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  THE OLD SHOWMAN seemed astonished by the size of the crowd—fifty thousand Denver citizens, maybe more, braving the frigid February weather to see this curious symbol of the new century attempt to climb into the sky. Dressed in high black boots and a fringed leather duster, his long white hair flowing from beneath his signature broad and loose-brimmed beaver hat, Bill Cody was arguably the city’s most celebrated resident, surely its most stylish, and he made no attempt at anonymity that day. It made sense, after all, that storied Buffalo Bill would be on hand to see this aerial show of shows.


  Organizers of the three-day exposition in Overland Park had secured a special viewing section for the city’s social elite, but the crowd on the first afternoon was far larger than had been expected, and the single rope meant to separate men like Cody and my father—as well as my brother and me—from the larger and less-distinguished populace long since had been trampled, Cody laughing good-naturedly, I remember, as he was jostled by the press of people, wishing out loud that folks were this eager to see his show, suggesting that he might have to hire this fool aviator himself.


  A wire fence separated those of us in the crowd from the flat dirt strip where the flying machine waited—a bi-winged airplane whose skin was yellow linen, simply a big box kite with a propeller attached, or so it appeared from some distance, the huge crowd careful not to crush the fence and get too close to the thing that surely would fall from the sky like a stone if it ever were airborne.


  Yet just two weeks before, Frenchman Louis Paulhan—the papers called him “the Birdman”—had flown repeatedly in this same contraption at the Los Angeles Aviation Meet, making his subsequent appearance in Denver the cause of such keen anticipation. Paulhan’s Farman biplane, shipped to Denver by boxcar, would leave the ground at 2:00 p.m. on February 1, 1910, the exposition’s organizers had announced in thousands of handbills, then head south for sixty miles, where the Birdman would circle lofty Pike’s Peak before his return to the city. The idea was outlandish, of course—even people who knew a bit about the nascent science of aviation remained uncertain whether an airplane could fly in Denver’s insubstantial mile-high air, let alone at twice that altitude, but Paulhan intended to try, or so his promoters maintained.


  My brother, whom everyone in the family called Young Roger—as tall as my father already but at least a hundred pounds lighter—craned his neck to see as at last the yellow box began to shudder and to move. Not quite fourteen, and two years Young Roger’s junior, I was too short to see above the mass of heads and hats, but Bill Cody offered me the folding stool he’d brought along, and standing precariously on its leather seat, Cody’s massive hands around my middle, I could watch as the machine slowly turned toward us, then aimed itself straight down the dirt track.


  I could hear its motor throttle up, the propeller spinning so fast it seemed to disappear, and then I and all the citizens of Denver held our breaths because—who knew?—even breathing might disturb the enormous bird as it struggled to claim the sky. Yet there was no striving, no leaping upward like a cat trying to capture a moth. Unlike every bird that ever flew, this machine’s wings did not flap, did not cup air and push it away like a swimmer carving a stroke. The Birdman throttled his engine hard, then somehow set it loose, the yellow box lumbering down the track, gaining speed, racing across the ground until, unbelievably, the box began to lift into the sky, fifty thousand folks gasping in unison, it seemed, then cheering wildly as Paulhan’s airplane cleared the electric lines at the far end of the field, cleared the houses and the leaf-stripped tops of the trees, soaring steadily, gracefully, seeming to shrink as it sailed up and away, the wild crowd believing it now because there it was to see, yet it was visible only a minute more before the miraculous machine simply flew away.


  How long would it take the Birdman to reach Pike’s Peak? Would he freeze to death if he climbed high enough to circle the mountain? When would this heroic man return to Denver and to earth? There were no immediate answers to the flood of questions that suddenly begged to be asked, but because the sight had seemed so impossible, so utterly unreal, half of the fifty thousand surely also asked the single question for which their fellows could offer a firm reply: Did you see? Did you see the Birdman fly away in his yellow box? Could you see it, Son?, Bill Cody asked in my direction.


  I saw, I told him. You think he’s coming back?


  He’ll have to if he wants to repeat the stunt tomorrow, my father said.


  I wish Mum had come, Young Roger said. But she and Louisa Cody had met for tea instead of joining the mass descension on Overland Park, the two women announcing that they didn’t have the stomachs for watching a man die in a fall from the sky.


  Tell her she’s a fool for missing it, Father said to Young Roger. Tell her she’s a silly woman.


  I’ll bring her with me tomorrow, I offered brightly.


  You won’t miss school a second day, he assured me instead.


  But…she has to see it, doesn’t she? It’s near a miracle, and she’d best see it with her own eyes.


  There are plenty of miracles that women pay no heed to. Isn’t that so, Bill?


  Oh, I’m old enough, smart enough, never to discuss the subject of women, Cody said, his eyes twinkling. They’re as mysterious, and wonderful, let’s say, as that flying machine. Do you suppose I could get him to travel with the show?


  Yes, and me and Young Roger along as his assistants, I pleaded.


  Absolutely, Young Roger agreed.


  Fine, then, said the showman, his white Vandyke framing his broad and beneficent smile. We’ll link the last century with the new one, from open wilderness to machines that ride on the wind. But he won’t come cheap, that’s a certainty. I may have to go hat in hand to see my banker. Cody angled this comment at my father.


  Your banker, as it happens, could probably be talked into financing such foolishness, my father told him. Although I can’t imagine how these airplanes will ever amount to anything, the masses seem willing to squander their pennies to see them.


  I’d pay all I had to go up in one, I vowed.


  Oh, you would, would—Father stopped as a sudden rumor rushed through the animated crowd: He’s coming back! See! The yellow dot. It’s the Birdman, back already!


  No one could be certain whether Louis Paulhan had flown to Pike’s Peak in the half hour since he had disappeared. There hardly seemed to have been time, yet who knew how fast his machine could soar? Perhaps airplanes gained enormous speed as they climbed into the rarefied mountain air. But what was a bright yellow certainty now was the Birdman’s triumphant return. His big box kite was heading home, aimed as directly, it seemed, at the mass of fifty thousand as at the flat dirt track beside them. People at the far end of the field even began to try to escape their proximity to the field, afraid that the airplane was intent on them, before at last it was clear that everyone was safe and that the machine would touch down right where it had left the ground, its rubber tires kicking up a quick cloud of dust as they skidded and bounced and then began to roll, the roar from the crowd tumultuous now, Louis Paulhan pulling himself from the cockpit and standing up high to wave, my brother and I dumbstruck with excitement yet buoyant, too, with delight, Bill Cody leaning into our father’s ear to shout that yes, there was much to talk about.


  IT HAD BEEN the most stupendous sight I’d ever seen, and I ached to think that my mother had missed it, that I might not see it once more tomorrow or the next day or ever again in my life. During dinner that evening, I had been unable to convince my mother to join Young Roger and me to go see the Birdman fly the following day, and neither had I made headway with either parent and my carefully articulated argument that the importance of school paled in comparison with the magic of the modern age. Mother simply was too afraid of what might go wrong with the Birdman’s flying apparatus, she said. The danger surely was far too great. And she chose not to offer a counterpoint to Father’s commandment, expressed again as we sat at the long dining table, that both Young Roger and I would be at Grayland School as usual on the next two afternoons, and nowhere near the yellow machine that waited near the river in lowland Overland Park.


  Yet although Young Roger was grudgingly willing to acquiesce to our parents’ demands, I simply could not. Ordinarily, I would have obeyed them without much bother, but in this instance they surely were mistaken about what mattered for a fellow’s education, so I simply stole away from school at one o’clock on the following afternoon and negotiated the tramway routes that took me to the park. The crowd seemed every bit as big again that day, bigger even, and although the reserved section was better secured this time, I knew I wouldn’t be admitted there alone, so I followed a group of boys who had crawled under a sheep-wire fence and had found their own privileged viewing position on the roof of an aging bandstand.


  What a spot it was from which to watch the Birdman, a scarlet scarf draped round his neck today, the strap of his leather helmet left unclasped. One of the boys, a wiry little fellow with a thick thatch of curly hair whom his friends called Avi, evidently had seen the flight the day before, but the rest of the pack had not, and as Paulhan pressed himself into the cockpit and began to maneuver the airplane into position, Avi offered an animated account of what we were about to see. And for a second day, the yellow kite sped down the track, again it soared into the sky and a second time it disappeared. As it had the day before, the huge crowd exploded with wonder and delight, and the knot of boys—with me mated to them now—screamed and jumped and nearly brought the bandstand down in our excitement as the Birdman’s miracle unfolded and the airplane flew away, but then Avi bore the sobering news that the craft would not draw near Pike’s Peak in the minutes of its absence. They say he turned around right about Sedalia yesterday, Avi announced. Anyway, the airplane would break to bits if he tried to fly as high as the mountain. They say the air has ice up there that would rip it to bitty shreds.


  This fellow Avi seemed to be a fountain of information, and I was glad to have encountered him, happy as well as to have joined him and his pals on their perfect perch. I wondered how Avi could know so much about air and aviation, and I paid attention when—just as the Birdman reappeared in the southern sky—Avi announced that one day he would have an airplane himself and become Colorado’s own aviator hero. But before I could ask how he planned to set his fine future in motion, Avi had bounded down from the bandstand, the other boys in his pursuit, and they were racing toward the end of the field where Paulhan was about to bring his flying box to a triumphant rest. I longed to follow them again, to see the flying machine up close and maybe see the set of the Birdman’s eyes, but I had to get home, I knew, and I climbed down—thrilled and downcast in the same instant—pushing my way through thousands of sunny people who were enchanted by what they’d seen. And as I stood on the running board of an overflowing streetcar headed toward home, my face pressed into the head wind it engendered, I imagined myself as an intrepid aviator as well one day.


  My brother wasn’t home yet, I discovered when I burst into the house; my mother was attending a card party, my father was still at work at the bank on Seventeenth Street, and my secret was safe. But how could I keep it quiet? How could I resist telling them I’d seen the Birdman soar a second time and that I’d met a friendly boy bent on being an aviator too? Outside again, I crawled under the back hedge and into Cheesman Park, running now for little reason other than to spill my manic energy, my arms spread wide on the chance that they would lift me off the ground. Buoyant, euphoric, my running a little like flying, I was sure, I raced to the park’s edge at Thirteenth Avenue, a horse in harness shying from me as it passed, the buggy’s driver shouting something I couldn’t hear. But then I did hear a sound I recognized—the churn and rasp and throaty gurgle of my father’s Maxwell cabriolet, heading south down Humboldt Street toward home at a strangely early hour. He must have gone to see the Birdman again, I decided as I raced toward the sound—that had to explain why my father was early today—and as I saw the motorcar make its way toward me, I knew I could share my secret and I waved in celebration, catching Father’s eye, eliciting from him something akin to a smile, stepping out of the Maxwell’s path, then ably leaping onto its running board and grabbing hold, my father neither welcoming me aboard nor scowling at the stunt, shouting hello at him, shouting I saw it, too, in the second before my father swung the motorcar into the drive and I lost my grip in the sweep of the sudden turn, tumbling into the street, a back tire barely missing me as my father braked to a panicked stop and rushed around the rear of the Maxwell to the spot where
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