mystery inventor. Gilmore, for example, doesn’t seem to have had any history of working on airships, his interests apparently lying more in the area of steam-powered airplanes. Additionally, he would have been only twenty-two years old in 1896, which seems a bit young to oversee such a massive undertaking. However, he did construct a non-flying steam-powered airplane as early as 1898 and apparently worked with other flight pioneers such as Samuel Langley and, eventually, the Wright brothers, while still in his twenties, so the possibility can’t be entirely dismissed. Additionally, Gilmore really was something of an engineering genius, as evidenced by the fact that he was granted several patents during his lifetime (including two for modifications on the steam engine and one for an 8-cylinder radial engine), so there is reason to wonder.

		

		However, the main reason Gilmore seems an unlikely choice is twofold: first, by most accounts, he was something of a loon. Some who remember the man claim that he stank to high heaven, vowed to never cut his hair or beard, and wore a trench coat even in the middle of summer. He also carried all of his working engineering drawings (along with two pistols) in his trench coat, all of which were apparently lost when he was forcefully deprived of the coat for a delousing and it was subsequently burned. The other reason is, despite living to the ripe old age of seventy-seven, he never once claimed credit for working on airships in 1896 or any other year or specifically of having knowledge of the 1896-97 vessel, which seems inconsistent with his basic nature. Gilmore was known as something of a publicity hound and a man known for making often outrageous claims, so it seems inconceivable that he wouldn’t have mentioned his role in the great ship at some point—especially in the later years of his life. As such, it seems unlikely that Gilmore had anything to do with the mysterious ship, forcing us to examine other prospects.
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		Lyman Wiswell Gilmore, Jr. (1874-1951). While undeniably a brilliant if eccentric inventor, was he also the genius behind the 1897 airship?
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		Another name frequently mentioned in connection with the 1897 airship is that of Charles Dellschau (1830-1923), an enthusiastic life-long member of the mysterious Sonora Aero Club.

		

		Charles Dellschau, a contemporary of Gilmore’s, is a man who some consider to be a better option, largely due to his almost lifelong obsession with airships (he even illustrated several notebooks with colored drawings of airships, several of which are held in collections of museums in Texas) and through his association with the Sonora Aero Club. (For those unfamiliar with this organization, the Sonora Aero Club was a group of sixty or so mostly German immigrants who reportedly constructed dirigible-like aircraft in California in the 1850’s. While not much is known about this group or precisely how technologically advanced their “dirigibles” were supposed to have been, the group has been repeatedly suggested by some to have been responsible for the airship of 1896-97, though this contention lacks substantiating evidence to support it.) However, for anyone who has ever studied the man and his drawings in any detail, they usually come away disappointed: the vessels he drew were entirely unworkable from an engineering standpoint, his art being more fanciful and even child-like mosaics or collages than actual engineering renderings. In fact, there is no evidence that he possessed any genuine mechanical skills or had ever actually built anything in his life. His name is usually suggested only because of his association with the mysterious Sonora group and the fact that he spent the last thirty years of his life doing little else, it seems, besides drawing pictures of the airships his group supposedly built. As such, if Charles Dellschau had a hand in building the great airship of 1896, he certainly kept the fact that he possessed either the engineering acumen or the substantial resources required to build the thing well hidden.

		

		Additionally, like Gilmore, Dellshau—despite the fact that he lived until 1923 (a full quarter century after the airships of 1896 first made their appearance)—never intimated that he had any role in the vessel’s construction or design, which seems hard to imagine if he were, in fact, its designer (or, at least, had a role in the craft’s construction). Why would a man who made airships his passion not have admitted his role in the affair if he had first-hand knowledge of the event?

		

		Finally, in looking at Gilmore and Dellshau, it is abundantly evident that neither man possessed the wealth to pull off such a project. Of course, it’s conceivable they may have been able to acquire investors to finance their airship project, although this seems unlikely. At a time when even established inventors had trouble securing investment capital, both men’s eccentricities and, at least in the case of Dellschau, lack of any demonstrable engineering skills, would have made them poor candidates to convince anyone to invest the sort of resources required to undertake a project of the magnitude of the 1897 airship. Not impossible, perhaps, but extremely unlikely.

		

		THE MYSTERIOUS MISTER BENJAMIN

		

		Once we eliminate Gilmore and Dellschau as suspects, however, we instantly run out of candidates, at least in terms of known historical figures. As such, at this point we need to assume that we are dealing with an unknown inventor here—someone who never made it into the historical record for whatever reason, and remains a mystery to us to this day.

		

		Or is he? There is a name that appears in the earliest reports of the airship that seem to imply that the identity of the mysterious inventor might actually have been known to a handful of people. In fact, he might even have been identified by name.

		

		Contained within the words of the many hundreds of airship accounts recorded during the flap is that of one E. H. Benjamin, who may be the very person we’re looking for. While the historical reality of the man is highly suspect, he deserves to at least be considered.

		

		This was the man who was identified by the previously mentioned attorney “Airship” Collins as being the inventor of the craft, and while there is nothing solid to suggest the man ever existed, Collins’s account seems to be particularly detailed and matter-of-fact, forcing us to question whether Mr. Collins had an extraordinarily gifted imagination or whether he may have been talking about a real person. In any case, according to Collins, supposedly it was either Benjamin or an uncle of his who approached him in November of 1896 to ask him to represent his interests in the patenting of his airship. Collins maintains that the man had come from Maine seven years earlier in order to conduct his experiments near the little town of Oroville, some fifty miles north of Sacramento. Even the local paper, the Sacramento Bee, gave some credence to the prospect of Collins’s story being true when it wrote in an article dated November 23, 1897:

		

		“Oroville, California. The rumor that the airship which is alleged to have passed over Sacramento was constructed near this town seems to have a grain of truth in it. The parties who could give information if they would are extremely reticent. They give evasive answers or assert they know absolutely nothing about it.

		

		“Not a single person that saw or knew of an airship being constructed near here can be found and yet there is a rumor that some man has been experimenting with different kinds of gas and testing those which are lighter than air. The experiments were made some miles east of the town and no one is able to give any names of the parties, who are evidently strangers and seeking to avoid publicity.”

		

		Even the San Francisco Call appeared to reinforce Benjamin’s authenticity by establishing a few days later that the inventor was supposedly a native of Carmel, Maine, and had been seen in the Oroville area visiting a wealthy uncle and confiding to friends that he had invented something which would “revolutionize the world.”

		

		Unfortunately, when the mysterious inventor failed to make an appearance, all references to him soon faded from the public discourse (along with, it stands to reason, much of Mr. Collins’s credibility), leaving skeptics safe in their presumption that “E.H. Benjamin” was simply another creation of the era’s increasingly imaginative press. However, is that really all there was to the affair? Obviously, while there’s an excellent chance the man is entirely fictitious, there is also some reason to wonder if there may not be at least a kernel of truth behind the story. After all, it does appear to be an unusually detailed piece of information to have been constructed from whole cloth, and the San Francisco Call story makes it appear that someone was even able to establish that the man apparently heralded from Maine, so the prospect that there was a real man behind all the headlines—even if his name was something other than Benjamin— needs to be considered.

		

		Unfortunately, with nothing more than the scant information provided in the earliest accounts to go by, there is little chance of ever determining whether there might not have been a real flesh-and-blood person behind all the hype. At least as far as can be determined, no eccentric inventors or engineers who might have fit the description of our mystery airship designer by that name can be found in the historical record, leaving us with nothing more than an intriguing story and unanswerable questions.

		

		INVENTOR OR ENGINEER?

		

		I wonder, however, if we aren’t actually wasting our time searching for some wealthy, Captain Nemo-type engineering genius as the inventor behind our theoretical airship. It’s difficult to imagine that a single person—even a particularly wealthy one at that—could undertake such a massive project without considerable help. As such, can we really be so certain that there couldn’t there have been a team of inventors? Or, for that matter, what if there was no inventor at all?

		

		The idea there has to be an inventor is assumed but not necessarily required. In fact, searching for such a man might prove to be a huge waste of time. Why? First, while there were wealthy men and no shortage of eccentric inventors, eccentric inventors who also happened to be wealthy were practically unheard of—especially in the nineteenth century. This was an era when inventors were notorious short of the funds required to keep their dreams afloat and who usually worked on shoestring budgets just one failed invention away from complete destitution. Even one of the greatest inventors in American history, Thomas Edison, was famous for spending most of his time trying to talk investors into financing his next invention in an effort to remain just one step ahead of bankruptcy. This fact often comes as a surprise to most Americans today who usually imagine the “Wizard of Menlo Park” to have been a wealthy man throughout most of his life when the fact is that he saw little in terms of financial gain from his many patents until comparatively late in his career. For most of his life, Edison had to scramble for investors to fund his experiments— investors who expected a quick turnaround on their money. Fortunately, his fame made it possible for him to at least attract investors; most inventors of the age in contrast—and especially the more eccentric ones—were often far less successful.

		

		The second reason we may be wasting our time looking for an eccentric inventor is because one wasn’t necessary. An airship of the era, especially if it were built from materials on hand, would not have required that any new technologies be devised in order to make it fly. It would have only been necessary to take the various existing technologies available at the time, perhaps refine or modify them, and finally bring them all together in an efficient manner. What was needed, then, was not necessarily an inventor, but a gifted engineer—a commodity which would have been in far greater abundance in the 1890s than were inventors.

		

		Of course, engineers were no more likely to be wealthy than an inventor, but they at least had the advantage of having received formal training in various engineering disciplines (as opposed to most inventors who were self-taught “tinkerers”) and so could be counted on to be a bit more grounded in their designs. In other words, with a trained engineer you were more likely to get someone who was used to working with hard science, making them much more likely to come up with practical solutions to the various engineering challenges building an airship would have entailed. Also, most engineers of the late nineteenth century usually had real-world experience working for major corporations and engineering firms, giving them an even better knowledge base from which to draw upon. And, finally, inventors usually work alone; engineers, on the other hand, could be hired and employed by a person of considerable resources who themselves might lack the technical acumen to personally create anything. As such, to make an airship in 1896 would have required only the services of a brilliant, cutting-edge engineer with a flair for innovation and a passion for aviation. No “inventor” was necessary at all.

		

		Of course, brilliance alone would not be enough. Building a functional airship in 1896 would not have been simply a technological challenge, but a logistical and financial one as well. As such, for our hypothesis to carry weight it is necessary we try and determine not only who might have had the resources and ability to build an airship in 1896, but how they were able to keep its construction from the prying eyes of the public and the press—a feat almost as difficult to accomplish then as it would be today. At some point someone with significant financial assets—and likely a man who was neither an inventor nor an engineer himself but more likely an industrialist or financier of some kind—would have had to step forward to get the project off the ground. This individual would have been more than merely some disinterested investor with some financial interest in the project, but more likely would have been its primary financial backer and someone with a dream that he was willing to spend any amount to see come to fruition. Who this person might have been will probably never be known, of course, though we might be able to hazard a few guesses if we consider the situation in more detail. And this is an important piece of the puzzle to examine, for without some sort of financial base upon which to construct our machine, any further discussion of airships in 1896 remains pointless.

		

		A MYSTERY MILLIONAIRE

		

		Considering the place and time that our first airship reports emerged, I don’t believe we have to go very far to find our mystery millionaire; since the earliest reports of the airship came from the areas around San Francisco and Sacramento, it seems likely our wealthy entrepreneur heralded from one of those two cities, with San Francisco being the more likely.

		

		Why San Francisco? Because as a result of the Gold Rush of 1849 and the city’s position as the largest seaport on the Pacific coast, by the end of the nineteenth century San Francisco was home to the largest number of millionaires per capita of any city west of the Mississippi. In fact, the city was crawling with any number of wealthy industrialists, mine and business owners, and speculators with the resources to finance something on the scale of our airship. Certainly, a better combination of wealth, accessibility to goods by both rail and sea, and generally mild weather year round would have made the area the perfect locale from which to launch such a venture.

		

		Who this man might have been will never be known, of course. However, we may be able to get a clue as to his profession if we consider the testimony of two important figures who played prominent roles in the early weeks of the controversy: the aforementioned San Francisco attorneys George D. “Airship” Collins and William Henry Hart. As I recounted in chapter one, both men had stepped forward in the days after the initial sighting of the airship to claim firsthand information about the craft and its inventor, but when pressed for details and evidence, both men backed off on their claims, enduring some ridicule for their efforts. Now it’s not unusual that people might fabricate stories in a quest to get their names in the paper or to earn some fleeting fame, but in the case of Collins and Hart such seems not only unwise—especially considering their professions—but even foolhardy. As far as can be determined from the historical record, both men were highly successful lawyers with good reputations (Hart even having been Attorney General for the State of California a few years earlier), making it unclear why they would have put themselves in such a position if they didn’t believe what they were saying. Hard-earned credentials, after all, are not something one squanders for the sake of a good joke. It at least appears, then, that both men were sincere, making their initial statements and the abrupt retractions all the more inexplicable. Is it possible there was something to their claims after all and that they had been cowed into silence after inadvertently leaking their secrets?

		

		But even more telling is that both men were attorneys, suggesting that if they did have first-hand knowledge of the airship—and since lawyers tend to socialize with others of their ilk—they most likely acquired it through contacts in the legal community. In fact, one can make a good case that they learned of the airship from the very man who was bankrolling the entire affair and who was, in all probability, a lawyer himself. Since Hart was a powerful political figure in his own right, this man would have to have been equally as powerful or, at a minimum, exceedingly wealthy, just to keep such company. Could our mysterious financier, then, have been a high-powered attorney—perhaps even the senior partner in a major San Francisco law firm? This would certainly explain how Collins and Hart may have come to know about the airship and why they later were cowed into silence about it; in the first case they may have been acquaintances of our mystery millionaire who unwisely showed off his prize possession to the men, only to see them, perhaps in a fit of over-enthusiasm or the desire to grab a little attention, go public with what they knew. As a result, and in the quest to keep the airship a secret, our financier may have simply hung the men out to dry —figuratively speaking—or, perhaps, even threatened legal action if they didn’t keep quiet about what they knew. Certainly, such a scenario seems as reasonable as any and would go far in explaining why Collins and Hart would make claims which ultimately proved so detrimental to their reputation as well as account for why both men were so quick to back off on those stories afterwards. But why all the secrecy? Wouldn’t our financier want publicity in order to attract additional investors?

		

		Not necessarily. I propose that he had two very good reasons for wanting to keep his airship under wraps. First, if word got out of what he was doing, that would put the entire operation under the microscope of the press, who would have essentially camped out around the airship— possibly hindering construction—and would have been on hand to record every setback. Considering how a single failure could easily scare away the necessary capital needed to continue working, it is not difficult to understand why working in secret might be an attractive option (especially if there were more than a single investor involved).

		

		Second, and perhaps even more importantly, it would have opened the door to patent theft as competitors and opportunists looked for ways to take advantage of the situation. Such concerns would need to have been taken seriously as well, especially when one considers that the last half of the nineteenth century was a time not only of remarkable technological advances, but also one of tremendous competition, especially among inventors. The quest to be the first to the patent office was almost cutthroat in nature, with stolen ideas and even sabotage not unheard of. Were unscrupulous competitors or another inventor working on a similar design (remember that David Schwarz’s aluminum airship was being built around the same time) to decide to legally challenge our builder or declare some fairly minor innovations to be a copy of their own design, legal wrangling could have grounded the airship more securely than the strongest gale force winds. And such a prospect would not have been unheard of in the 1890s. One only need consider the fierce legal battles that had been fought between George Westinghouse and Thomas Edison over their alternating current versus direct current designs to appreciate the spirit of unhealthy competition and, on occasion, even outright thievery that marked the early years of the industrial revolution. In such an atmosphere, it’s not difficult to appreciate why anyone would want to keep their ideas closely guarded.

		

		However, I believe the main reason the airship would have been kept secret was because of what our mystery millionaire intended to do with it once it was perfected, which brings us to the rationale behind the entire project and to the very heart of why the craft was built in the first place. Obviously building an airship would have proven a huge financial investment, suggesting that there had to be an equally large potential payoff in return to make it feasible, but what could that have been?

		

		I suggested earlier that the airship was an experimental vessel designed to do more than merely determine if LTA flight was possible. Such craft had already been demonstrated decades earlier, so just building a larger version of an airship for the sake of progress would not have been worth the great expense. There had to be some larger, ulterior motive, but what could it have been?

		

		To determine that, it is first necessary to consider that, while the airship had been known for years, it had yet to prove itself a particularly practical—and by “practical” I mean financially lucrative—invention. It was too underpowered and unwieldy to do more than travel a short distance with a minimal payload, making it little more than an expensive toy. But what if the 1897 airship was an effort to change that? Could it have been, in fact, something that was being built not simply as an improved example of controlled flight but as a vehicle that would lead to a revolution in travel—a revolution that would dramatically alter the very fabric of early twentieth century America in ways we can only imagine? In fact, could the 1897 airship have been nothing less than a prototype for what would one day be a fleet of airships that would form the nucleus of the world’s first transcontinental air service?

		

		THE GREAT CALIFORNIA AIRSHIP CORPORATION

		

		It seems fantastic, but consider the prospect from the perspective of the late nineteenth century. At that time travel from the East Coast to the West Coast was done either by rail or by steamship, both of which were expensive, time-consuming, and often uncomfortable modes of traversing the vast distances between the coasts. A train from New York to San Francisco, for example, was an arduous journey under even the best conditions, with frequent stops, cramped quarters, and often noisy conditions being the norm, with the prospect of derailment or even catastrophic disaster always a possibility. A steamship offered more comfort, of course, but was hugely expensive and, in the decades before the Panama Canal was built, a journey of several weeks duration that included a frequently dangerous passage around Cape Horn. An airship service, on the other hand—assuming the technology could be perfected to make it feasible—would have made traversing the vast distances across America much faster as well as ushering in the age of aviation a full decade earlier than it would have otherwise emerged. Not only would such a service have made transcontinental travel something that could be measured in days (and ultimately hours) rather than in weeks, but it would have made its investors wealthy beyond their dreams. Of course, it would have been financially risky, but when one considers that Germany was to successfully instigate and successfully operate an airship company just over a decade later with Ferdinand von Zeppelin’s airships, the prospect doesn’t seem as farfetched as first supposed.

		

		Obviously, this fleet of airships would not have been able to cross the entire continent in a single hop (at least not at first) but airships capable of flying two or three hundred miles at a time would not have been out of the question. As such, it is possible that at the time the Wright brothers were still tinkering with their powered glider among the sand dunes of Kitty Hawk, a wealthy businessman would have been able to board an airship in New York City shortly after dawn and debark in Washington D.C. that same day. In an age when the same trip would have taken a couple of days by rail, the benefits would have been enormous.

		

		And how it would have impacted the history of aviation afterwards could only be guessed at. With a decade head start, it’s possible the airship would have developed at such a pace that it would have rendered the airplane a far less trustworthy and desirable option when it came to mass air travel. And by the time passenger-carrying airplanes began proving themselves safe and reliable, might not airships—having kept pace technologically in the interim—become truly transcontinental and transoceanic in scale, making them the more cost-effective and preferred choice for long-distance flight? Had this scenario managed to play itself out, I imagine air travel today would be much more diverse than it currently is, with passengers having a wide range of options—from supersonic jets capable of crossing the Atlantic in three hours to massive, stately airships capable of carrying five hundred passengers or more in comfort the same distance in a single day—to chose from.

		

		However, to accomplish this grandiose plan would have required considerable investment capitol, especially over the long term. Our millionaire may have been able to finance the prototype out of his own pocket, but ultimately he would need investors if he were to eventually oversee a fleet of passenger-carrying airships. Getting them, however, would not be easy. Financiers are not, by nature, anxious to invest in risky schemes, so to get them to be more forthcoming with their dollars he would need to have not only demonstrated the practicality of airship travel, but do so in such a spectacular way that investors would be anxious to jump on board (so to speak). And what better way to do that then by flying an airship from one coast to the other—a feat which at the time would have seemed more like magic than simple engineering?

		

		CONCLUSION

		

		With this scenario in place, then, I propose that the flights over California in November and December of 1896 were test flights of a prototype airship that would eventually serve as a template for a fleet of much larger passenger-carrying vessels in the future. The later flights over the plains, however, were the real show designed to produce growing anticipation as the vessel progressively moved eastward via a series of short flights across the nation’s midsection, effectively telegraphing its next appearance. Flying over Chicago in early April, then, ensured that “airship fever” would be at a fever pitch and would have set the stage for its eventual arrival on the East Coast sometime later that summer. If all went according to plan, by the time it set down near the financial and cultural center of America to throngs of enthusiastic onlookers, it would have been a media sensation and an attractive option for men looking for a lucrative investment. Had all gone according to plan, it would have undoubtedly kicked off a new age of aerial travel and rewritten aviation history as we know it.

		

		And all that would have been required for our airship to have made such a journey would have been a man of means with an ambitious and daring plan and a gifted engineer to build the craft (along with an adequate location from which to work). Such would have guaranteed anonymity to both the financier and the engineer, and the entire affair could have been easily and quietly disbanded in case of failure. In fact, it’s difficult to see any other way an airship could have been practically built and flown in 1896, considering all the obstacles such a venture would have presented.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER SIX:
		

		
			BUILDING AN AIRSHIP
		

		

		Of course, coming up with the immense resources required to make all this work was only part of the problem. To get this grand scheme off the ground would require that a number of engineering obstacles be overcome first. But could it have been done?

		

		To answer that question, let’s consider our airship from a purely engineering standpoint and ask the question of precisely how it would have been possible to construct such a craft in 1896. To do this, we must allow our imaginations to paint a picture of the type of vessel that might have been possible to build in that era. Unfortunately, as there are no blueprints, notebooks of technical drawings, or even a few rough sketches around that might assist us in our quest, much of what we envision will have to be, by necessity, purely speculative. However, we can still make some reasonable guesses based upon what we know of the technology of the period. All we need to do is place ourselves in the past and work with what we have.

		

		Before we can begin, we must first ask ourselves exactly what type of airship design would be best for our purposes. When most people think of an airship, the first thing that probably comes to mind is the blimp, those stubby little curiosities commonly seen cruising over sporting events. However, that is only one of three airship configuration possible and by no means the best one for out purposes.

		

		There are three basic types or categories of airships possible, each of which would have been possible to construct in the 1890s. The simplest type are non-rigid airships—of which the blimps are the best known examples seen today. This is because they are the easiest and cheapest to build and operate, while their small size—most blimps today are less than two hundred feet in length—make them far more maneuverable than their larger cousins. They also have the ability to remain largely stationary over a target for extended periods of time—or even turn off their engines entirely and simply float (something a fixed-wing aircraft or helicopter is incapable of doing)—making them especially good camera platforms, which is why they are commonly seen over major outdoor sporting events.

		

		Of course, the reason they’re called non-rigids is because they lack any kind of internal skeletal structure with which to maintain their plump football shape, instead relying upon the pressure of the gas in their helium-filled envelope to maintain their shape. The biggest advantage of this is that the gas envelope is deflatable, allowing the entire craft to be dismantled when not in use and so eliminating the need for large hangars to store them. The entire vessel can even be packed into a couple of large trucks and moved across country, making them extremely mobile and capable of operating with a minimal support crew. The downside is that, because of their small size, they are susceptible to strong winds and bad weather, making them normally capable of operating only under ideal weather conditions. Also, a major gash in the ship’s hull—though unlikely due to the strength of materials used in modern blimp construction today—would likely result in the ship losing not only its shape (it would tend to sag in the middle) but, eventually, its lift. However, for the most part the non-rigid design remains the most affordable option, which is the main reason they are becoming increasingly common as the twenty-first century rediscovers the mystique of airships.
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		In contrast, rigid airships—technically referred to as dirigibles or zeppelins—are very different craft. Zeppelins are probably best remembered for their bombing raids over London during the First World War as well as for the series of unfortunate disasters they were famous for throughout the 1920s and 1930s (culminating in the spectacular fiery crash of the German dirigible Hindenburg in 1937). Unfortunately, this gave them a reputation for being dangerous, despite the fact that dirigibles proved to be a much safer form of air travel during the first third of the twentieth century than were fixed-wing aircraft.

		

		In any case, what distinguishes a rigid airship from a modern blimp— besides its usually more substantial size—is the fact that it has a rigid structure to maintain its cigar shape, which makes it possible to house the lifting agent—either hydrogen or non-explosive but less buoyant helium—in individual cells arrayed throughout the interior of the ship. This compartmentalization of the lifting agent makes a tear in any single cell considerably less catastrophic than it would be were all the gas contained within a single cell.

		

		Another advantage a rigid design possesses is that it allows airships to reach tremendous sizes (the Hindenburg, for example, was over eight hundred feet in length) and lift hundreds of tons of cargo or passengers, making them capable of carrying large payloads over vast distances. This is what made it possible for airships to cross the Atlantic Ocean with comparative ease at a time when fixed-wing aircraft were barely capable of flying more than a few hundred miles between refuelings. The drawback, of course, is that such vessels are extremely expensive to build and operate, which was why almost all dirigibles were built and operated by various governments rather than by private companies throughout their brief history. They also require a substantial support infrastructure to service them, along with massive hangars to house them. As such, rigid airships represent a major investment in both time and money, which makes them prohibitively expensive and the chief reason dirigibles are not being built today.

		

		The third type of airship—and probably the least well known—is called the semi-rigid. Essentially, semi-rigids combine elements of both the rigid and non-rigid configurations into a single design, in that they have a nonrigid gas envelope attached to a fairly substantial bow-to-stern keel (as opposed to a small gondola hanging suspended beneath the main envelope as is the case with blimps). This rigid keel is what helps the ship maintain its cigar shape—at least to some degree, making it in many ways comparable to a rigid airship. However, like a blimp, the gas envelope lacks an internal skeleton, making it deflatable and, as such, far less expensive to build and house. Its other chief advantage is that it enables the vessel to be larger than a traditional blimp, giving it a considerably greater lifting capacity and range while at the same time keeping its overall design far less complex and therefore more cost effective. The fact that the main envelope can be deflated and even removed from the keel also makes the vehicle more mobile, considerably reducing the size of both the support staff and the building (or hangar) needed to house the vessel.

		

		There are other advantages a semi-rigid design offers as well, at least in the context of the late nineteenth century. One of the most difficult aspects of LTA flight is maintaining a vessel’s trim—that is, keeping the ship on an even keel. In modern blimps, trim is maintained by a pair of air bladders (known as ballonettes)—one forward and one aft—that can be expanded or contracted independently to keep the ship level. On a rigid airship, trim is maintained by bleeding off gas from various air cells or by dropping ballast. On a simple semi-rigid, however, trim could be maintained by quickly moving fixed ballast (or, in an emergency, crewmen) fore or aft along the length of the keel, thereby reducing the amount of gas that would otherwise need to be bled off to keep the vessel level. While this would be a conspicuously low-tech approach, it would be helpful in reducing the amount of lifting agent that would be required to keep the vessel level (an important point when considering the difficulty of obtaining significant quantities of hydrogen in 1896—a point we will examine in a moment).

		

		So which would be the optimal configuration for our airship? It all depends on what we are building it for. If the purpose is purely to put a man in the air, a small non-rigid design would be sufficient. If it is to serve as a basis for something more substantial, however—say a long-range passenger carrier—a dirigible design, with its greater lift and range, would be better. However, because of the size, expense, and complexity building a dirigible would entail, a semi-rigid configuration would probably work best in that it would allow for the construction of a larger and more substantial vessel than would be possible with a non-rigid, yet still remain more affordable and simpler to build from an engineering standpoint than a fully rigid dirigible would be. In effect, it would give one the strength, durability, and range of a rigid design as well as the mobility and ease of construction of a non-rigid. And, even more important, such a design would require only a small support staff, a reasonably large but not massive construction and housing hangar, and would be well within the technological capabilities of a late nineteenth century builder. Therefore, for the purposes of my story, we will presume a semi-rigid configuration which, while admittedly purely speculative on my part, “feels” right to me.

		

		SIZE, CREW, AND WEIGHT CONSIDERATIONS

		

		The next question that would need to be answered is determining how big we could practically build the thing. Certainly, too large and it becomes prohibitively expensive and unwieldy to operate, but too small makes it less useful if financial viability is an issue.

		

		Determining the most practical size for our primordial airship would depend upon what the designer intended the vessel to do. Since this is a nascent technology under development, the vessel would be seen as a test vehicle designed to work out the various engineering challenges likely to be encountered en route to building a larger, commercially viable version later on. Being mainly a proof-of-concept vehicle, then, would mandate it be as small as possible to provide for easy construction, maintenance, and reduced cost, yet large enough to make it capable of carrying a multi-man crew considerable distances. Of course, proof of concept could be demonstrated easier with a small, single-man crew, but since the final product is supposed to carry a financially lucrative payload, an important purpose of the craft would be to work out the problems inherent to carrying multiple passengers. Plus, a larger craft would probably be a bit too much for any one man to handle alone, requiring at least two crewmen and possibly more. (It’s also important to remember that witnesses consistently maintained that the ship carried more than a single crewman.) Therefore, I suggest a craft that could carry a minimum of a three-man crew (made up of a steersman or pilot, a mechanic, and a rigger ) along with several hundred pounds of ballast.

		

		How large such a vessel would be would, by necessity, be purely speculative, but we might hazard a reasonable guess largely based upon its most likely weight. Depending upon the type and weight of the power plant to be used (and the weight of the fuel it would carry), I imagine it would weigh somewhere in the four-and-one-half to five ton range (empty), which means that for the vessel to get airborne it would need to have a lifting capacity of at least five to six tons. Considering that the lifting capacity of hydrogen (helium being largely unavailable in 1896) is 1.89 pounds per cubic yard, that would require our airship to have around 6,000 cubic yards of lifting capacity. To accomplish that, the vessel would need to be around two hundred feet in length and have a gas envelope with a diameter of no less than 35 feet (which, interestingly, would be consistent with many eyewitness accounts). Any smaller than that and the vessel would be hard pressed to get off the ground; much larger and it becomes unwieldy.

		

		THE PROPULSION SYSTEM

		

		While there would have been a number of substantial technological hurdles to overcome in building our airship, none of them would have been more daunting than building a power plant powerful enough to drive such a massive craft through the sky. In essence, not only do we need to produce a vessel capable of achieving commercially practical speeds, but it would also have to be capable of fairly significant range as well or else it remains little more than an expensive toy—and all of this has to be realized within the context of the technology of the era.

		

		Unfortunately, in 1896 the state of technology was such that diesel- and gasoline-powered combustion engines—the most logical and historically common power plants used to power airships—were still early in their development in 1896, so it would have been difficult to find an example of an engine both powerful enough and light enough to do the trick. Steam engines and electric motors are both possibilities of course, as both had been around for decades and were well-tested and reliable power sources at the time, but both had limitations in terms of power and, in the case of steam, serious weight problems (although Giffard had demonstrated that a steam engine could be used successfully as a power source on his tiny airship). Electric motors would solve some of the weight issues and would have been safer to use around hydrogen (and had even been demonstrated to be a workable power source on Krebs and Renalt’s remarkably successful La France ten years earlier) but electric motors of the era were woefully underpowered and lacked the range to make an airship capable of anything more than extremely short flights.

		

		So it seems we are stuck, for without a suitable power plant to drive the great ship through the air and enough range to make it commercially feasible, any further discussion of a long-range airship in 1896 must, by necessity, grind to a halt. However, there is one factor in our favor: unlike an aircraft which requires speed to achieve lift, an airship’s lift is provided entirely by the gas carried in its envelope, which makes it only necessary that it possess an engine just powerful enough to push it through the air, not keep it airborne. This makes our search for an appropriate power plant a little easier and, since weight is a secondary consideration, gives us more options than would have been available to an airplane manufacturer of the era.

		

		The other problem is range. Regardless of the type of power plant used, few engines of the era—with the possible exception of steam—could deliver much in terms of range, and without the ability to fly considerable distances in a single flight, our airship would be unlikely to be able to accomplish its goal. In fact, the most common objection frequently raised against the prospect of the 1896 craft having been a reality is the inability at that time of building a craft capable of flying across much of the continental United States, which is a valid objection. While an airship can remain aloft almost indefinitely due to the lifting capacity of the gas in its envelope, pushing it any great distance—certainly several thousand miles—would require a powerful propulsion system and large amounts of fuel, both of which would have been beyond the technological capabilities of the late nineteenth century.

		

		However, there is no reason to imagine the airship of 1896-97 required such a range. More likely, it would only need to have been capable of making short hops between fixed locations, much as the earliest fixedwing airliners of the 1920s did. As such, our airship would require no exotic technologies or fantastic fuel sources to make it feasible, which makes finding a suitable propulsion system far less problematic. Additionally, any of the power plants just mentioned—steam, combustion, and electric— could be modified or developed to the point of making them powerful enough to do the job. But which of our available power plants would have been most amenable to being transformed into something capable of pushing a two-hundred-foot-long airship through the air at a reasonable speed and maintaining that speed for several hours at a time?

		

		The steam engine was, of course, the most developed power plant of the nineteenth century, making it at first thought the logical choice. However, while a few early models of airship did use small steam engines to test the concept of steerable flight and not practical airships. A steam engine large enough to push a five ton airship through the air would make the ship too heavy to lift its own weight. Additionally, a steam engine’s energy-to-power ratio (the amount of energy/fuel required to produce power) is especially low—particularly when compared to other engines available at the time—making it a poor choice to power an airship. And even if these obstacles could be overcome and a fairly lightweight, energy-efficient steam engine could be improvised, there are still two problems that would prevent it from being an ideal power plant. First, even small steam boilers get extremely hot and need to be vented and, being that the entire power plant would operate just a few feet away from 6,000 cubic yards of highly combustible hydrogen, the chances of touching off an explosion—perhaps from a wind-driven ember—would be high. Even more of a problem, however, would be the amount and weight of coal that would need to be carried and continually fed into the boiler to keep the vessel going. The craft would also need to carry a substantial amount of water to produce steam, further increasing the overall weight and making the craft an unwieldy affair. Clearly the weight and safety considerations alone make steam as a source of power untenable, forcing us to look elsewhere for a more efficient power source.
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		Though the steam engine had been around for decades, it was too heavy to make it a practical choice to power an airship.

		

		A better choice is the combustion engine, which had been around since 1883 and was already beginning to replace steam as the power plant of the future. Additionally, since this is what propels modern blimps, the four-stroke engine would appear to be the obvious choice. However, from the vantage point of 1896, it would have been less than ideal. Combustion engines at the time were notoriously underpowered, largely unreliable, and, just like today, required highly volatile gasoline to operate them. Also like steam, they produce hot exhaust that needs to be vented, again raising the specter of an onboard explosion. While it would have been a far superior and safer choice than steam, it still had many bugs to be worked out before it would become the ideal power source it eventually proved itself to be.

		

		But what of its less volatile cousin, the diesel engine? It was less explosive, more reliable, and had a better compression ratio (plus it was to prove to be the preferred power plant for the largest dirigibles of the early twentieth century). Such would seem to be the perfect engine, but there was a problem—not in capability but in timing: a workable diesel engine had only been patented in 1893 and was still a few years away from seeing widespread use. It was also a heavier engine than its combustion engine counterpart and, like a conventional gasoline powered engine, still vented hot exhaust and used a flammable fuel source. While probably a more powerful and marginally safer alternative to the four-stroke engines of the time, it is unlikely that even a well-financed inventor of the period would have been able to procure a suitable diesel engine in 1896, making it an unlikely choice for our propulsion system.
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		The diesel engine would have been a good option, but the technology was still too new in 1896 to make it a practical choice.

		

		I suppose either one of these engines could have been built and modified to work, but it seems that both technologies were still too much in their infancy in 1896 to have permitted the necessary time to get them up to the level of performance required in time. It would be asking a bit too much of our inventor/engineer to essentially rework a nascent technology to the point of making it feasible in the fairly brief time span he had to work in. Additionally, like a steam engine, both power sources would have been required to carry considerable amounts of fuel, further increasing the overall weight and creating maneuverability problems as the fuel was consumed, making the vessel increasingly lighter and potentially more unstable the longer it flew. Unless the vessel was capable of replacing the lost weight in burned fuel with a comparable amount of ballast, it could well make it difficult to maintain an even trim on a small airship (a concern on larger airships of the twentieth century as well, though one not quite as serious due to their ability to collect moisture from the atmosphere or valve off excess hydrogen as required). In other words, as fuel is consumed in a steam or combustion engine, the balloon becomes more buoyant, forcing the pilot to valve off hydrogen to prevent an uncontrolled ascent.

		

		This leaves only one source of power left to consider, and that is the electric motor. Fortunately, battery driven motors had been around for decades by this point, so they were neither a new nor particularly exotic technology in 1896. Plus, they offered significant advantages over steam or combustion engines in that they created little heat, produced no exhaust, were far quieter (an important point considering how few witnesses ever reported hearing the “airships” make any noise), were generally more reliable and, best of all, required no flammable fuel source—an especially useful feature around highly combustible hydrogen. Even better from the standpoint of an airship, since batteries weigh no less discharged than they do when fully charged, an electric-powered airship would greatly simplify the process of maintaining a ship’s neutral buoyancy. In other words, with batteries, there is no change in the overall weight of the power plant over time, making it easy to adjust the craft’s trim. These single advantages alone would seem to make it the ideal choice to power our airship.

		

		But were electric motors a practical solution in 1896? As I said a moment ago, like all power plants of the era they tended to be underpowered and, due to the primitive level of battery technology at the time, extremely limited in range. As such, for our airship to have made use of this technology would have required the construction of an especially powerful motor along with the “next generation” of batteries capable of holding a far larger charge than any in existence at the time. However, neither of these obstacles would have been insurmountable in 1896. Fairly large motors had already been built and tested, and it would not be difficult, if our designer were particularly capable, that with a bit of experimentation and some determination he might be able to custom build an oversized battery (or, more likely, several of them) to power the craft.
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		An electric motor, circa 1895. It would have been the ideal power source for an early airship, but batteries of the era lacked the range to make long ﬂights possible.

		

		Obviously, how long it might remain airborne would depend upon the amount of electricity these large batteries might produce. To be commercially feasible, they would need to be able to drive the ship for three to six hours at a time, with a target speed of thirty knots (about 36 miles per hour), giving our airship an effective range of between 110 to nearly 240 miles (depending upon wind direction and speed). While such a speed and range would be considered relatively tame by modern standards, it would have been astonishing in 1896. However, it would not have been beyond the scope of reason. As such, for our airship to have been able to cruise over the largest cities of California and the Midwest for hours at a time would have only required refining the existing battery technology of the era—along with an appropriate propeller design. Certainly, it would have taken some ingenuity and resourcefulness, but the one thing it wouldn’t have required was magic.

		

		BASIC LAYOUT AND CONFIGURATION

		

		Presuming we could procure a sufficiently powerful motor and build batteries large enough to give the ship the range it needed, what might it look like when built? While any number of configurations are possible, I suggest the layout shown in Figure A would be the most practical and simplest design possible, and one consistent with late nineteenth century engineering and construction standards.

		

		Notice that much of the vessel’s cigar shape is maintained through the vessel’s rather substantial bow-to-stern keel. Because the keel is the structure that, in essence, holds the entire contraption together, it would be imperative that it be extremely rigid yet still flexible enough to compensate for the craft’s natural twisting motion. This would mandate that it be made from something lighter than the standard iron or steel available at the time, yet still strong enough to support the ship’s substantial weight. Aluminum—despite being considerably more expensive and weaker than steel—would be the ideal material, and one that has been used in aircraft throughout history. But was the metal—a still fairly new alloy to most people at the time—available in commercial quantities in 1896?

		

		It turns out that it was. Two companies, Pittsburgh-based Alcoa and Swiss-based Alcan, had been producing and shipping industrial amounts of aluminum as early as 1888, so the stuff was readily available in significant quantities by 1896. (Recall that David Schwarz’s 1896 dirigible was constructed almost entirely of aluminum, demonstrating that the material was available to a person who had the resources to afford it.) As such, there is no reason that the entire undercarriage of the ship couldn’t have been made out of riveted tubes of aluminum (perhaps reinforced at key points with high-grade steel). Clearly the tremendous savings in weight would have mandated its use; without it, I don’t see how a vessel this size could have gotten airborne.
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		As for the layout of the keel itself, again there are a number of configurations possible, but my assumption is that the designer would have kept it as simple as possible. I propose a series of inverted triangular frames mounted to a fairly substantial bow-to-stern skid would be sufficient, with a catwalk running from the bow rudder to the motor assembly allowing for easy access fore and aft. The catwalk would also serve as a platform for the ship’s oversized battery cells and the rigger’s, helmsman’s, and mechanic’s stations, which would be equidistantly spaced to more evenly distribute the weight and help maintain the ship’s trim. Unfortunately, such an open-air arrangement would make it more dangerous for the crew since there is little to keep someone from falling to their death from the catwalk, but that would be offset by the advantage that the entire assembly could be more easily dismantled for portability (a point we will consider in more detail later). The layout below illustrates one possible configuration.
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		Figure B: Proposed keel arrangement.

		

		All of the ship’s control surfaces—the dual rudders and elevators— would be contained entirely within the skeleton of this aluminum structure, in sharp contrast to most airship designs in which the control surfaces are usually attached around the aft quarter of the vessel in a vertical X or cross layout. While such an arrangement makes for greater maneuverability in modern airships, such would probably not be feasible in our primitive airship since it would require considerable internal support, which would add weight and probably necessitate moving the center of gravity considerably farther forward to offset the additional weight, further aggravating the vessel’s trim characteristics. The proximity of the control surfaces to the bottom of the vessel also has the advantage of making them more accessible for maintenance or repair. While the trade off is smaller control surfaces (and, perhaps, reduced maneuverability) that would be offset by placing the aft rudder directly behind the propeller for maximum airflow and by making the rudder assembly counter-rotating—that is, the rudders would turn in opposition to each other to provide a tighter turning radius. The elevators for vertical movement would work in a similar fashion but lack the degree of direct airflow over their surfaces, making them somewhat less responsive, but this characteristic would be presumably offset by their larger overall surface area (twice that of the rudders) and by the fact that vertical maneuverability is less critical than lateral—especially in a vessel designed to maintain a consistent altitude of between 500 and 1,000 feet.

		

		Another unique element of our airship is the addition of human-powered generators located at both the rigger’s and mechanic’s station. I’ve included these partially for the sake of historical accuracy (there were several eyewitnesses who reported men onboard the airship peddling a bicycle-like contraption as the vessel flew overhead) but they would also have a more practical function as well by providing additional or emergency backup electrical power. In effect, having the crew pedal would have been a fairly simple means of extending the range of the batteries by using kinetic energy to power small generators that would feed directly into the battery cells. While the amount of electricity these would generate would be small in contrast to the ship’s overall power requirements, it would not be insignificant and might easily provide an additional ten or fifteen minutes of flying time—which could prove vital, especially if the ship were to encounter unexpected headwinds. As such, both the rigger and mechanic chairs have a set of bicycle gears in front of them, each tied into individual generators located beneath their chairs that are tied directly into the ship’s batteries. There is also a third, unmanned generator powered by the spinning shaft of the propeller that does the same thing. All of these features are illustrated below in Figure C.
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		Figure C: Engineer’s Station.

		

		Of course, the “nerve center” of the entire ship would be the helmsmen’s station, located amidships near the vessel’s center of gravity. This is where all the ship’s steering controls and instrumentation would be located and from where the vessel would be piloted. While purely con jectural, Figure D (above) shows how it might be laid out in a way that was both practical and consistent with how things might have looked in 1896.
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		Figure D: Pilot’s Station.

		

		The steering controls would have been fairly simple: a floor wheel for vertical control (identical to that found in modern blimps) and a tiller for lateral control. Instrumentation would be comprised of a magnetic compass, an altimeter, a chronometer, and a voltmeter. Another important feature is the swivel-mounted searchlight mounted on the battery cell just forward of the lateral control tiller. I include it because it is the most distinctive and consistently reported feature about the airship. As such, if we are to take the historical record seriously at all, we must assume the craft carried some sort of onboard illumination.

		

		However, there would be a very practical reason—beyond merely the desire to remain historically consistent—for carrying a searchlight. Such a device would be vital in navigating at night as it would give the vessel the means to pick out landmarks and other topographic features (rail and telegraph lines, rivers, roads, etc.) in the darkness as well as illuminate the landing site—an important consideration when recognizing how difficult accurately gauging distance can be in the dark. Additionally, it would give the ground crew a means of easily tracking the vessel against the night sky as it worked its way across the country which, while counterproductive in terms of maintaining the airship’s secrecy, would be a vital safety feature for its crew. Without the ability of the ground crews to track the airship in the dark, it could easily be lost were it forced to make an emergency landing, making the ability to illuminate itself essential if it were to engage in regular night flying. Of course, if the vessel flew in daylight, the searchlight would have less value, but I propose the craft flew almost exclusively at night for reasons I will address in a moment.

		

		THE GAS ENVELOPE

		

		Fortunately, creating an airtight gas envelope for our airship would not be a difficult proposition, especially in light of the fact that earlier airship designers had all been able to produce adequately airtight envelopes without a problem. Of course, because our gas envelope would be considerably larger than any built before and would be encountering a wider range of temperatures and flying conditions, it would need to be tougher than those on earlier balloons, yet still remain as light as possible. Fortunately, vulcanized rubber and various sealants, lacquers, and varnishes were all available in 1896, as was a host of materials the skin of the envelope might have been made from, making the construction of an adequate gas envelope one of the simpler tasks before our airship builders—even in 1896.

		

		While heavy canvas would probably be the toughest material available, such a large coverage area would make the envelope quite heavy. Since I presume that weight would be a major consideration, I propose that instead of canvas several layers of silk—impregnated with a waterproof and airtight sealant—could be substituted. (The same material Santos-Dumont used in his small single-manned airships of the early twentieth century.) I further propose that the main bag be compartmentalized into three main segments or cells, with two smaller conical-shaped segments on each end for a total of five segments. This would have several advantages: first, in compartmentalizing the gas into five sections, it would improve safety by preventing a disastrous deflating of the entire envelope were it to experience a sudden tear along its dorsal area. Second, this feature would permit for improved trim by allowing hydrogen from individual cells to be valved off as necessary. (There would be a release valve at the top of each cell that could be activated from the pilot’s station. There would also be canisters of hydrogen carried onboard to be used to reinflate any cells that were bled off during the flight.) It’s assumed this feature would be used sparingly, however, considering how difficult obtaining hydrogen in sufficient quantities would prove to be in 1896.

		

		Speaking of the availability of hydrogen, while the process of running an electrical current through water to separate the hydrogen from the oxygen molecules had been known for centuries, the problem would come in acquiring it in sufficient quantities in a relatively timely manner to make flying an airship feasible. Obviously, this means that the owner would need to construct a facility dedicated entirely to producing hydrogen, but since the process of separating oxygen from hydrogen is a slow one, it would be necessary that any efforts to valve off the excess gas in an effort to maintain the ship’s trim be done sparingly.

		

		This premium on producing sufficient amounts of hydrogen to keep the ship in the air would likely explain another feature of the craft, which is its general nocturnal nature. While there were a handful of daytime sightings of the craft reported, the vast majority of reports were made between dusk and dawn. However, since it is assumed that flying at night would be more dangerous than flying during the day, what would be the rationale for our airship being a primarily nocturnal craft?

		

		Besides the desire to maintain a degree of secrecy, the most practical reason would be ship control. Since gas expands when it is heated, the prospect of flying the airship on a sunny day would have proven problematic, especially considering the primitive technology available to our vessel at the time. Once the sun heated the envelope, the hydrogen gas would expand dramatically, resulting in the ship becoming too light and possibly initiating an uncontrolled ascent (a major danger since our airship is designed only for low altitude flight). Correcting such a rapid ascent could only have been achieved by quickly valving off large amounts of hydrogen, which could prove even more dangerous if too much gas were valved off, putting the ship in an uncontrollable descent. Flying chiefly at night, however, would alleviate this problem, making the ship potentially more “flyable” after sunset. Additionally, since creating large amounts of hydrogen would have been a slow and expensive process at the time, it would also have been cheaper to fly at night and require a shorter turn around time between flights.

		

		Another reason night flying would have been a more attractive option is that the air tends to be more stable and less turbulent at night than it is during the heat of the day. Further, night flying would have greatly simplified navigating as well: the Napa Valley of California was still a fairly remote area in 1896, with few topographical features to steer by, even in daytime. As such, considering the difficulty of obtaining accurate charts at the time (and the impracticality of carrying them onboard), it would be easy for the airship’s captain to get lost. Flying at night, however, would provide some ground features to steer by in the form of city lights, which could easily be seen from as far as fifty miles away from 1,000 feet. It would simply be a matter of pointing the nose of the craft toward the lights of Sacramento or San Francisco and steering toward them—a far simpler method of navigating than trying to pick out landmarks and other points in daytime. All-in-all, then, having the airship of 1897 fly mostly at night would not only keep it consistent with the historical record but would have been a very practical solution to a number of problems.

		

		CONCLUSION

		

		I hope I have demonstrated that building a practical, long-range airship using only the materials and technology available in the mid-1890s would have been, if not simple, certainly not impossible. It would have required both ingenuity and considerable resources, but in the end it could have been done.

		

		However, simply building such an airship is one thing; servicing and keeping it in good repair—especially as it flew across country—would have been, in some ways, the even greater challenge. Supporting the ship logistically would have required a substantial ground crew and support staff, who would have to have the means of following the great ship as it flew across the Midwestern states. But how could they do this without attracting attention? Any infrastructure large enough to support our airship is going to require the services of at least several dozen men, but how do we assure their anonymity—which forces us to ask whether the great airship of 1897 might not be grounded less by the technological hurdles it faced than by the logistical ones?

		

		I believe it could be done if someone had the money, organizational skills, and determination to try. To see how he might have accomplished such a feat, let’s reexamine the events of November 1896 through April 1897 from the perspective of a detective trying to determine how a master criminal planned the logistics of his greatest heist. Of course, our airship owner committed no crimes, but the detective would still need to use the same sleuthing abilities to determine how he would have pulled off his “great caper.” As such, and working from the assumption that we are talking about a real craft that was successfully flown across two-thirds of the continental United States, we will try to determine where it was originally built, how it managed to fly across the Midwestern states (and cross the Rocky Mountains in the dead of winter), and, finally, what happened to it. To answer these questions, it will be necessary to return to the beginning of the story and see if we might discern some answers by carefully reexamining the historical record.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER SEVEN:
		

		
			THE GREAT AIRSHIP FLAP REVISITED
		

		

		Now that we have established that the means and a potential motivation for constructing our hypothetical airship were there, we are now ready to reconsider the events of the airship flap of 1896-97 from a fresh perspective. In other words, by working from the premise that there was a real airship in the mix that winter over a century ago, we can reexamine the entire story from that perspective in an effort to see if it holds together logically. If it does, then the case for the mysterious lights seen in the skies of 1896-97 having been something more than media-driven hysteria and self-induced delusions will be greatly enhanced.

		

		A good place to start, then, is in seeing if we might not be able to determine where, based upon the many reports made about the mysterious craft, it might have been built. This, fortunately, is the easy part: since the airship was first spotted over central California and only later over the Midwestern states—and assuming these were individual accounts of the same vessel—it is reasonable to assume that it was built somewhere in California. Where precisely in that state, however, is the question, but not one difficult to figure out if we take the earliest newspaper accounts of the ship seriously and apply a little deductive reasoning.

		

		Since the earliest reports of the vessel came from Sacramento and San Francisco, the chances are good that the vessel was built near one of these cities, most likely somewhere in the Napa or Sonoma Valleys north of Sacramento. In fact, these areas would be an ideal locale from which to construct an airship for a number of reasons. First, the region enjoys reasonably good weather nearly year round, making it ideal airship testing grounds. Second, the fact that San Francisco was a major seaport and Sacramento was located on a major rail line greatly simplified the logistical aspects of constructing the craft—an especially important point when one considers that the ship’s builder would have been forced to import almost all of the machinery and raw materials needed for the project from East Coast manufacturers (the West Coast still lagging far behind the Atlantic states in terms of heavy industry at the time). Third, workmen with the necessary skills to build an airship—carpenters, metal workers, canvas makers, etc.—would have been in abundant supply at the dockyards of San Francisco, making it relatively easy to find a skilled workforce in short order. And, finally, the region was still sparsely populated in 1896, allowing for a degree of privacy that would have been difficult to achieve elsewhere. In effect, California’s Sacramento Valley had the perfect combination of weather, accessibility, a trained workforce, and remoteness make it the ideal locale to construct an airship.
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		Figure E: Map of California sightings, November-December, 1896.

		

		The next step in determining a more precise location for our “airship factory” is by doing a bit of detective work. Earlier we considered the airship’s range requirements and decided that for the vessel to have commercial viability, the earliest prototype would have to have a range of at least two hundred miles. This presupposes, then, that it would have to operate from a base within a one-hundred-mile radius of the earliest and most reliable sightings—Sacramento. By overlaying a one-hundred-mile radius circle over that city, we start to get some idea where our airship’s home base may have been located. If our airship did exist as a matter of historical fact, it had to have been based somewhere within the radius of the circle shown in Figure E (left).

		

		But where precisely might it have been constructed? The area is literally five thousand square miles in size, making it possible to hide an airship factory almost anywhere. However, perhaps we can narrow the search down if we take a couple of factors into account. For instance, it would need to be reasonably close to a major rail line to facilitate logistical support and it would also need to be close to a telegraph station in order to maintain communications and simplify the process of ordering parts and supplies. But it also has to be far enough away from major population areas to guarantee some degree of privacy, as well as be fairly open and flat countryside to make testing easier. So where might such a place be?

		

		Again, there are a number of towns in central California that would have met both those criteria in 1896, mandating that we need a few more clues. Fortunately, we might have one, especially if we accept the statements made by the previously mentioned San Francisco attorney, George “Airship” Collins, at face value. Quoted the morning after the first sightings over Sacramento, Collins was the man who broached the name E.B. Benjamin and further told reporters that his wealthy client did his work near Oroville, a small town just sixty miles north of Sacramento. Collins even claimed to have been to the construction site personally and to have viewed the airship himself. Now while it is impossible to confirm this story, and while there are admittedly elements of Collins’s account that seem most dubious (he claimed, for example, that the airship had flown the sixty miles between Oroville and Sacramento in 45 minutes, which would have given the ship an unlikely speed of nearly ninety miles an hour), it’s curious that he mentioned the little town at all. Clearly, if he were simply fabricating a story out of thin air, it wouldn’t make sense to name a town that reporters could have easily traveled to in an effort to confirm his story. And if he had made the entire story up, why did he pick Oroville of all places?

		

		Interestingly, Oroville would have been an excellent site. It was still fairly remote yet it was close enough to both Sacramento and San Francisco to make logistical support fairly easy. (Note that it lies in close proximity to one of California’s main railroad lines at the time.) Additionally, Oroville lies well within the one-hundred-mile radius circle, putting it within easy range of each of the cities noted on the map. As such, could there have been an element of truth to Collins’s statement that the ship had been built near Oroville after all?

		

		Of course, considering that the airship was supposedly spotted over both Sacramento and San Francisco on the same evening (November 22, 1896) would suggest a base perhaps closer to Sacramento or even one located somewhere between the two major cities. It’s even possible there was more than one landing facility or that the ship’s range was considerably greater than the two hundred miles I allow. However, taking Collins’s assertion that the craft was based near the town seriously and considering Oroville’s proximity to both Sacramento and San Francisco, that small town may well have been the site of our visionaries’ mad project.

		

		THE MOVE EAST: FEBRUARY 1897

		

		Two of the more intriguing aspects of the entire airship flap of 1896-97 are the two-month break in reports that occurred between mid-December of 1896 and early February 1897, along with the change in locale from California to the Midwest, both of which would seem inconsistent with the “media hoax” theory so popular with skeptics. It simply doesn’t stand that, if the stories were a self-perpetuating hoax being generated by newspapers on the West Coast, that they would suddenly cease in one state and pick up again in another a full 1,000 miles away just over a month later. If the story was simply following the telegraph lines, with cities picking up on the original California sightings and then generating their own influx of similar reports as many claim, then why weren’t reports coming in from Nevada, Utah, Idaho, Wyoming, and Colorado in sequence as the story spread eastward? The fact is that airships sightings—which were reported almost exclusively in California papers—ended abruptly in mid-December, only to spontaneously reappear in central Nebraska two full months later. The idea that all the hype about the craft would effectively “leap-frog” a third of the country remains one of the more curious aspects of the entire affair. Clearly something had to “kick start” this new rash of reports, but, if we are working with a real airship, how could it be our California vessel?

		

		This single point is seized upon by skeptics as the best evidence possible against the airship being a real machine. It is argued that since there is no way a primitive airship of the period could have crossed the rugged Rocky Mountains—especially in winter—the Nebraska sightings had to be examples of either media-generated hysteria or hoaxes inspired by the earlier West Coast sightings, and, of course, the skeptic is quite correct. Even a cutting edge airship like the one I describe could not have flown from California to Nebraska in the dead of winter, so how do we explain this obvious disparity?

		

		The only explanation is that the airship did no such thing. As I alluded to in the last chapter, the fact that the craft’s keel was made of riveted aluminum and the gas bag was fully deflatable would have made it fairly easy to dismantle and move eastward across the Rockies by rail, where it could be later reassembled and its test flights resumed.

		

		The problem with such a hypothesis, however, is that once it left its Oroville facility, where might it have been reassembled? It seems a second facility would need to have been prepared beforehand to make this idea work, but such a prospect seems unlikely. Building a second facility would have required another major outlay of money and materials, as well as doubled the chances of the ship being prematurely discovered. So how do we overcome this problem?

		

		It’s only a problem if we assume a major construction facility would be required to reassemble the ship. The likelier scenario, in my opinion, is that it was simply reassembled in the open, which could be done with considerable ease if the craft had been built around such an eventuality. In effect, if the builders constructed the craft specifically to be moved, the entire ship could be disassembled, transported, and reassembled fairly quickly without a major indoor facility being required. It’s even possible that our intrepid financier took a page from Barnum & Bailey and, perhaps, using the train and its cars as a windbreak, had a large circus tent erected around the craft to serve as a temporary hangar as well as keep it hidden from curious onlookers. All that would have been required to reassemble the craft, then, was to find an isolated rail spur off the main line and set up a type of impromptu hangar facility on the barren Nebraska prairie.

		

		In fact, in order for the airship that appeared over the Midwest in the spring of 1897 to have been the same one that was seen over California in 1896, there would have been no other way it could have been done. Supporting such a craft would have required that a fairly extensive infrastructure be in place, which could only be done by train at the time. Further, if our mystery millionaire had the resources to finance our airship, he undoubtedly had the resources to lease a train—or several for that matter. In fact, without such an infrastructure in place in the form of a few dozen railroad cars fully outfitted with workshops, a generator, sleeping and dining cars, and a freight car full of spare parts, it’s difficult to see how the vessel could have made a cross-country transit at all. Of course, it was ironic that the craft’s chief rival for public transportation—the train—would be the instrument that would essentially make its cross-country flight possible, but it would prove the key to success as well in explaining why our airship took the route it did as it made its way across the Midwestern states.
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		Figure F: Map of Midwestern sightings, February-April, 1897.

		

		USING THE RAIL LINES

		

		If this is what happened, then, it is no coincidence that the most reliable airship reports made during the spring of 1897 would be in close proximity to the main Union Pacific Railroad line. In looking at Figure F, we can see that many of the most reliable reports concerning the airship all fell within one hundred miles of this rail line, making the case that the ship and any possible support crew were forced to remain close to these lines for logistical reasons.

		

		Of course, skeptics frequently point out that this merely signifies that the story of the California sightings were simply moving eastward along the telegraph wires (which usually paralleled the rail line) with each telegraph operator simply forwarding the accounts on to their local paper, where they were promptly provided a local angle and written up as fresh sighting. However, this may simply be an unavoidable coincidence. After all, if there were a genuine craft involved, it would naturally be forced to follow this same path as it made a series of short hops eastward across the plains, both to keep it flying as well as to repair the craft in the event of the unavoidable breakdowns and accidents.

		

		But would it really be possible to pull such a thing off? Could a single train carry all the necessary manpower and resources required to keep the airship flying for weeks at a time while also managing to keep a twohundred-foot long airship hidden from public view, especially in the open plains of the Midwest? While it might prove challenging, the logistics of such a scenario would be well within the capabilities of the era. Certainly, it would be no more difficult than packing and moving a traveling circus (a common undertaking during the 1890s) and if the train made use of various spurs off the main line, it could easily make its way to more isolated areas along the route where it could remain largely unnoticed for days at a time. The prairie states were still sparsely populated in 1897, leaving plenty of open spaces from which the airship and its train could operate, especially in the dead of winter when there would have been few people out and about to stumble across the site. And even if the airship were seen by locals on the ground, by the time word spread to nearby towns and reporters dispatched to investigate, the ship and its support train would most likely have moved on, leaving nothing but another unsubstantiated story in its wake.

		

		To recap, then, after finishing its preliminary test flights in early December, I propose the ship was dismantled and loaded onto railroad cars to make the trek across Nevada, Utah, and Wyoming, before finally arriving and being reassembled near Hastings, Nebraska—the site of the earliest airship reports in 1897—two months later. From there, it began a series of short flights that took it in a generally easterly direction, followed all the way by its support train and ground crew. Figuring an average of four to five days between flights (and taking weather into account), the ensemble would have taken several weeks to eventually work its way through Iowa and into Illinois before finally getting into a position to fly over Chicago on April 11.

		

		But if this scenario is in fact what happened, that doesn’t tell us why the massive vessel didn’t finish its flight and make its way to the East Coast to land with great fanfare as planned. Could something have happened to the great ship that ended the entire project so abruptly it’s as though it never happened?

		

		THE FINAL ACT

		

		The question of why reports of the mysterious airship ended so abruptly in late April of 1897—just as our airship was on the pinnacle of success—remains the greatest mystery of the entire affair. Did the inventor determine, even after several apparently successful flights, that the ship was simply not up to the task of making the last legs of the journey and call the whole thing off? Or did our financier suffer some economic setbacks that forced him to pull the plug on the entire operation before it left him completely destitute?

		

		In the context of what had transpired over the preceding months, neither option makes sense. The ship had been repeatedly tested over California and had already proven itself to be a rugged vessel capable of making such a flight, suggesting that the prospect of it being abruptly decided that it was too fragile to complete the journey untenable. Had the vessel proven dangerously unstable or irrevocably underpowered, that would have been discovered long before it reached the Midwest, not months later when it was on the eve of making its grand entrance. Additionally, even if the ship did have problems, it’s hard to imagine how anyone with the determination and genius to construct such a vessel in the first place would not have wanted to see the adventure through to the end. To walk away from the entire project just as they were on the verge of success simply doesn’t make sense from either an engineering or human perspective.

		

		And as for the ship’s owner suddenly running out of money, this seems even more unlikely. Even if he were in debt as a result of the venture, pulling the plug on it would have been the quickest way to ensure financial ruin. Not only would there be no way to recoup his losses, but he would have to liquidate his entire fortune to pay off his creditors. Were dwindling finances truly a growing and increasingly insurmountable problem, the only way he could have solved the problem was to complete the flight in the hopes of attracting new investors, thereby bringing a new infusion of capitol into the venture. Additionally, could our financier, after so carefully planning out the ship’s construction for months or even years beforehand, have so badly underestimated the costs at this point? It seems unlikely that a man with the organizational and business skills to initiate such a bold venture could so seriously miscalculate the resources required to see it through. As such, I believe the only option left for us to consider is that something happened to our airship that was so sudden and so catastrophic that it ended its cross-country adventure in mid-flight and brought the entire affair to an untimely end. But what could it have been?

		

		Could the hydrogen in our airship have exploded in mid-flight, bringing the vessel to a fiery end? After all, there is support for such a catastrophe having occurred: in a brief article printed in a Kalamazoo paper on April 15, 1897, it was reported that the vessel had exploded near the city with “…a report like that of heavy ordnance,” and that the sound of an explosion was “immediately succeeded by a distant sound of projectiles flying through the air,” making it sound very much as though the craft had come to a fiery end. It remains intriguing that the story broke around the same time sightings of the airship began to diminish dramatically. Could this be evidence that the Kalamazoo paper’s story may have been more than just another tall tale but may have, in fact, contained some basis in fact? In other words, could the still largely experimental airship have exploded over Michigan, killing its designer and tragically ending its maiden flight as the story implied?

		

		It’s possible that something could have touched off the 6,000 cubic yards of hydrogen contained within the ship’s envelope, but unlikely. If the vessel was using an electric motor as its primary source of propulsion, it’s difficult to imagine what might have ignited the highly volatile gas. There would have been little heat around the motor, and I find it inconceivable that the crew would have been allowed to smoke onboard, especially in flight. It’s possible a lightning strike could have brought it down, but would the vessel have been sent aloft if threatening weather were in the area?

		

		Another possibility is that it could have succumbed to the elements in the form of static electricity. Certainly, this appears to be the best explanation for what brought down the German airship Hindenburg in 1937, so could the same have doomed its nineteenth century counterpart? Again, such is possible, but difficult to determine without a better understanding of what materials might have been used in the vessel’s construction or what might have been the cause of the discharge. Additionally, if the gas was somehow ignited and the ship crashed in flame, why has no one stumbled across the charred wreckage over the last century? Even if most of it was incinerated, one would imagine that eventually some of the larger pieces of the ship—its massive battery cells and charred motor for instance—would have been identified, yet to date not so much as a rivet or bent aluminum girder has been found. It’s possible, of course, that it could have gone down in dense forest or a lake (Michigan being home to a number of fresh water lakes large enough to easily swallow an airship whole) but the fact that no one has stumbled across anything after all this time remains suspicious. Further, since there were no follow-up stories concerning crashed wreckage or any further comment on the mysterious explosion by the local press, the report may have been more anecdotal than historical.

		

		But if it didn’t explode as the Kalamazoo article claimed, then what happened to it? There is another scenario we might consider, and one that would better account for why no wreckage has ever been found. Instead of the vessel exploding in mid-flight, what if it instead ventured out over either Lake Erie or Lake Michigan and somehow lost power? In such an event, it would have been in serious trouble very quickly, especially if the wind began driving it farther out to sea. Even a fairly mild but brisk breeze would be enough to push the unpowered craft out over open water. Considering how suddenly thunderstorms can kick up over the Great Lakes in springtime and the primitive state of weather forecasting at the time, the ship might even have been caught in a sudden squall. Even if it were under full power in such a case, it might well lack sufficient thrust to overcome the strong winds and be driven farther out to sea, where it would have struggled to claw its way back toward dry land until its batteries were exhausted and it finally lost power. Once that happened, it would have been only a matter of time until it lost altitude (especially if the ship were caught in a rain storm and became water-sodden, adding to its weight). Once it touched the churning water it would have been all over as the waves would have quickly torn the vessel to pieces. Even if the crew had managed to clear the sinking wreckage before it began its death plunge, without flotation devices and at the mercy of the frigid waters of the Great Lakes, hypothermia would have soon set in and the crew, along with the great airship, would have quickly disappeared without a trace.

		

		While such a scenario is not pleasant to consider, it would account for the abrupt and dramatic end of the airship flap of 1897 and explain why nothing was heard of the mysterious vessel again. Obviously, the loss of the only prototype and its brilliant designer would have been irreplaceable, forcing the vessel’s owner, perhaps already tapped out financially and too disheartened to start again from scratch, to cancel the whole venture and return to California, his dream of engineering an airship fleet dashed. In such a case, it’s not difficult to imagine what would have happened next: the construction facilities in California would have been dismantled with the property, tooling machines, and other equipment being sold off in an effort to recoup losses, until, within a few months, it would be as if the entire facility had never existed. Eventually the whole tragic affair would be forgotten and the mysterious airship and its crew relegated to the world of legend. It would have been a terrible tragedy, of course, and an incalculable loss to aviation, but such would have been the inevitable end to a noble but ill-fated experiment.

		

		But surely something would have survived to demonstrate to the world that the great airship once existed. Blueprints and engineering drawings should have survived along with, perhaps, even some photographs. Additionally, the venture would have generated a trail of paper in the form of accounting ledgers, payroll receipts, invoices, personal logs, and journals—all pointing to the existence of such a massive undertaking. One would think that these should have eventually come to light at some point, perhaps as the descendents of the airship’s owner found the material among the man’s possessions after his death.

		

		While such remains possible, it is more likely that, if the airship’s financier wanted to protect the secrecy of his venture, he likely would have had all such documentation destroyed afterwards, along with any pertinent logs, sketches, and photographs. Even if such were not the case, however, it’s possible they were otherwise lost over the years for other reasons—fire, flood, or simply the ravages of time—or their value was not appreciated when they did turn up and they were simply thrown away.

		

		On the other hand, they may exist still, and, who knows, perhaps one day they will be accidentally discovered in some dusty attic somewhere to tell their story of the great machine that almost was and the brilliant man who designed it. It would be like discovering that we once had our own Archimedes of the skies under our very noses—or, in this case, over our very heads—but we just failed to notice him.

		

		CONCLUSION

		

		Unfortunately, there’s no way of knowing whether the mysterious airship of 1897 really suffered such a tragic end or if the press and public— despite the many months of excitement the story had elicited—inexplicably lost interest in the airship flying over their cities and went on to other things. The only fact we can take away from the whole affair is that for a few brief months during the final years of the nineteenth century, something most unusual happened in the night skies over a large portion of America that captured the public imagination like few things had before and managed to hold it for months on end. That it ended as suddenly as it began seems as unlikely as the idea that an airship could over-fly the prairie states of America in the nineteenth century, but ended it did—not with a bang (unless we accept the Kalamazoo account of a fiery explosion as accurate) but with a whimper, leaving us with one of the great aviation mysterious of our time. Like Amelia Earhart’s Lockheed Electra lost beneath the vast expanses of the Pacific Ocean, I suspect the mysterious airship of 1897 will remain a timeless mystery that will never be finally solved, and perhaps that’s the way it should be. After all, sometimes the great pleasures in life come not in solving our mysteries but in permitting them to continue to intrigue us, and perhaps in that lies the real attractiveness of the Great Airship of 1897.

		

	
		

		PART II:

		

		THE AIRSHIP ICARUS: ANATOMY OF A NOBLE FAILURE

		

		One device authors sometime resort to in an effort at fleshing out a theory is retelling it in the form of a fictionalized account, and I think the story of the great airship of 1897 is a perfect candidate for such a treatment. Not only will this allow me to bring my hypothesis to life, but it will permit me to do so in a more interesting and, hopefully, even entertaining way. Of course, most of what follows is purely imaginary although, as is common to many stories that are based around a potentially genuine historical event, the basic narrative does endeavor to remain consistent with the historical record. Also, I have included genuine historical characters in the narrative (such as George Collins, William Henry Hart and the possibly real but certainly mysterious “E.H. Benjamin”) since they are already mentioned in the historical record. The character of “Major” Hewitt, however, is purely fictional and should not be misconstrued as being suggestive of or an alias for a genuine historical individual. Finally, some of the incidents I record are a product of my overactive imagination and should not be mistaken for actual events; they are merely a bit of artistic license I chose to introduce into the story to bring color to the narrative.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER EIGHT:
		

		
			BIRTH OF AN IDEA
		

		

		COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, MAY 1895

		

		To “Major” William Dupont Hewitt—the title of Major retained from his brief service with the Army of the Potomac thirty years earlier—the young man who stood before him lecturing to a curious crowd of around two dozen souls sounded like the perfect candidate. Despite his youthful appearance, thirty-five-year-old Professor Edward Howell Benjamin had already established himself as an engineer of considerable talent, as evidenced by his being awarded a full professorship at the remarkably young age of twenty-nine. It wasn’t his training as a structural mechanic or his secondary mastery in the field of electrical engineering that caught the Major’s attention, however, but the young man’s considerable passion for the nascent field of aeronautics. Speaking on the prospects for manned flight, Hewitt was especially impressed with Benjamin’s considerable knowledge of lighter-than-air machines, which he spoke of with an insight and technical acumen of a man many years his senior. By the time the young man had made his concluding remarks, the Major decided the young engineer was his man and he pushed his way through the crowd to the podium to introduce himself.

		

		It was clear from the start that Benjamin was not entirely certain of the Major’s intentions nor entirely comfortable accepting his invitation to dinner, but something compelled him to take the man up on his offer. The old gentlemen seemed genuinely interested in Benjamin’s ideas and, as the two men talked well into the night, he became convinced that his interest was more than simple curiosity. The “Major” appeared to be leading up to something, questioning him on fairly complex aspects of aeronautical design and development as though he were being interviewed for a teaching job. Even so, he was still surprised by what happened next.

		

		As the evening wore on and Benjamin was about to prepare to excuse himself for the evening, the Major informed him that his interest in aviation—a fascination he had held since taking a ride in a hot air balloon twenty years earlier—was genuine and that his interest in airship technology was more than merely a hobby. Though a wealthy and powerful San Francisco attorney by profession, he dreamed of one day creating a transcontinental airship service that would stretch from one coast to the other. He also made it clear that he fully intended to turn that dream into a reality and asked his somewhat surprised guest for his opinion of such a plan’s feasibility. Benjamin, stunned at the audacity and scope of the Major’s vision, didn’t hesitate to point out the many technical challenges that would need to be overcome to make it possible, never for a moment imagining that his honest and straightforward response would result in the man offering him a job as lead designer for the venture—with a handsome salary and full control over all aspects of the vessel’s design and construction. Understandably taken back at the offer and not entirely sure if the Major was serious, Benjamin was uncertain what to say. Sensing the young man’s hesitancy to embrace what must have seemed a most bizarre offer, Hewitt told him to take a few days to consider his proposal and, if interested, join him onboard the steamship City of Baltimore when it sailed for San Francisco in one week. There would be a first class ticket waiting for him on the gangplank if he decided to accept his offer.

		

		Much to the Major’s delight, Edward Benjamin, holding a single piece of luggage in one hand and carrying an armful of books in the other, boarded the ship just minutes before it was to weigh anchor. Quickly locating the Major as he was enjoying a cigar on the first-class promenade, Benjamin informed him that he would accept the offer only on the condition that he would be the vessel’s pilot. Less than amenable to the idea of his chief designer entrusting his life to what could only be described as a very risky and largely untested machine, Hewitt at first balked at the condition, but after the young man reminded him that he could walk back down the gangplank as easily as he had ascended it, the Major, with a broad grin on his face, merely nodded and shook Benjamin’s hand. Forty minutes later the great ship weighed anchor and set course for Cape Horn, and an extraordinary partnership was born.

		

		Working out of the luxurious first-class suite the Major had provided, Benjamin spent most of the voyage crafting blueprints and making engineering drawings, which he frequently showed to the Major for his opinion. Through the course their long discussions and occasionally even heated debates, it quickly became apparent the two men did not share a common vision of what it was they were attempting to accomplish. The Major clearly envisioned an airship almost three hundred feet in length capable of carrying a dozen men aloft for hours at a time while Benjamin proposed a much smaller one-man vehicle just over one hundred feet in length designed purely as a short-range test vehicle, with progressively larger variants to follow later as the basic design challenges were worked out. Too conservative, the Major objected, to which Benjamin countered that Hewitt’s concept was beyond the technological capabilities of the time. But the Major would hear none of it and insisted on a larger vessel that could serve as a prototype for the fleet of passenger-carrying airships he envisioned that would come later. Though an impasse—and with it, the breakup of their alliance—appeared to be in the offing, by the time the ship had completed the storm-tossed passage around the Cape, the two men had managed to come to a gentlemen’s agreement in regards to the size and mission of the vessel. In a spirit of compromise, both men got some of what they wanted, with Benjamin agreeing to design a larger, three-man vessel considerably larger than he had imagined but smaller than Hewitt’s original vision. Even at the smaller size, however, it would be over two hundred feet in length, making it the largest air vessel ever constructed by man. Additionally, it was to be capable of travelling at a sustained speed of thirty knots and doing so for up to two hundred miles at a time—an astonishing distance and unheard of feat of engineering for the era. Despite the fact that the Major had agreed to reduce the overall scale of the ship, however, it would still be the largest air machine ever built by man and promised to be an even greater challenge than either man originally imagined. The only question that remained as the coast of California hove into view was whether it could be built at all.
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		The S.S. City of Baltimore docked at Valpairaso Harbor in 1898. Was this the vessel where the ﬁrst commercially viable airship was conceived?

		

		SAN FRANCISCO, JULY 1895

		

		Professor Benjamin had never travelled more than three hundred miles from his home in New York his entire life and so found the bawdy and rough-hewn world of San Francisco quite a shock to his system. He had little time to adjust to his new home, however, as the Major was anxious to get right to work searching for a suitable site from which to construct their behemoth vehicle. It was to be no easy task, for he had to not only find a site that was both close enough to be convenient to the city, but remote enough that they could construct their massive airship with some degree of secrecy. Fortunately, luck proved to be with him when just a week into his search Benjamin stumbled across a defunct lumber mill nestled deep in the forests of the Sacramento Valley outside of the little town of Oroville. Just forty miles north of Sacramento and located near a main rail line, the Major decided the massive building would, with a few modifications, be perfect for their oversized project and he quickly purchased the property. Nicknaming the site Camp Daedalus after the mythological Greek god of flight, modifications to the facility—including the lengthening of the main building to over two hundred feet and the construction of several support buildings—began immediately.

		

		With the property secured and construction well underway, the next important task was to hand-pick the men who would build the great ship. Such would prove to be an equally difficult task, for craftsmen skilled to work specifically with the equipment and materials to be used in the vessel’s construction were nonexistent. Fortunately, San Francisco had a wealth of men skilled in one or more aspects of working with wood, canvas, and metal that could be trained to do the work, and so it didn’t take long for Benjamin to identify nineteen men he determined to be highly competent in their trade, generally reliable, reasonably sober, and willing to keep their mouths’ shut in exchange for the very generous wages the Major was offering. By the end of September he had all nineteen men moved into the barracks that had been hastily built to house them and preliminary work on the great airship began in earnest.

		

		THE BIRTH OF THE ICARUS, SPRING 1896

		

		The first order of business, of course, was constructing the vessel’s two hundred foot long keel which, despite the fact that the quartet of iron workers and blacksmiths he had hired on had never worked with aluminum before, soon began coming together. Working in the unheated and sometimes leaky hangar, they quickly became adept at shaping, bending, and riveting the light and sometimes fragile material until by the end of April 1896, the last aluminum girder was riveted into place and the “skeleton” of the great ship was complete. No sooner had that final rivet been driven home, however, when the men decided the ship needed a name. Unimpressed with Benjamin’s uninspiring suggestion they name it simply Airship 1, the crew settled on Icarus, and the great ship was born.

		

		Benjamin was less than pleased with the name, however. Well versed in Greek mythology, he knew that Icarus, the son of the Greek god Daedalus, had—at least according to legend—plunged to his death after flying too close to the sun and melting the wax that held feathers to his arms. Benjamin was not a superstitious man by any means, but he felt the name bode poorly. Unfortunately, the Major was thoroughly enamored with the new moniker, leaving the craft’s designer and future pilot no recourse but to live with the name and hope it wouldn’t prove prophetic.

		

		The keel, however, would prove the least problematic element of the construction. What was of primary concern was the vessel’s propulsion system. The problem Benjamin faced was twofold; first, he had to either purchase or build an electric motor from scratch powerful enough to push the great behemoth through the sky at a speed approaching thirty knots, and second, he needed to create batteries capable of giving it a range to make it commercially viable. Being an electrical engineer and a man familiar with the innovative works of the famous Nicolas Tesla, Benjamin believed it would be possible, through trial and error, to vastly improve upon the electric motors and batteries of the era. With the Major’s promise that he would be afforded all the resources required to make his “magic motor” possible, he set about trying to make both his and the Major’s dream a reality.

		

		Working around-the-clock on several variations of large electric motors that had been brought in from the East Coast, by the end of spring, 1896, Benjamin had hand-built a brushless motor powerful enough to turn the ship’s ten foot long propeller 500 revolutions per minute, which he calculated would be sufficient to push the craft through the air at speeds in excess of thirty knots. However, he soon discovered that building a motor powerful enough to propel the vessel through the air was relatively easy compared to the task of constructing batteries large enough to power such a large motor the four to six hours required to provide sufficient range. There were no batteries capable of providing even a fraction of the electrical storage capacity required, forcing Benjamin to build his own energy cells from scratch, which he set about doing with the same determination and perseverance he had shown in constructing his oversized motor. After spending weeks experimenting with different electrode materials, the Professor finally came up with a revolutionary new design that proved to be capable of running the ship’s electric motor for up to ninety minutes from a single charge. Though large and heavy—each cell weighing in excess of four hundred pounds—four of the massive batteries tied together would be capable of keeping the great airship in the air for up to six hours at a time and the Major finally had the power plant he needed to make his dream a reality, all thanks to the tireless efforts of his brilliant but exhausted chief designer.

		

		There was only one final challenge Benjamin needed to address before he could claim complete success, and that was the ship’s propeller. Propeller design was in its infancy at the time, and what few propellers that had been built tended to be little more than a series of flat, angled blades that provided little in terms of thrust. Benjamin required something far more advanced; he needed a propeller capable of providing the maximum amount of thrust possible, and to that end he had his craftsmen construct a small wind tunnel within which he could determine the most efficient size, shape, and pitch possible. After several weeks of trial and error, Benjamin finally came up with an acceptable design and immediately commissioned the chief carpenter the task of carving the blade out of a single, choice piece of strong Spruce. The task was to prove to be a considerably more difficult than either man had anticipated, however. A tedious and exacting process requiring many hours of hand sanding and continuous and repeated measurement, after several ill-fated attempts Chief Carpenter Harlan Burris finally succeeded in shaping the propeller to the perfect angle, pitch, and balance. No sooner had he finished, however, when Benjamin determined that a single blade would not prove capable of producing the amount of thrust required so he gingerly enquired of his overworked chief carpenter if he couldn’t possibly carve a second propeller that would attach perpendicularly to the first, creating a four-bladed prop. After regaling Benjamin with a string of choice expletives at the request, Chief Burris finished the second propeller two weeks later and the two blades were carefully joined together, creating a perfectly balanced and aerodynamically stable propeller. Both Benjamin and the Major—along with their exhausted chief carpenter—were pleased and Icarus moved one step closer towards becoming a flyable reality.

		

		Finally, there was only one last element that needed to be addressed, and that was the question of the huge hydrogen envelope required to house the 6,000 cubic yards of hydrogen the ship would carry. Though it proved a challenge, under the auspices of the chief rigger and his four apprentices, over 25,000 square feet of the finest imported Chinese silk were sewn together into five massive ballonettes to form one continuous envelope two hundred feet in length. Meticulously coated in several layers of clear, water-resistant “dope”, by mid summer the bag was finally complete and it was carefully and painstakingly affixed to the aluminum keel. Once fully inflated with hydrogen—tanks of which were produced through electrolysis in another building at the facility—by the end of July 1896, the Icarus was finally complete and ready to test her wings.

		

		Over 3,000 man hours had gone into the construction of the vessel, and the Major looked upon his “baby”, the light gray color of its envelope giving it the appearance of a massive cocoon, with satisfaction. The question that remained to be answered was not would the great ship fly, however, but could it live up to the very substantial expectations placed upon it. Benjamin decided the odds were no better than fifty-fifty, but it was an opinion he was careful to keep to himself.

		

		FIRST TEST FLIGHTS, JULY-NOVEMBER 1896

		

		Now that the ship was complete, the Major was anxious to see his investment take flight. Benjamin, however, was quick to point out the importance of proceeding cautiously so as not to damage or potentially destroy the craft before it had been thoroughly tested. Reminding the Major of the difficulty of recouping his losses in the event of an accident, Hewitt reluctantly agreed to his chief designer’s more methodical approach, which was to start with an unmanned, tethered flight.

		

		Shortly after dawn on July 27, 1896, Benjamin had the crew wrestle the great ship out of its massive hangar and into the bright sunshine for its first free-floating test. The first order of business was to determine if the ship could achieve the neutral buoyancy required to make it flyable, which, considering the great weight of the ship’s motor and four heavy batteries, was of some concern. If the Professor’s calculations were off by even a tiny fraction, the ship would be unable to lift its own weight, requiring a substantial and costly redesign. Fortunately, as the last of the gas cells were flooded with hydrogen, the Icarus gracefully floated into the still, cool air and hovered fifteen feet above the workers’ heads, demonstrating that the many weight calculations Benjamin had made throughout the course of construction were accurate to within a few pounds. The Major was most pleased and took the occasion to break out spirits from his well-stocked liquor cabinet, and soon the sweet smell of success—and alcohol—permeated the air.
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		The Icarus being pulled from her hangar near Oroville for the ﬁrst time in July of 1896.

		

		But it was only the initial test, and though it appeared that the ship was anxious to be unleashed to prowl the sky, it was far from ready for its maiden flight. Benjamin wanted a second tethered flight, only this one with him onboard and at a greater altitude, which was accomplished on August 5, 1896, with Icarus attaining an altitude of fifty feet before being winched back down. A third tethered flight followed the next day—this one with a full crew on board—that reached an altitude of nearly two hundred feet and lasted a full thirty minutes, and it appeared that Icarus was ready for its first powered flight. Anxious to see his “baby” take flight, the next day the Major ordered the ship readied for its first powered flight and, no longer able to hold the impatient Hewitt at bay, Benjamin finally agreed to send the ship aloft at the earliest opportunity. Five days later both the ship and the weather were perfect, and the Professor had the ship hauled from her hangar and readied for what would be her maiden flight, never for a moment imaging that the flight would very nearly prove to be her last.

		

		NEAR DISASTER, AUGUST 11, 1896

		

		The morning of August 11 promised to be an eventful day in the history of aviation but instead it very nearly proved to be the end of the Icarus and the Major’s grandiose dream for a transcontinental airship service. The problem turned out to be one of poor timing, for unlike the earlier tethered flights that had all been performed shortly after dawn, this one was tried on a particularly hot afternoon--with what was to prove near disastrous results.

		

		The fault for the delay was Benjamin’s own tendency towards perfection. Insisting on making some last-minute adjustments to the ship’s cables that took the balance of the morning to complete, and by the time the Professor was confident the ship was ready, it was already well past noon. What he hadn’t anticipated was that, in the heat of the day and with a bright sun beating fiercely upon the gas envelope, the 6,000 cubic yards of hydrogen inside the airship would expand rapidly, making the ship exceedingly light and placing considerable strain on the two tethering cables that secured the vessel to the ground. As a result, just a few minutes before the Professor was prepared to cast off, the bow tether snapped unexpectedly, prematurely releasing the nose of the great ship which, overly bouyant due to the rapidly expanding hydrogen within its overheated envelope, shot upward until the vessel was nearly perpendicular to the ground. With the craft anchored to the Earth by only a single overstressed stern tether, Benjamin—hanging precariously from his perch at the pilot’s station—had the presence of mind to frantically pull the emergency gas release lanyards, quickly purging the forward envelope of much of its gas. Unfortunately, this quick action, while successful in reducing her bouyancy and bringing the bow down, made the nose of the ship drop too quickly. This resulted in the keel slamming hard into the ground, which snapped several of the aluminum girders in the bow and wrenched the forward rudder from its mountings. Fearing further damage if the stern cable were to break and the stern rise suddenly into the air, Benjamin quickly purged the craft of the remainder of its hydrogen and soon the Icarus settled to earth, having—as per its namesake—apparently flown too close to the sun.

		

		Fortunately the damage did not prove to be extensive and the rugged little ship was quickly repaired. However, the near disaster was to have a profound impact on the way the vessel was to be operated in the future. It was quickly decided that—due to gas expansion problems caused by operating the vessel on warm days (a problem Benjamin intended to address later on the larger, passenger carrying models) and the difficulty of replacing the hydrogen when excessive bleeding was required to maintain trim—the ship from then on would fly only in cooler weather under overcast skies or, as was to prove the more preferable option, only at night. Icarus’s days in the bright sunshine had come to an ignoble end.

		

		THE MAIDEN FLIGHT, SEPTEMBER 1, 1896

		

		Repairs to the ship having been completed by the end of August, the Major was anxious for Benjamin to try again and once more ordered it ready for launch. Unfortunately, the Professor did not share in his employer’s eagerness for a powered test, prefering instead to run more tethered bouyancy tests, but he knew he could no longer delay the inevitable nor dissuade the Major, and so on the cool, windless evening of September 1, 1896, Benjamin reluctantly agreed to give Icarus a second chance to test its wings. Under the watchful eyes of the Major, a nervous Benjamin had the ship hauled from its hangar and rolled out onto the quarter-mile long clearing north of the hangar and at ten minutes after nine p.m., he ordered the crew to drop ballast and the ship began its slow and majestic ascent into the night sky. When it reached fifty feet above the ground, Benjamin started the vessel’s powerful electric motor and a moment later the inventor-turned-pilot ordered the tether lines released. Within seconds Icarus was completely free of the earth and was soon flying under its own power, much to the delight of those watching from the ground—and to the great relief of her designer.

		

		The flight—a series of four right-hand turns and four left-hand turns at an altitude of two hundred feet—while only fifteen minutes in duration, proved the ship to be both airworthy and reasonably controllable. Though it proved sluggish in turns—the result of too small rudder surfaces—Benjamin was impressed with its speed, which he estimated to be in excess of thirty knots. Even the vessel’s searchlight, turned on for just a few minutes, worked perfectly and made the ship easy to track against the star-studded backdrop.

		

		Finally guiding the craft to a gentle landing, both Benjamin and the Major came away from the test satisfied that the first flight of the Icarus had proven an unqualified success. Their only regret was in not having the press present to witness one of the most important events in aviation history, but such was unavoidable; the airship had to remain a closely guarded secret until it was ready to begin its debut flight.

		

		THE AUTUMN TEST FLIGHTS

		

		Buoyed by the success of its maiden flight, Icarus was quickly prepared for a second, longer flight, but this time Benjamin intended to put the ship more thoroughly through its paces and planned a flight of one hour. In an effort to reduce the chances of the ship being spotted by nearby residents, the flight was conducted well after midnight and the searchlight was left off until the vessel was preparing to land, further ensuring secrecy.

		

		The flight—basically a series of lazy-eight maneuvers over the field and nearby countryside—proved to be even more successful than the first, with the great ship moving slowly through the sky like some massive whale, its motor making only the tiniest whining noise as it drifted gracefully over the darkened forest below and, briefly, over the sleeping hamlet of Oroville. Benjamin eventually made three passes over the field—which had been lit by several small electrical lights that could only be seen from overhead—before finally bringing the ship in for a smooth landing just yards from the hangar door.

		

		The unqualified success of Icarus’s second flight had an unfortunate side-effect, however. So successful was it that the Major insisted Benjamin take the ship on a more ambitious flight—in this case, an overflight of nearby Sacramento, forty miles to the south. The Professor, however, was uncertain that he and his crew were ready for such an arduous flight and, until the ship had found its “sea legs”—so to speak—he expressed the opinion that such a venture was almost certain to end in disaster. He needed to make several more test flights before attempting anything like an overflight of the capital city, both to work out any as yet unforeseen problems the vessel might develop and, the truth be told, to give the professor a chance to refine his still primordial piloting skills. Though this impasse resulted in a brief but heated exchange between the two men, Benjamin’s more cautious approach finally won the day and the Major agreed to put his ambitious plan on hold while his chief designer put the ship through three more test flights.

		

		The flights that followed, two in October and a third in early November, proved as impressive as the earlier flights and afforded Benjamin and his crew the opportunity to hone their flying skills. While each flight proved to be hugely successful, the third—lasting a total of two and a half hours and covering the impressive distance of nearly one hundred miles while maintaining a constant speed of thirty-five knots—made the Icarus the fastest, man-made flying machine in history—at least to that point, forcing even the always cautious Benjamin to admit that the ship was ready for its coming out party. Two weeks later it would get its chance to be unveiled before an astonished public.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER NINE:
		

		
			THE DREAM TAKES FLIGHT
		

		

		Despite the low-hanging clouds that had blanketed the skies over central California throughout the day, Benjamin believed that the cool, damp evening of November 17th was the perfect time to send the Icarus on its three hour flight from Oroville to Sacramento and back. The heaviest of the days rains had let up, leaving only a sodden drizzle in its wake, and the air was calm and stable. The Major pointed out that, even better, the overcast skies would make the ship all the more visible against such a dark backdrop, ensuring that it got as thorough a public viewing as possible.

		

		Though Benjamin still had a few misgivings about the shear scale and length of the flight, he knew he couldn’t put the Major off any longer. Additionally, he was as curious as the Major to how his invention would be received by the public and so he and his crew pulled the craft from its hangar shortly after dusk and readied it for its longest and most important flight to date. Climbing into the ship a few minutes before seven p.m., after a careful inspection convinced him everything appeared to be operating in perfect order, Benjamin ordered the great vessel cast off and it was seen moving leisurely across the darkened sky until it was lost in the growing darkness. It didn’t remain invisible for long, however, for once its searchlight was turned on, the Icarus could be seen for miles, and with its powerful incandescent lamp scouring the darkness like a New England lighthouse, the great ship churned its way southward towards the lights of the capital, confident that it was about to write a new page in aviation history.

		

		The flight over the city proved an exhilarating experience for Benjamin and his men, who watched the populace below stare up at them in awed disbelief as they gracefully crossed the city from east to west. They even made something of a spectacle of themselves by passing directly over the capitol building before finally making the slow turn to the north that pointed them back towards home. Benjamin decided it wise to turn off the searchlight at that point so they couldn’t be tracked back to Oroville and the ship quickly slipped once more into the darkness, leaving hundreds of stunned witnesses behind to consider what they had just seen.

		

		By the time they set down back at the field an hour later, they had successfully completed their longest flight to date—three hours and twenty minutes—much to the Major’s satisfaction and Benjamin’s great relief. What neither man was prepared for, however, was the level of attention their brief foray over the city would create. Both had hoped for at least a mention in the local paper, and so they were surprised as reports of their “mysterious light” made it into many of the largest papers across the state. They also found it curious how the single flight had resulted in “eyewitness” reports coming in from all over California, as though some felt slighted at having been denied a vision of the mystery airship and so were justified to imagine it flying overhead. The Major’s great experiment was paying off handsomely, or so it seemed.

		

		What both men found most surprising, however, was the often extraordinarily fantastic details people added to embellish their stories, with some going so far as claiming it had tail surfaces shaped like a bird’s wings and others deciding it had great spinning paddle wheels attached to the sides like Fulton’s riverboat. A few even claimed to have heard the voices of the crew shouting in the darkness, though such would have been clearly impossible from their height of over 1,000 feet. It was as if their airship was a catalyst capable of energizing even the most preposterous imaginations, and the press was more than happy to oblige them.

		

		Never a man known for his patience and now buoyed by the success of the flight, the Major quickly insisted on an even more ambitious demonstration. He wanted Benjamin to push the ship to its furthest limits by overflying both Sacramento and San Francisco on the same night—a journey of almost 280 miles and over six hours in duration—which, if successful, would not only make headlines all over the state, but would demonstrate the craft’s long-distance capability and prove the feasibility of the Major’s long-range plans.

		

		Characteristically, the always cautious Benjamin balked at the idea, considering it entirely too risky. The new batteries had never been tested to their full endurance before, and he was uncertain how the ship would endure almost six hours of continuous flying. To him, it was unnecessarily dangerous and he proposed a series of shorter flights in and around Sacramento instead. This time, however, the Major was resolute and, reminding Benjamin who actually owned the craft he was so hesitant to fly, ordered the flight be made as soon as conditions permitted. And it had to be successful, the Major reminded him, for he intended to be among the witnesses who would be watching the vessel from his mansion on Nob Hill.

		

		Despite his misgivings, Benjamin had no choice but to acquiesce to the Major’s demands and five days later the Icarus was once more pulled from its hangar and readied for the flight that would test its airworthiness to its most extreme. For the young engineer, the entire project was on the line—along with his job and, quite possibly, his very life. Fortunately, he was a man who thrived on pressure and as he watched the Major’s train pull out of the station that afternoon en route to San Francisco to await the craft’s arrival, he assured him that the great ship could do it.

		

		Now, if only he could assure himself.

		

		THE NOVEMBER 22ND FLIGHT

		

		The evening of Sunday, November 22nd, proved to be a nearly identical repeat of the weather conditions experienced just a week earlier— overcast, damp, and with intermittent light rain—but with one exception: a light wind was blowing steadily from the south, giving Benjamin some consternation. Even with less than ideal flying conditions, however, he knew he couldn’t call off the flight at such a late hour and so shortly after dusk, he and his crew climbed onboard the Icarus and prepared for their most arduous test to date. After ensuring that the ship’s batteries were at their maximum charge, Benjamin ordered the tether lines disconnected and the ship clawed its way once more towards the lights of Sacramento.

		

		The flight initially proved uneventful and the great ship moved swiftly through the night sky, its massive four-bladed propeller pushing it through the darkness effortlessly as it approached the city. Things soon turned more difficult, however, when shortly after arriving over the outer edges of the city, an unexpected crosswind came up and began buffeting the ship, making it increasingly difficult for Benjamin to keep the bow pointed straight. He considered turning back but, after a moment’s consideration, decided instead to first try bringing the craft down to a lower altitude in an effort to avoid the worst of the gusts. Fortunately, this proved effective and the ship was soon stable enough to continue.
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		Sending the seals ﬂeeing in panic off San Francisco’s famous Cliff House proved to be the highlight of the ships spectacular two city tour on November 22nd.

		

		After overflying the city’s west end for the second time in a week, Benjamin put the Icarus into a gradual turn that pointed the vessel’s bow toward the glowing lights of San Francisco—another ninety miles distant—and pressed on. Despite having to occasionally fight to keep the ship on a steady course, by ten o’clock the ship had made it over San Francisco Bay. After flying over the peninsula, Benjamin turned north to follow the beach line and, using the frothy shoreline as a guide, managed to expertly navigate the Icarus directly over the famous Cliff House restaurant at Seal Rocks. There, in accordance with the Major’s specific instructions, he pointed the ship’s light at the seals arrayed below, sending them scattering into the dark waters of the Pacific. It was a sight the Major not only witnessed, but one he was to recount with great satisfaction for months afterwards.

		

		Finally having completed his task and managing again to impress hundreds of new witnesses—including, the Major later told him, the city’s mayor—Benjamin put the ship on a northeasterly course, hopeful that the batteries—along with the efforts of the crew at the generator stations—would see them through the longest leg of their voyage, a staggering distance of almost 140 miles. Fortunately, the very southwest breeze they had been fighting all evening turned out to be their greatest benefactor by providing them a brisk tailwind that put them over Oroville just a few minutes before one a.m. By the time the ship reached the field and dropped its mooring lines, its batteries were so drained that the ship could barely manage ten knots, and Benjamin knew when he disembarked how fine the line between success and disaster had been. Vowing to himself never to push the ship’s capabilities by attempting such a lengthy flight again—regardless of the Major’s demands—even he had to admit that the Icarus was made of very stern stuff indeed.

		

		THE COLLINS AND HART AFFAIR AND THE FINAL CALIFORNIA FLIGHTS

		

		The successful flight over both cities had precisely the effect the Major had hoped for: as expected, a fresh rash of reports about the mysterious ship appeared in newspapers throughout the state over the next few days, not only in Sacramento and San Francisco but as far away as Seattle and San Diego. Clearly, the Major’s little “toy” had captured the public’s imagination in a way nothing had before, and the Major knew his plan was well on its way to succeeding. But with hubris comes a tendency towards recklessness, as the Major was to find out the hard way just a day after the twin flights.

		

		So pleased was Major Hewitt by his ship that a few days before the flights over Sacramento and San Francisco he invited a few of his closest friends to the Oroville factory to show off his “baby.” Though the men— mostly attorneys and politicians he often socialized with—were supposedly sworn to secrecy, two of them—a young and rising attorney named George Collins and the state’s former Attorney General, William H. Hart—couldn’t keep the news of the airship to themselves. Describing the vessel to the newspapers a few days later, their stories and offers to take reporters to the factory itself very nearly dashed the Major’s plan to keep the vessel a secret. Fortunately, their claims about the vessel (Hart, perhaps inspired by the increasingly anti-Spanish tone the papers of the day were taking, even declared to an incredulous reporter that the airship would shortly be used to bomb the Spanish garrison of Havana and liberate Cuba) were considered so fantastic that few took them seriously. Just to be on the safe side, however, the Major discreetly threatened both men with legal action if they didn’t back off, which proved to be sufficient to put an end to their storytelling—as well as their friendships.

		

		The Major had learned an important lesson about trusting even his closest associates to keep his venture to themselves, however, and, fearing that some intrepid reporter might yet stumble across the factory (or another of his associates might go public), he decided it was time to proceed with the next stage of his plan. As originally envisioned, the plan was that, upon completion of the initial test flights, the airship was to be dismantled and moved by train to a preselected sight in the remote plains of southeastern Nebraska, where it was to be reassembled and flown from there on to the East Coast. Convinced that efforts to keep the airship and the whereabouts of its base a secret much longer were growing increasingly precarious, on November 30th he ordered Benjamin to have the craft dismantled and made ready for transport. The professor, however, had other plans. Still not entirely confident the craft could make the long trip across two-thirds of the continent without a few more refinements, he managed to get the Major to agree to two more test flights, both of which were to be carried out successfully over the next two weeks. The first, a four-hour flight over the hills north of San Francisco Bay on the 25th, allowed the professor to work out some of the control problems he had encountered on the earlier flights while a second, longer flight over San Jose and the lower Bay area on December 3rd allowed him to more perfectly regulate the flow of power from the cells to the motor (which up to then had tended to be inconsistent between all four cells).

		

		Of course, both flights garnered even more accounts from an “airship happy” press corps, and while the Major was delighted with each new story that appeared, he also became more fearful that the location of his “airship factory” was drawing increasingly closer to being compromised. On the 7th of December, the Major, satisfied that he had gotten what he wanted—publicity and a thoroughly tested airship—ordered the Icarus dismantled and readied for transport and, no longer able to stall the Major and his ambitious scheme, Benjamin reluctantly complied. By New Year’s Day 1897, the Icarus—its keel split into four pieces and its massive gas envelope safely folded away inside a boxcar—was on its way to its carefully pre-selected reassembly area in Nebraska where the ship was to be readied for its national debut.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER TEN:
		

		
			THE MOVE EAST
		

		

		Winter is the most difficult time to travel through the American West, as the months of December and January quickly demonstrated. Heavy snows in the Cascade Mountains of California and a series of blizzards across Utah and Wyoming kept the Major’s support trains idle for days at a time as they made the arduous trek east across the Rockies, repeatedly setting back his carefully prepared timetable. Eventually, however, the aviation gods smiled on the venture and late in January the weather broke, allowing the specially outfitted trains the Major had leased to carry the great ship and the support staff to their destination in southern Nebraska without further incident. Taking a spur off the main rail line near Lincoln, Nebraska on January 29th, the next day the entourage pulled to a stop near a snow covered-field north of the farming community of Hastings, and Benjamin and his men immediately set about the complex task of reassembling the great ship.

		

		Erecting a massive canvas circus tent the Major had procured to hide their work and provide some relief from the elements, the men went about their task with grim determination. Despite their good spirits, however, without their heated hangar and often working in sub-freezing temperatures, the work proved difficult, but within a few weeks the ship was back together and ready to begin the next and most important leg of its adventure: the trek across two-thirds of the continental United States.

		

		THE MIDWEST FLIGHTS, FEBRUARY THROUGH APRIL 1897

		

		Anxious to determine if the ship was still airworthy after spending two months in pieces, early in the evening of February 2nd, Benjamin climbed back into the Icarus’s control seat and took the vessel on a two-hour test flight over the farmlands of southern Nebraska, doing great circles and occasional figure eights beneath the dark Midwestern skies. The craft, as expected, performed flawlessly, demonstrating that the ship had suffered no ill effects from its brief dismemberment and for once both Benjamin and the Major were in agreement that the ship, indeed, appeared ready to embark upon the epic flight it was designed for.

		

		The plan itself, however, was surprisingly simple: staying close to the main Union Pacific rail line so the support train could keep pace as it moved across country, the Icarus would make a series of short hops across the prairie states, stopping only long enough at each predetermined destination to have its batteries recharged and hydrogen topped off, before moving on to the next carefully selected staging area. Along the way the ship would pass over Omaha and Des Moines on its way to Chicago—which the Major intended to overfly sometime in late March. From there the ship would fly over southern Michigan and finally across the Northeastern states until it finally made its way into Pennsylvania—at which point the Major would announce the existence of his great ship to the East Coast press corps and the Icarus would make its royal entrance, hopefully landing somewhere near either Philadelphia or New York sometime in early May. The intent, of course, was to use the ship’s arrival to formally announce the creation of his new airship company (the Major had already sent his personal secretary ahead to scout for suitable office and factory space in the New York area) and solicit additional investors for his new venture. Anticipating an infusion of fresh capitol at that time, he would then have Benjamin begin work on a second, much larger, passenger-carrying version of his airship (already in the design stage), which would serve as the basic template for a later fleet of even larger vessels, all of which he proposed to have up and running within five years. If all went well, within a decade he would have a fleet of airships—each carrying as many as twenty passengers at a time—operating along the Eastern seaboard safely transporting wealthy socialites and businessmen between the largest cities of America. A fully trans-continental airship service—and the vessels capable of flying it—was still a decade or more away, but he was confident that within thirty years he and his airship company would rule the skies, making him one of the wealthiest men in America and enshrining the names of Hewitt and Benjamin among the great pioneers of civil aviation. What neither man could know was how risky and fraught with peril the plan was, as they were to discover just a few short weeks later in the night skies over western Iowa.

		

		NEAR DISASTER IN IOWA

		

		Hewitt’s decision to begin the epic journey in the dead of winter was a controversial one, but one largely forced upon him by circumstances. First, he needed to unveil his airship as soon as possible due to rapidly rising costs associated with the venture—the Major was spending nearly $1,500 a day just to keep the support crew housed and fed and the ship flying. Second, it was thought that late winter would provide the most idyllic weather conditions to fly in: the air was cool and at its most stable, making the flights considerably safer than they would be were they to be tried in the heat and turbulence of the summer months. Of course, there would still be the occasional snowstorm to contend with, the Major recognized, but that posed much less of a threat than would the volatile and utterly unpredictable weather of late spring and early summer. The snow might occasionally ground the ship for a few days, but such was thought to be a small price to pay for having generally superb flying conditions most of the time. And, as a side benefit, for some reason it seemed that the Professor’s electric motor performed better in the cold air while the thicker atmosphere made for improved rudder and elevator control, albeit at the expense of Benjamin and his crew, who often had to battle subzero temperatures—and with it frostbite—from their precarious perches high in the sky.

		

		Yet despite the hardships, it seemed the Major’s plan was preceding with spectacular success as the Icarus, flying mostly at night, made a number of short hops across southeastern Nebraska in the following weeks— capped by a flyover of Omaha on the 16th of February which ignited a fire storm of sightings from not only various locales around the state, but from all over the Midwest as well. So successful were these early flights, in fact, that it seemed nothing could stand in the way of the Major’s bold plan. However, it seems that just when the Major and Benjamin were starting to acquire confidence in the venture that fate intervened to remind everyone just how dangerous a game they were playing.

		

		After a brilliantly successful February, the Major was hoping for an even more spectacular March and so it was with high hopes that the Icarus cast off on the evening of March 1, 1897 en route to its next staging area near the tiny town of Menlo, about 120 miles to the east. Flying west of Des Moines and only an hour away from completing the hop, just after nine p.m., one of the blades on the ship’s massive propeller shattered, sending wooden shrapnel slicing through the gas envelope and tail rudder. Further, now off balance, the shattered propeller threatened to tear the motor from its mounting, and shook the aft end of the ship vigorously. The destruction occurring some feet behind his back, it took Benjamin a moment to realize what happened, but once he saw the trouble he immediately cut power to the motor and began searching for a suitable landing spot on the snowy plains below. Fortunately there was a three-quarters moon that night and the freshly fallen snow acted like a mirror, providing Benjamin excellent visibility as he hurriedly searched for a suitable spot to put the ship down. Finally noticing an open field in the distance, he aimed the crippled craft towards it and carefully began valving off small amounts of hydrogen in an effort to bring the ship down slowly. With only limited rudder control and no vertical control at all, the Professor somehow managed to avoid hitting a stand of poplars as he gingerly set the great ship down. Once firmly entrenched in the nearly two-foot deep snow, he instantly valved off enough gas to ensure the craft would not be tempted to take to the air again while the crew quickly secured the tether lines around some nearby trees.

		

		Though the ship had avoided complete disaster by only the smallest of margins, their ordeal was far from over. Down miles from either of the support trains and stuck fast in snowdrifts nearly four feet high in places, the crew faced the very real possibility of succumbing to exposure in the open aluminum keel, which provided almost no protection from the frigid nighttime temperatures. Recognizing that the situation was desperate, Benjamin decided he had no choice but to strike out for help. Ordering his crew to stay with the ship, the Professor started off in the direction of the main rail line, never for a moment realizing how arduous a trip it promised to be. Wading through drifts up to his knees in spots, he came dangerously close to succumbing to frostbite himself before he finally managed to reach the main line, which he then followed to the nearest town. There he secured a horse and, though suffering from frostbite to his feet and hands, rode the twenty miles east to Menlo where he found the lead support train stopped on a spur off the main track. Though exhausted and near collapse, the intrepid Benjamin nevertheless insisted on leading the rescue party, which managed to reach the downed airship that next morning, much to the relief of the nearly frozen crew.

		

		Though everyone was safe, the venture was still in grave peril. The airship was miles from the tracks and, without a working propeller and sporting a number of gashes in the underside of the gas envelope, the ship would prove difficult to recover. Additionally, there was the issue of secrecy to maintain. The remoteness of the location would help, but it was only a matter of time before some farmer discovered a two-hundred-foot long dirigible in his back yard and reported it to local authorities, which would inevitably bring out hundreds of sightseers and the press corps and force the Major to prematurely reveal his secret—and badly damaged—airship to the world. Thinking fast, Hewitt telegraphed Oroville with orders that a second propeller be immediately crafted and sent by rail. Fortunately, chief carpenter Burris—perhaps anticipating such a possibility—had already crafted another pair, which he quickly boxed up and placed onto the next train heading east. The problem was that it would take the train a full week to make the journey, forcing the support crew to do their best to head off passersby before they drew too close. The delay, however, did at least give the riggers the chance to repair the damage to the envelope, which they set about doing by hand in often sub-freezing temperatures.

		

		When the train from Oroville finally arrived, it took another three days to get the replacement propeller out to the ship and the gas envelope reinflated, but by the evening of March 12th the Icarus was finally ready to break free of its icy tomb. It took some shoveling to free the aluminum keel from the snow, but soon Benjamin and his crew had the tough little ship in the air, which somehow managed to make its way back to the support train without attracting attention. Luck, if indeed the term applied, was apparently with them still—at least for the time being.
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		The crash landing near Des Moines on March 1st could have spelled the end to the Major’s ambitious plans had not the rugged ship proven to be so well constructed.

		

		THE APPEARANCE OVER CHICAGO

		

		Though mostly undamaged in the ordeal, the Major decided the near loss of the ship and its designer necessitated a more cautious agenda was in order, forcing him to scale back the pace of their progression across the Midwest. As such, it wouldn’t be until the end of March—by which time the worst of winter had released its grip on the region—that the next flights would be made. Eventually, however, the fully repaired Icarus was ready to resume its eastward trek and by the end of March was flying again.

		

		Not remarkably, as it moved east (and, once, even making a short flight as far south as Kansas), it produced growing excitement as reports of the ship came in from all over the country. By the time it approached Illinois the first week of April, anticipation of the airship arriving over Chicago had become palpable. Overflying the city, which the Major hoped would generate the greatest amount of publicity to date, would be the climax of the journey and spread news of the mysterious airship all the way to the East Coast. To that end, after several days of flying around the state, on the 11th the Major ordered Benjamin to fly over the city itself, and this time he wanted him to do it shortly after dawn for maximum effect. Though uncertain if that was a good idea, Benjamin dutifully overflew the city to considerable fanfare from the few bystanders fortunate enough to spot the ship in the post-dawn sky. Unfortunately, the flyover did not go precisely as hoped: he had intended to overfly the business district directly in an attempt to be seen by as large an audience as possible—and possibly even be photographed—but unexpectedly strong winds sthreatened to push the ship out over Lake Michigan, forcing Benjamin to cut the flight short.

		

		However, the Major had made his point and, anxious to get on to the East Coast and confident now that the appearance over Chicago had generated enough publicity to entice the public to want to know more, he had his chief designer fly the ship eastward towards Michigan, where he intended to rest the crew for a few days and prepare the ship for the final leg of its flight. Causing quite a stir after it was spotted following the eastern coastline of Lake Michigan toward Kalamazoo and Battle Creek, by the 17th the Icarus and its weary crew finally caught up to the waiting support train near Jackson, Michigan. Both the ship and crew were approaching the point of exhaustion, but Benjamin and his men were buoyed by the fact that their marathon flight across two-thirds of the continental United States was nearly complete and soon they would be able to take a break from the relentless pace they had been forced to endure for nearly two months.

		

		First, however, they still had the longest single leg of their epic journey to realize—a substantial flight of nearly two hundred miles from southeastern Michigan to a point just east of Cleveland—but the Major was confident the ship was up to the challenge. Benjamin, however, was less certain. Springtime over the Great Lakes was always a dangerous time, and he wondered about the wisdom of flying along the southern coast of Lake Erie at that time of year. Yet the Major was resolute and, after several days of recharging the ship’s batteries and completing a few minor repairs, on the 24th of April the Icarus was readied for the next leg of its great adventure. What neither Benjamin nor his crew knew, however, was that the “Luck of the Icarus”—as some of the support crew had come to nickname the ship—was about to run out.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN:
		

		
			THE FINAL FLIGHT
		

		

		By April 24th, 1897, the tough but battered little ship had been flying almost continuously for nearly three months and had logged over 300 hours of flying time. During that period the ship had been seen by literally thousands of people as it made its way eastward across the Midwest and had generated hundreds—if not thousands—of reports.

		

		But, of course, such sensationalism was to be expected and, in subtle ways, even encouraged, Major Hewitt decided. After all, the more sensational the story, the greater the “pay off” on the other end, when people would not be expecting to see a simple example of cutting edge technology overhead, but a legendary machine that was rapidly taking on a mythology of its own. A couple more weeks of flying over key population centers on its way to the East Coast would only enhance Icarus’s already mythological status, making the next few flights, in many ways, among the most important it would attempt.

		

		It was with such thoughts in mind, then, that the crew took their positions inside the keel of the ship on the fateful evening of the 24th, none of them for a moment aware of the danger this particular leg of the flight portended. They had been so successful for so long that the thought of Icarus succumbing to a tragic fate seemed remote, giving the crew a misplaced sense of invincibility. In effect, Benjamin and his crew—along with the Major—had become overly confident that the tiny craft could weather any unforeseen circumstances. While such an attitude might be useful to a degree—and perhaps even understandable in light of everything that had happened up to that point—it was one that was to ultimately prove catastrophic, especially on this night.

		

		At the time the crew took their seats and prepared to get the great ship underway, however, there seemed to be no reason to imagine the flight would be any less successful than the dozen previous hops had proven to be; the weather appeared to be, by all accounts, ideal for flying—cool and partly cloudy with only a slight southerly breeze—while the ship itself seemed to be in good shape. Even its always temperamental motor, which had been running rough during the previous two flights, had been repaired and was now running smoothly, promising the Professor more than enough power to overcome any unexpected shifts in the wind. The crew too, chief rigger Albert Gunneman and mechanic Louis Perkins, had both honed their skills to a fine edge, and even the Professor, who always found flying the Icarus to be a challenge under even the best of conditions, had finally managed to acquire a good “feel” for maneuvering the craft. Some in the crew even claimed that he had developed a sort of symbiotic relationship with the Icarus that made him seemingly capable of anticipating her every move, an idea that Benjamin thought nonsense but was more than willing to let others believe. Additionally, the flight itself, while long, did not promise to be a particularly difficult one. Basically, the plan was for the ship to leave the support train near Jackson, Michigan— roughly forty miles northwest of Toledo, Ohio—and fly in a southeasterly direction towards Toledo, where it would turn east and use the shore of Lake Erie to navigate to Cleveland, much as they had done a week earlier by using the shoreline of Lake Michigan to guide them along Michigan’s west coast to Benton Harbor and then inland to Kalamazoo. Once they overflew Cleveland, they would then meet up with the Major and the lead train at a pre-selected site just east of the city, where the crew would be prepped for the final legs of its journey.

		

		Convinced that everything was in order and brimming with an uncharacteristic confidence that evening, shortly after seven p.m. the crew took their places onboard the ship and, after performing their normal checks and ensuring that everything was running perfectly, Benjamin gave the signal to detach the Icarus’s twin tether lines and the ship gracefully rose into the darkening sky. A moment later the Professor started the ship’s motor and the great airship soon disappeared on the eastern horizon. No one realized at the time that it was the last time any of them would see the vessel or its brave crew again.

		

		As had become standard procedure, shortly after the ship lifted off the Major was immediately alerted by telegraph as he sat in his palatial dining car nearly two hundred miles to the east. Confident that everything was proceeding according to plan, he settled down with a good cigar and a copy of the local paper and waited for the ship’s arrival—expected to be sometime around midnight—satisfied that in a few weeks he and his ship would be the most famous things on the planet. However, once the ship’s arrival time came and went with no sign of the craft, the Major began growing concerned. Usually the ground crew could spot the craft’s powerful search light twenty miles away, giving all of them a good half hour’s notice that the ship was approaching, but by one a.m. there still was no sign of the ship.

		

		The Major was not one to worry needlessly, however; the craft may simply had encountered unexpected head winds or decided to do a few circuits over downtown Cleveland in an effort to put on a better show. But by two a.m.—the time they all knew the batteries on the ship would be exhausted— his concern quickly gave way to consternation as it became apparent that something had gone wrong. Still, the near disaster in Iowa in March had taught the Major not to jump to conclusions, though he had to admit that this time he had a strangely more ominous feeling about things.

		

		Shortly after three a.m. the Major’s worst fears were realized when he received a telegram from one of his roving spotters. After the Iowa incident, the Major had taken to sending men on horseback on roughly parallel paths to the ship in an effort to maintain a near-constant visual fix on the vessel. One of the men, who had been watching the ship as it approached Toledo, wired that, as he studied the vessel through his powerful telescope as it passed over the city shortly after eight-thirty p.m., he noticed a sudden squall line approach from the south wind gusts of up to fifty miles an hour push the ship north out over Maumee Bay. Noting that the vessel appeared to be struggling with an intensifying cross wind, he watched it for the next half hour until shortly after 9:15 he lost sight of the airship’s trademark searchlight entirely somewhere north of Cedar Point. Curious but not unduly concerned—he simply assumed he had lost sight of the light in the gathering clouds—he didn’t bother to report the incident until he was approached by another spotter along the route and asked about the ship. It turned out that he was the last man to have laid eyes on the craft as it struggled over Lake Erie, at which point he rode to the nearest telegraph office and wired the Major.

		

		
			[image: Image]
		

		

		The last time anyone laid eyes upon the ill-fated ship, it was seen struggling against the wind and rain over Lake Erie.

		

		Fearing that the Icarus may have gone down in the lake, Hewitt immediately ordered his men to begin scouring the shoreline from Toledo to as far east as Cleveland, which they did throughout the day without finding any sign of the ship or its crew. No wreckage, bodies, or any sign at all of the sturdy little craft or her three-man crew was located, forcing Major Hewitt to the increasingly inescapable conclusion that the flight must have ended in tragedy, taking not just the lives of the ship’s brilliant designer and two of his most able men, but utterly destroying his dream in the process.

		

		For the next few days the Major tried to surmise what might have happened to the Icarus and her ill-fated crew. Speaking with a meteorologist in Toledo and interviewing the handful of eyewitnesses he could locate who had spotted the craft as it passed over the city that evening, he finally put together a working hypothesis. The best guess was that the unanticipated squall line that struck the Toledo area the same time the vessel arrived had pushed the ship far out over Lake Erie. While that in itself would have been problematic as the crew were using the shoreline as a navigational aide, it should not proven insurmountable. The vessel was equipped with a working compass which Benjamin could have used to keep on track and his chief designer had proven before that the ship could handle strong crosswinds, making it likely that Benjamin should have been able to work the ship back over dry land. However, his spotter also noted it began to rain hard shortly after he lost sight of the craft, which would have been a more ominous development; even though the Icarus’s gas envelope was coated with a water resistant resin, wear and tear on the ship had caused it to crack and peel at points (a problem the crew had intended to correct after they landed in Cleveland) making areas of the envelope susceptible to getting wet in the event of heavy rain. If the Icarus had been caught in a sudden squall—as seems likely—it could well have saturated parts of the ship’s massive silken skin, which would have significantly increased its overall weight, resulting in a slow but gradual descent. Being that the ship carried only a few hundred pounds of ballast and that there were few items that might be jettisoned in an attempt to lighten her would have forced Benjamin to use his reserve hydrogen canisters to keep the ship in the air. These, however, held only a few hundred cubic yards of gas and would have been quickly spent, leaving the crew with no means by which they might arrest the ship’s descent. If Benjamin wasn’t able to get the ship back over dry land before it became too heavy to remain airborne, the prospect that it would come down in Lake Erie was not only likely but an especially ominous one.*

		

		Had the craft, in fact, come down in the water, its fate would have been quickly sealed. In such an event it would have been only a matter of mere minutes before the choppy, wind-driven waves would have torn the fragile ship to pieces. Even if the crew had managed to escape the twisted wreckage as it plunged to the bottom of the lake, the frigid waters—combined with a lack of flotation gear onboard the craft—would have doomed the men and they would have either drowned or succumbed to the icy cold water. In either case, as the envelope deflated and her keel came apart, the ship’s heavy batteries and motor would have quickly dragged the entire craft—along with her desperate crew—to the bottom, leaving no sign that the craft had ever existed. It would be as if her very existence had been wiped clean by the unrelenting and furious forces of nature.

		

		

		* Another possibility was that the rain might have shorted out the vessel’s electrical systems and it lost power—as was implied by the sudden “blinking out” of the spotlight the observer had reported—which would have left it free-floating and incapable of holding her own against the strong winds.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER TWELVE:
		

		
			THE END OF A DREAM
		

		

		After three fruitless days of searching for any sign of the ship or its crew across a broad swath of northern Ohio and southeastern Michigan, it quickly became evident that the Icarus’s run of good luck had finally played itself out. Disheartened and with his seventy-five thousand dollar airship destroyed and his brilliant designer dead, Major Hewitt had neither the resources nor the enthusiasm to start over and so, on April 27th, he reluctantly ordered both trains to begin the long trek back to California, officially bringing the great airship adventure of 1897 to an ignoble and tragic end.

		

		Of course, it was the Major who took the disaster most to heart as he continually chastised himself for underestimating the dangers that had been involved in the project. In his enthusiasm for kicking off his new business venture, he had overlooked the most basic fact of all, which was that with any new and largely untested technology, caution was key, not expediency. It was his recklessness in repeatedly pushing the ship and her valiant crew to their limits that had finally sent the ship to a watery grave. It was a lesson he had learned too late to save the men of the Icarus, but one he would remember the rest of his days.

		

		Upon his return to San Francisco—and fearful of potential lawsuits from the families of the lost crewmen if word of what happened got out— the Major decided it better to keep the existence of the great airship a secret rather than announce to the whole world how close he had come. To that end, he quietly disbanded his nascent airship corporation and ordered the Oroville property sold and its assets liquidated in an attempt to offset some of the debt the project had incurred. Even then, however, the financial loss would be keenly felt and consume the greatest portion of the Major’s personal wealth.

		

		The Major did have one recourse, of course: he could have patented the modifications to the motor and the batteries Benjamin had designed, along with a number of lesser innovations and improvements the man had made, which would not only have allowed him to recoup his losses, but would have even realized a handsome profit for him. However, the Major was unwilling to consider the option, for both practical and personal reasons. First, making Benjamin’s work public would have raised too many embarrassing questions and forced him to admit that he was the man behind the airship adventure, which may have, in turn, resulted in lawsuits from the families of Benjamin, rigger Albert Gunneman and mechanic Louis Perkins. But even more than that was Hewitt’s belief that profiting from the work of a dead man would be unethical and even dishonorable, and so he decided to place all the many blueprints, working drawings, photographs, and reams of notes Benjamin had compiled into a locked storage box and have it shunted away to a dusty corner in the attic at his Nob Hill mansion. The decision to keep the Icarus a secret even after its death may have costed him a fortune, but it was a price he felt he had no choice but to bear.

		

		As for his nearly two dozen employees, the Major had each of them quietly paid off and dismissed with firm instructions that if they ever spoke publicly of the venture, they would be subject to legal action (which, in light of the fact that the Major was a powerful attorney, was a threat they took seriously). Of course, it was inevitable that some of the men who did know the truth about the Icarus would eventually break their silence and speak of the great ship to friends and family many years later, but by then they were easily dismissed as tall tales invented by old men with weak minds, and their remarkable stories were promptly forgotten.

		

		That wasn’t entirely the end of it, however, for just a few months after Hewitt had disposed of the last of his airship assets, Benjamin’s brother, William, arrived from New York to enquire as to his missing brother’s whereabouts. Unwilling—or perhaps too afraid—to tell the man the truth, the Major made up the story that Edward had simply chosen to end their contract some months earlier and, as far as he knew, had returned to New York. Dissatisfied with the Major’s answer, William Benjamin decided to ask around, but his investigation proved futile as there were few who knew what had really happened and among those who did, the Major’s deep pockets and legal prowess ensured their silence. After a month, William Benjamin finally admitted defeat and returned to New York, convinced that someday his brother would return. It was a belief he would cling to with great tenacity until his death in 1931.

		

		And what of those many engineering drawings and blueprints Benjamin had produced over the months at Oroville—along with a number of photographs that had been taken during construction—the Major had stored in his attic? They sat undisturbed for years while the Major pondered what to do with them. For sentimental reasons he couldn’t bear to part with them, but even more, there was always the chance that one day he might order his staff to bring that dusty old trunk down and he would open it and at last share its contents with the world in an effort to bring the Icarus and its crew back to life. Unfortunately, he was never to have the opportunity to do so, for fate was determined to intervene in a way not even the Major could have imagined.

		

		On the morning of April 18, 1906, the Major’s home was rocked by the powerful earthquake that shook the city, causing extensive damage to the structure. Worse, as numerous fires broke out throughout the city, it was soon clear that the Major’s magnificent Nob Hill mansion was in the line of the rapidly approaching flames and had to be abandoned. His servants quickly set about trying to rescue the Major’s important papers and jewelry from the consuming flames, but as the Major was in New York City at the time on business and none of them knew of the even more priceless papers sitting in a trunk in the attic, all evidence that the Icarus had once existed was consumed. By the time the Major had returned and was able to look upon the gutted ruins of what had been his once palatial home, he realized with great sadness that in the fire’s unquenchable thirst for fuel, it had finally and completely rendered the Icarus and its crew eternally lost to history. It was one of the few times in his life he ever openly wept.

		

		It was said that after that, the Major was never quite the same again. He became something of a recluse who rarely ventured far from his rebuilt home on Nob Hill, and a man known for particulalry dark bouts of meloncholia that made others worry about him. A few years later he even lost the previous good health he had enjoyed all his life until by the time he died at the considerable age of eighty-two, he had become a deaf and arthritic old man who could scarcely speak above a whisper.

		

		But before the Major died, he did manage to take one last journey. He had always wanted to visit Europe before he died, which he finally found the strength to do just eight months before the end. It was while visiting friends in Germany, however, that he managed to get a taste of the dream that had almost been his when he found the opportunity to ride onboard one of Count von Zeppelin’s great passenger airships, the Sachsen. A vessel of extraordinary luxury for the era that safely carried thousands of passengers throughout her service life before being retired in 1914, it gave the Major a glimpse of what could have been. It was then, while he looked down at the countryside unfolding serenely below, he was able to fully appreciate just how close he had come to realizing the very dream von Zeppelin had managed to achieve a mere decade later and he smiled, his thoughts once more returning to his beloved Icarus and its valiant crew, just as they had every waking moment since 1897.

		

	
		

		
			CONCLUSION
		

		

		So did some unknown inventor really design a futuristic airship years before the Wright brothers’ fragile little craft clawed its way into the North Carolina sky or is this all just a “flight of fancy”?

		

		Obviously, there is no way to know, mandating that the mysterious “airship” that was supposedly seen over the West Coast and Midwestern states of America in the winter of 1896-97 remain purely hypothetical. The point of this book, however, has never been to prove that such a vessel actually existed as a matter of historical fact but to merely demonstrate that the possibility is not as far-fetched as some assume. If I have at least forced the reader to consider that possibility, I have done my job.

		

		Even more so, this work is not just about a possible example of cutting-edge technology existing long before it was supposed to, but a treatise on the fact that history is not as complete as many people imagine. We are constantly discovering new tidbits of information all the time that obligate us to continually update the history books. I am convinced there are great gaps in our knowledge of the past—gaps that may never be filled but may always be guessed at—and I believe the great airship of 1897 may be one of those “gaps” that has been subsequently overlooked in our sprint towards the stars. Of course, I freely admit the very strong possibility that the craft really was a figment of the collective imagination, but, even if true, consider that even in that role it still serves the purpose of reminding us that we must never take our past for granted or presume we have the complete record before us. Life simply isn’t that orderly, which should persuade us to open our minds to the many possibilities that may exist out there. If the great airship of 1897 can do nothing more than that, the efforts of its designer and the men that flew on it will not be in vain.

		

		To that end, this book is written as a tribute to all the forgotten achievements of the past that never made it into the history books; to the often gifted and sometimes eccentric engineers, inventors, and designers who labored for years in obscurity, only to see their dreams succumb to financial insolvency or technological impossibilities or, sometimes, tragically vanish in flame. It’s also meant as a way of recognizing those brave souls who paid the ultimate price for the benefit of humanity by giving their lives in the pursuit of their dreams—their labors lost forever in the dust bins of history but realized in the fruit of their successors’ accomplishments. Some of these men are known to us today; most, I suspect, are not, their efforts too obscure to be noticed at the time and long-since forgotten. However, I think any man who was willing to strap himself into what was little more than a powered-kite or allow himself to hang precariously from the belly of a barely controllable balloon when he could had chosen to pursue safer, more lucrative and traditional interests deserves our thanks, for in his sacrifices he heralded in an age of flight that continues to benefit all our lives to this day.

		

		And who knows. Perhaps one day an ancient trunk will be unearthed in some dusty attic complete with drawings and schematics of some mysterious 1890s-era airship to serve as evidence that history, like life, really can occasionally throw humanity a curve, and on that day I imagine all the unheralded pioneers of aviation will join the rest of us in one great, sustained belly laugh.
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		There are literally hundreds of titles that deal with 2012 and doomsday in general, but few that challenges the basic premise behind the idea--the end of the world--like this one does. 2012: Extinction or Utopia gives the reader an opportunity to explore not only doomsday beliefs in general and why so many millions of people are willing to embrace them with little forethought, but explore the truth behind many of the most fantastic claims made by the prophets of doom so popular today. In it, we will explore not only the long and dismal history of failed prophecies of the past, but examine the proclamations made but such popular prophets as Nostradamus and Edgar Cayce. It will also explore Bible-based end times beliefs in some detail from a theological and practical standpoint, as well as illustrate how much harm such beliefs have had and continue to inflict upon modern society today.
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		More than just another litany of UFO stories and page after page of grainy photographs showing “something” flying through the air, UFOs: The Great Debate gets beyond the sensationalism, paranoia, and general flotsam the issue has produced to take a hard look at a phenomenon that has been such a major part of our culture for the past sixty years. In it,the reader will find a fresh approach that examines the subject from the position of reason rather than emotion, all designed to give the reader an opportunity to decide for themselves what to believe about the question of whether we are being visited by extraterrestrials.
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		After carefully examining Plato’s writings in the light of history and applying what science has learned about human development and recent earth climate and geography changes, Atlantis: Lessons from a Lost Civilization makes a compelling case that mankind may have achieved our current level of technology over 12,000 years ago only to destroy itself in a war that not only eliminated all evidence of this great civilization, but dramatically altered the world’s climate in the process. A thought-provoking work that does much to explain the many flood legends that seem to be a part of so many cultural traditions, as well as one that finds numerous parallels between Plato’s mythological society and our own today.
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		More than just another collection of anecdotal stories or a basic “how to” book outlining how to hunt for paranormal activity, this work is an objective examination of the broader issues the phenomenon produces.For example, is there evidence that the personality survives death, and if it does, how might a person become—or avoid becoming—a ghost? Forthat matter, what precisely is a ghost, and how might they materialize and communicate? In essence, The Case for Ghosts is a paranormal ‘ primer,’ designed to bring the reader up to speed on a broad range of issues surrounding the subject. A must read for both the serious ghost hunter and the merely interested observer curious about learning more.
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		The Mystery of Reincarnation is an effort to fuse the practical and theoretical sides of the concept of reincarnation together in a way that is both educational and theoretically plausible, all told in an easy-to-read, non academic manner designed specifically with the layman in mind. It is written essentially in two parts; the first half deals with the history of reincarnation in the west, the evidences for and against the idea, a single test case, and some personal anecdotes. The second half works on a more theoretical level, articulating the process of rebirth itself and what the soul is attempting to achieve through each incarnation. The book should give anyone who is truly desirous of learning more about the subject a better appreciation for what reincarnation is, how it works, and what it all means.

		

		Available through www.llewellyn.com or at www.ourcuriousworld.com

		

	
		

		ABOUT THE AUTHOR

		

		

		
			[image: Image]
		

		

		Researcher/author J. (Jeffrey) Allan has been writing on the paranormal and Fortean subjects such as Bigfoot, UFOs and things that go bump in the night since 2000. The author of five non-fiction books and several works of fiction, he has been a frequent guest on numerous radio shows, including Coast to Coast with George Noory, Dreamland with Whitley Strieber, and many others. He currently resides with his wife, Carol, and two sons in Lakewood, Colorado.

		

		To Contact the Author

		

		If you wish to contact the author directly, he encourages you to go to his website at www.ourcuriousworld.com and select the e-mail link or e-mail him directly at jeff@ourcuriousworld.com. He enjoys dialoguing on a number of issues and always responds in a timely manner to all serious queries and comments.

		

		The author can be mailed as well. All letters and packages should be sent to the publisher, who will forward them to the author in a timely manner. Please attach a SASE (or include an e-mail address for an even quicker reply) and send all correspondence to:

		

		Jeff Danelek

		c/o Adventures Unlimited Press

		P.O. Box 74

		Kempton, Illinois 60946-0074

		

	OEBPS/Images/image-RBWFC8QV.jpg
APH[WI]EATWE LODK o e MOST MYSTERIOUS
AVIATY

—l;mm'r A"ﬁimsmﬁi%
pENE T

<SRN ERARES)
J. ALLAN DANELEK






OEBPS/Images/image-0YQU67LI.jpg
2012

Extzncezon or Uropze






OEBPS/Images/image-E8D69Q78.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-L3094KO7.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-MDNL7NAM.jpg
AL "
T!Ih‘

CASE FOR
GHOSTS

|| nnnnnnnnnnnnn ‘






OEBPS/Images/image-2R1L4WTC.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-QIEY6565.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-UN603QZ5.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-UG392V3K.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-VXLSIKEH.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-10EUPL8W.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-8EP2PFUH.jpg
NEBRASKA






OEBPS/Images/image-OV6ZYFYU.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-QBGJ36GP.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-16ZU9PKS.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-AEV5T1UK.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-A0QTCZZ6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-QZ1BI0YX.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-UE0ZF9EA.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-8EU6NBJY.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-B8YKC39P.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-IEPD6Y6M.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-ZZBGYH83.jpg
AIRSHIP TYPES
Mot o scale)

RIGD-TYPE

‘Commonty reforod to a5 dingilora z0ppoin.

Intomal skecton.Long range and argo payload.
Mot expensiv fo bull and operate.

SEMIRIGID-TYPE
skalton bt lngth kel Long range and smal payad.
Noderately expensve o bk and porat.

Nonte

NON RIGIDTYPE
Gommonl efered 0 2 a bimp.
No teral skeleon. Shot rango and smal payioad.
Least expensiv 1 buld and operate

 c2008 3 aan Danwik






OEBPS/Images/image-IF62108G.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-WVG83WAY.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-CO9IIFK2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-WOVE345Y.jpg
N Py e « AS a3 00 v SO Fouer Mevieeay
i et . e ety R ) P





OEBPS/Images/image-B7MWR7KZ.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-WQ7LHLEE.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-IZFP5QH7.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-ER7JI1D0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-SE68886P.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-Z9QNM9SK.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-5O62YJN7.jpg
it
i
i

:
m
!

:
!
!
m





OEBPS/Images/image-F3IQSOLR.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image-WVUL4J7U.jpg





