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About the Book

Wanted by Royal Decree: a flying chicken …

The King of France must find a chicken, but not just any old farmyard bird.  This chicken has to be brave enough to fly way up into the clouds and test out an amazing new invention.  Scrawny little Clouk doesn’t seem the obvious choice for the job …

A charming, funny story based on the invention of the hot-air balloon.
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Chapter One
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IT WAS A sunny September morning over two hundred years ago. In a farmyard in France, Farmer Gaston was talking to his little flock of chickens: six plump hens, a cockerel and young Clouk. Poor Clouk. He was always being pecked and picked on by the others.
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Farmer Gaston talked to his chickens every morning. And every morning he told them the same two things: how many eggs he’d eaten for breakfast …
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… and how many eggs he was taking to market.
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But this morning Gaston had more exciting news.
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“My chicks, come close and listen. Our great King Louis has sent a message asking for my help. Can you believe it? He is looking for a chicken brave enough to fly way, way up in the clouds.”

The chickens looked at one another in surprise. Who’d ever heard of a chicken flying that high? Even Marie, the biggest, strongest hen in the flock, could only fly as high as the henhouse roof.
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Albert, the cockerel, puffed up his feathers and said to his hens with a swagger, “I have flown to the top of the big oak tree!”

[image: image]

The hens cackled with laughter. The clouds were much higher than that.
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“I wonder,” said Gaston, “if any of my chickens would be brave enough to try?”
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At once the chickens turned to look at Albert.

“Of course, I’d like to,” Albert said to his flock, “more than anything else in the world. But if I do, who will cock-a-doodle-doo to warn you if a fox comes?”
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“Let me try then,” clucked Marie. “I have good strong wings. I can fly high.”
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Albert looked horrified. A hen leaving his flock? Whatever next?

But Gaston wasn’t planning on sending any of the hens. They laid too many fine eggs. No, he’d spotted little Clouk scratching around at the back of the flock.
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The only problem is, thought Gaston, if I send Clouk, people will think my chickens are scrawny and no good. The King will be cross and want to chop my head off.
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“Maybe I should send Albert instead?” he said out loud.

Albert didn’t like the sound of that one little bit. So he pecked and pushed Clouk until he was standing right on Gaston’s boots.

“All right,” sighed Gaston, looking down at Clouk. “I will say that it is a well-known fact that small, skinny cockerels fly higher than big fat ones. I just hope the King believes it. Who knows, maybe you will fly high?”
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Chapter Two
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CLOUK WAS VERY excited. He’d never been out of the farmyard before. Now here he was, standing in the huge square at the front of the King’s palace!
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In the distance, across the square, he could see a giant, gaily-coloured dome.

Underneath the dome was a basket with smoke curling out of it. Just like a great fiery dragon, thought Clouk, a shiver of fear ruffling his feathers.
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Luckily, standing nearby were a sheep and a duck.
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They looked friendly, so Clouk pointed to the dome with his wing and asked, “Will that dragon be flying high for the King too?”

“That’s no dragon, you silly chicken,” said the duck.
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“It’s called a hot-air balloon,” said the sheep. “Two men called Jacques and Joseph made it out of paper and cloth.”

“What is it for?” asked Clouk.
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“Baaah,” said the sheep with a sniff. “They say it will fly high in the sky.”

“As if it could fly higher than me!” quacked the duck, Daphne.

“Oh,” said Clouk. “Are you flying high for the King as well?”

“Of course,” said Daphne. “And my friend Chloe has come to cheer me on.”

[image: image]


Chapter Three

[image: image]

CLOUK WAS FEELING sleepy. It had been a long morning. The sun was warm on his feathers. His new friends Daphne and Chloe were already dozing when there was a great fanfare of trumpets.
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Clouk’s eyes popped open. He could see two men running round the balloon like a couple of crazy hens. It was Jacques and Joseph, the inventors of the balloon. They were shouting, “King Louis is coming. Quick, fetch the duck and the cockerel. And bring the sheep too. We might need her.”
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The next thing Clouk, Daphne and Chloe knew, they were standing in front of the King. And he was saying how brave they were; the first living creatures ever to fly in a balloon. Daphne, Chloe and Clouk looked at one another in alarm. In the balloon?
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What was the King talking about?

“There is no way I’m going near that monster,” said Clouk. “Not for all the chicken feed in France. Not even for the King.”
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Up close, Clouk could see the balloon was huge. In the wicker basket hanging underneath it was a little stove. Jacques and Joseph were stoking it with wool and straw, making the fire inside burn brightly.
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Clouk was terrified. Maybe the King had said fry in a balloon! He squeezed his eyes tight shut.

Jacques and Joseph lifted Daphne into the basket first.
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Then it was Clouk’s turn.
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He was shaking so much he thought his feathers would drop out. But he wasn’t nearly as frightened as Chloe when Jacques said, “It’s lucky we have the sheep too. We need more weight in the basket to stop it wobbling around.”
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“No!” bleated Chloe as they lifted her in. “If sheep were meant to fly they’d have wings.”

But Jacques and Joseph didn’t hear her. They were busy cutting the ropes that tied the balloon to the ground.

Clouk had squeezed in among the bundles of straw at the bottom of the basket. But Daphne was being very brave. She was sitting on Chloe’s back and looking at the view.
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“Clouk,” she said, “it is fantastic. Already the ground is far below. The King looks as small as an ant. Quick, come and see.”

It was a struggle to fly up in such a small space. But Clouk managed to flutter up and perch on the edge of the basket. What he saw took his breath away. His head started to swim. His body started to sway.
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Chloe grabbed his tail in her mouth and pulled him back down into the basket. In all the commotion, they didn’t notice the balloon was losing height fast.
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Author’s Note

Chicken in a Basket is based on a true story. A sheep, a duck and a cockerel were the first living creatures to fly in a hot-air balloon. The balloon was the invention of two French brothers, Joseph and Jacques Montgolfier. The balloon was made of cloth and paper sewn together.

On 19 September 1783, King Louis XVI of France watched the balloon being launched outside his palace at Versailles.

It flew for eight minutes. It reached a height of 500 metres and landed 3.5 kilometres away.

The sheep, the duck and the cockerel all returned safely.
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