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It is easy for us to assume that as the result of modern science “we have conquered nature,” that nature is now confined to beaches for children and to national parks where the few remaining grizzly bears have been shot with tranquilizers and removed to above the timberline, supposedly for their safety and our own. But we should be prepared for the possibility . . . that the terror of the universe has not yet fossilized and the universe has not run out of blowups.

— NORMAN MACLEAN, YOUNG MEN AND FIRE (1992)
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Berlin, Germany: April 16, 1936

In the vast dining room of the American ambassador’s residence in Berlin, William Shirer sat down to lunch. Crimson tapestries from a bygone era hung down from the dining room walls, serving as a reminder that it was not so long ago that giant red banners had been nothing more than decoration the wealthy used to illustrate their fortunes. These luxurious fabrics long had the effect of dampening the sound of whispered conversations in shadowy corners, whether those of timeless love affairs or, more recently, of political dissent, which had grown more dangerous with every passing month.

Since moving to Berlin as a correspondent for William Randolph Hearst’s syndicated Universal Service in 1934, Shirer had observed that this house had increasingly become a haven for those who sought to speak freely in Hitler’s nation. Shortly after Shirer arrived in Berlin, the Nazi Party had declared it illegal to make derogatory statements about its leaders in public. But in the ambassador’s dining room, where visitors were shielded by the American eagle staring out from its plaque on the iron fence surrounding the property, subversive sentiments found a welcome audience, as Shirer was once again witnessing that afternoon.

Compared with the grand affairs of state, the day’s luncheon was a humble affair. At thirty-two, Shirer was perhaps the least distinguished and youngest guest at the table, though his prematurely balding head and partial blindness might have suggested otherwise. (There was little Shirer could do about the baldness, but the blindness was his own fault, a result of misadventure on an Austrian ski slope.) Still, for a young man from the American Midwest who had worked his way across the ocean to Paris on a cattle boat, the luncheon was sufficiently cosmopolitan. Alongside Shirer, those at the table included the American ambassador, William Dodd, one of his deputies, and several other American journalists, among them fellow Hearst correspondent Karl von Wiegand, a veteran reporter of the Great War. Von Wiegand had been the first foreign correspondent to take Hitler seriously over a decade earlier, introducing him to American readers as the “German Mussolini” a year before his failed coup in the 1923 Beer Hall Putsch. “Hitler has the earmarks of a leader,” von Wiegand had written. “Whether it will be a band or a great movement, only the future will reveal. . . . There is fear that Hitler may someday proclaim himself dictator of Bavaria.” If only that were all he had desired.

The lunch was a send-off of sorts for the day’s guest of honor, Dr. Hugo Eckener, a sixty-seven-year-old, white-haired German man thickened by middle age, the long, rectangular shape of his face accentuated by a goatee. Though he looked the part of a philosophy professor, Eckener was actually the most daring, experienced, and successful airship captain on the planet, and he was about to embark upon the first transatlantic flight to North America aboard Germany’s brand-new zeppelin, the LZ-129 Hindenburg.

The man at the helm of the zeppelin enterprise was as unique as the great machines he flew. Originally from the city of Flensburg, on the Danish border, Eckener had stumbled into the nascent airship industry as a sometime journalist himself just after the turn of the century. He had earned his PhD in the innovative field of behavioral psychology from the University of Leipzig, after which he moved to Friedrichshafen, a city in southwestern Germany situated on a glassy lake called the Bodensee, in pursuit of peaceful tranquility for his writing and studies. In Friedrichshafen, he contributed pieces to the Frankfurter Zeitung, including stories about early airship demonstration flights back when the inventor of rigid airships, Count (or Graf in German) Ferdinand von Zeppelin, flew his rudimentary contraptions over the Bodensee. Though Eckener was not initially impressed with the slow, sausage-like dirigibles, by 1909 he had been recruited to work for Zeppelin’s company as a publicist, using his understanding of the connection between aesthetics and social psychology to sell airships to both the German and the international public. In time, Eckener trained as an airship captain, eventually becoming even more skilled at the controls than the old count himself. After Zeppelin died in 1917, Eckener took over as head of the Luftschiffbau Zeppelin company.

Though Germany had used zeppelins to bomb cities like London and Paris during the Great War, rapid advancements in the capabilities of heavier-than-air craft, or airplanes, quickly rendered their lighter-than-air cousins obsolete as weapons. By war’s end, it was clear that the airship’s future lay in the domain of civilian and scientific aviation. While anti-German sentiment still ran high in places like Britain and the United States in the 1920s, Eckener believed the postwar zeppelins could help “[attain] a moral and political success for the half-ostracized German people which . . . was perhaps more important than the aeronautical benefits” of which they were capable. Suddenly, the behemoths of the sky that had briefly terrified Germany’s enemies with the threat of aerial bombardment became the defeated nation’s best advertisement.

In a world not far removed from the days of Shirer’s youth, when he used to run out of his Chicago home to catch a rare glimpse of an automobile driving by, Eckener’s zeppelins seemed the stuff of science fiction. As commander of the LZ-127 Graf Zeppelin, the pride of the German airship fleet, which took to the skies starting in 1928, Eckener became internationally renowned for record-setting flights across Europe, to the United States, to South America, and beyond. In August 1929, just two years after Charles Lindbergh achieved the unprecedented—and nearly suicidal—feat of flying an airplane across the Atlantic Ocean from New York to Paris, Eckener and the Graf Zeppelin circumnavigated the globe with a full complement of passengers and journalists on board. During its voyage, the Graf Zeppelin flew northeast across Europe and Asia, where passengers and crew looked down at desolate stretches of Siberia never before seen by man.

Though the U.S. stock market crashed less than two months later, triggering a global economic depression, the great silver airship symbolized the promise of a more hopeful, technologically endowed future as it flew over London’s Wembley Stadium and appeared with cinematic flourish at sunset over San Francisco. In 1931, the Graf Zeppelin showcased its potential yet again as it commenced regular passenger service to South America and conducted a scientific expedition to the Arctic. With an international team of scientists on board to survey uncharted stretches near the North Pole, the Graf Zeppelin helped transform cartographic understanding of the region. Whole islands that had long appeared on maps were found to be nonexistent, while others were newly discovered.

Most remarkable of all was the fact that over the course of so many miles covered on all of these groundbreaking journeys, as well as hundreds of other commercial flights within Germany and overseas, the Graf Zeppelin flew with an unblemished safety record. In fact, no passenger had even been injured on a German airship since the end of the war. Meanwhile, genuine transatlantic passenger flight in an airplane remained a distant dream. Many people even saw local and domestic flights as excessively risky. In the last two years alone, airplane crashes had killed more than eight hundred people in the United States.

After proving zeppelins’ capabilities time and again, Eckener was now due to return to the air at the helm of the LZ-129 Hindenburg, the largest aircraft ever built, in three weeks’ time to establish yet another aviation first: regular commercial passenger service between Europe and the United States. In part thanks to William Randolph Hearst’s sponsorship of the 1929 round-the-world flight as a publicity stunt to sell newspapers, zeppelins had become wildly popular among Americans. Eckener had even received invitations from Presidents Coolidge, Hoover, and Roosevelt to visit the White House. May 6, 1936, would mark the first of the Hindenburg’s ten scheduled round-trip flights between either Friedrichshafen or Frankfurt, Germany, and the Naval Air Station in Lakehurst, New Jersey, not far from New York City.

As admired as Eckener was, not just among Americans but around the world, Bill Shirer knew that, as of late, the airship captain seated at the ambassador’s table had gained a more controversial reputation in his home nation, having inadvertently found himself at odds with the Nazi regime. The trouble had started four years earlier after Eckener, a political centrist, had rather innocuously spoken on a radio program in support of aging incumbent President Paul von Hindenburg. During the segment, Eckener urged Germans to set aside their postwar discontent, particularly with Germany’s acute financial and economic crisis, and unite behind the president to lead them through the chaos. These comments caught the rising Nazi Party’s attention, indicating to them that Eckener was inimical to their interests. Later that summer, as party officials were looking for a location to stage a massive demonstration in support of Hitler, they asked Luftschiffbau Zeppelin for use of the gigantic airship hangar in Friedrichshafen where the company built its dirigibles. Eckener had refused the request, preferring to keep his zeppelins above the overtly political fray. Unfortunately, others were insistent upon inserting the famous zeppelin captain with an international profile into the partisan arena. In 1933, a German tabloid ran a front-page spread with the inflammatory headline DANGER FOR HITLER? . . . WILL HINDENBURG BE FOLLOWED BY HITLER OR DR. ECKENER? Eckener had no intention of entering politics, but the headline propelled him further into the crosshairs of Nazi hostility as Hitler consolidated power following President Hindenburg’s death in August 1934.

Though the Nazis may not have liked him, Eckener believed he faced no real danger under the new regime. His zeppelins were immensely popular, and there was no one else who could rival his technical expertise in the field. Still, it was best not to court trouble, and he had agreed to give a three-minute radio address alongside scores of other prominent Germans in a show of support for Hitler becoming president of Germany in a so-called election in August 1934. Eckener’s occasional cooperation aside, Shirer still thought the airship captain was one of the “2 or 3 men—out of jail at least—with guts in this country” who had yet to totally acquiesce to the regime.

That afternoon, secure within the walls of the American ambassador’s residence, Eckener held nothing back as he shared his true feelings about Germany’s ruling party. He cracked one joke after another about Nazi leadership, particularly Hitler’s propaganda minister, Dr. Joseph Goebbels, for whom he held “nothing but contempt.” With Goebbels’s sparrowlike head that seemed too large for his body, there was much to mock about the diminutive man who ran all aspects of the Reich’s media empire. However, to make such statements publicly could result in the death penalty.

With the group keen to hear Eckener’s insubordinate opinions, the conversation soon turned to recent political developments and the very public part the Nazis had decided the new Hindenburg should play in their increasingly dangerous machinations. After taking power, Hitler had pledged to respect Germany’s postwar treaties and its commitment to peace in Europe after the bloodshed of the Great War. However, since March, the führer had been singing a much more bellicose tune.

The events of the last six weeks had transpired in a seemingly compressed acceleration of time. During the first week of March, the “wildest rumors” about Hitler’s designs on the Rhineland, a strip of territory on Germany’s border with France, began to sweep through the correspondent corps. Under the postwar peace treaties, Germany had agreed to completely demilitarize this industrial region long at the center of its clashes with France (and, ironically, as Shirer noted later, his ancestors’ homeland, from which they had emigrated to the United States to “seek freedom” in the 1840s, back when the family name was Scheurer). However, many speculated that Hitler planned to march troops into the Rhineland after pointing to a new mutual-assistance pact between France and the Soviet Union as evidence that hostile powers intended to encircle Germany. Shirer had called his contact at the German Foreign Office to press him on the rumor of military action across the French border. His contact had categorically denied it, scoffing at the suggestion. A clash with the 400,000-man French army was a dismal prospect.

And yet, on March 7, Shirer found himself among fifty other correspondents in the press gallery at a meeting of the Reichstag, the German parliament, watching as Hitler completely upended the fragile postwar order. A “hysterical ‘parliamentary’ mob” leaped to their feet with rabid enthusiasm. Shirer saw hundreds of “little men with big bodies and bulging necks and cropped hair and pouched bellies” turn into “automatons,” chanting “Heil!” nearly thirty times with their right arms outstretched, their eyes “burning with fanaticism” before their “Messiah” as Hitler announced that at that very moment, German troops were crossing into the Rhineland. To Shirer, the audience in their brown uniforms and boots seemed like “little men of clay” in Hitler’s hands, their shouts almost like a perverted “college yell” on a football Saturday.

Shirer was by now all too familiar with scenes like this. He was ashamed to admit that even he had once been taken in, not by Nazism but by Hitler’s oratorical power. Shortly after arriving in Berlin two years earlier, he had covered the annual Nuremberg Party Congress, then in its sixth installment. After listening to hours and hours of rousing speeches that captivated the crowd, Shirer came away assured that the führer really did want peace in Europe—so long as certain postwar grievances, some of which even reasonable people felt were legitimate, were rectified.

At that point, Shirer was, fortunately, immune to his earlier, naive misjudgments, but the parliamentary mob had lapped up the führer’s every word. “Now, more than ever, we shall strive for an understanding between European peoples,” Hitler insisted. “We have no territorial demands to make in Europe! . . . Germany will never break the peace.” The audience erupted once more as if under a “magic spell.”

When the crowd finally dispersed, Shirer and another journalist were in such a state of shock at what they had just witnessed that all they could do was stumble in dumbstruck silence to the foreign press corps’s favorite watering hole, at the Hotel Adlon. However, underneath the Reichstag members’ ringing cheers, Shirer thought he might have detected just a hint of “nervousness” about those 400,000 French soldiers. Evidently, those troops were also on the mind of the Wehrmacht’s commander in chief, General Werner von Blomberg, who, as Shirer described, had “swung the army over to Hitler” when he became chancellor in 1933. Shirer spotted him nervously walking his two dogs that afternoon with an ashen face, fully aware that Hitler was taking an enormous gamble.

But the next morning, Shirer awoke to the realization that everyone except the führer had sorely miscalculated. “Hitler has got away with it!” the journalist wrote with shock and horror in the notes he kept as a sort of diary. “France is not marching. Instead it is appealing to the League!” The League of Nations had been President Woodrow Wilson’s grand attempt to guarantee postwar peace in Europe through collective security agreements, whereby member states would intervene in the event of the threat of war. When finally faced with such a threat, however, the league simply sat on its hands for fear of further provocation, thus allowing Hitler to effectively tear up the postwar peace agreements in the blink of an eye.

It was then that Eckener and his zeppelins were thrust squarely into the center of what was potentially the most destructive geopolitical controversy that had occurred since the end of the war. To give the aggressive maneuver in the Rhineland a gloss of democratic legality, Hitler ordered new elections across Germany and a national referendum of the entire German people asking whether they approved of the military action. The Propaganda Ministry also “request[ed]” that a number of prominent Germans publicly “declare their support” and praise Hitler’s cleverness. This time, when the party asked Eckener to offer an enthusiastic statement, he cheekily informed Goebbels that he was “not capable of judging [the] significance” of Hitler’s actions. Unsatisfied with this response, Goebbels then instructed Eckener to take both the Graf Zeppelin and the just-completed Hindenburg up in a series of propaganda flights in support of the elections and referendum. As Shirer quickly learned, Eckener had refused. The Hindenburg’s engines were not fully tested and needed a full range of safety trials before its first transatlantic test voyage to Brazil four days later. More important, Eckener considered this use of his majestic airships “in bad taste” and “a sort of sacrilege.”

Hitler had reportedly thrown a fit, ranting and raving that Eckener should immediately be dismissed. But Goebbels, who Shirer knew was also “howling mad,” realized that with Eckener’s popularity abroad, it was unwise to immediately replace him. Goebbels found a temporary solution to the problem. If Eckener would not fly the Hindenburg, Captain Ernst Lehmann, Eckener’s second-in-command and heir apparent, would do it. Lehmann had captained hundreds of zeppelin flights over the course of more than twenty years, including one of the first aerial bombardments of a civilian area in history during a mission over Antwerp in the early days of the Great War. The forty-nine-year-old veteran had not joined the Nazi Party, but he was happy to have the new regime’s support for the zeppelin program. Still, Goebbels needed to punish Eckener. As the zeppelin captain explained to his lunch companions, Goebbels had declared him persona non grata in Germany. Under no circumstances was Eckener’s name to appear in the German press. American papers were even reporting that a Berlin street was being renamed from Hugo-Eckener-Allee to Adolf-Hitler-Strasse.

Despite Goebbels’s gag order on all things Eckener, Hitler’s propaganda chief was able to claim only a hollow victory. On the day of the referendum, high winds picked up around the airship hangar at Friedrichshafen. Surrendering to the pressure of Goebbels’s directive, Lehmann allowed the crew to ignore safety protocols and begin removing the Hindenburg from the hangar. As the crew eased the sleek airship from its home, a great gust blew the giant dirigible sharply out of their control. The Hindenburg’s stern smashed into the ground, the force of the impact damaging the delicate lower fin. Technicians jumped into action and after about two hours it was airworthy once more, but it was hardly an auspicious start to the working life of the greatest zeppelin ever built.

While this debacle unfolded, Shirer was reporting on the elections and referendum, and it was becoming clear to him how skilled the Nazis were at maximizing the propaganda value of the tools at their disposal. He had recently been in Friedrichshafen and had seen the brand-new zeppelin up close. With its shimmering silver cover, which stretched over a frame more than 800 feet long and 130 feet high, Shirer had to admit that the Hindenburg truly was a modern “marvel of German engineering genius.” Just a few days later, on March 28, he saw the new zeppelin again during the Hindenburg and the Graf Zeppelin’s seventy-four-hour cruise over Germany. Around 5:00 p.m., the two zeppelins appeared in the sky over Berlin. From the ambassador’s residence, Dodd and his family watched as pieces of paper floated down toward amassed crowds, asking them to vote unanimously for “liberty, equality and peace” in support of the referendum that would bring an end to Germany’s postwar humiliation. The Hindenburg then turned east and sailed silently and “gracefully” over Shirer’s office at Dorotheenstrasse 29.

Hitler must have been pleased with the results of the referendum, which he claimed returned a vote of 99 percent approval. On the Hindenburg, a ballot had been taken among the crew while flying over the Rhineland. The results were even better than those on the ground.

“Goebbels hung up a new record,” Eckener cracked to his lunchmates. “There were forty persons on the Hindenburg. Forty-two Ja votes were counted.” The results were so good, he figured, that “next time we have an election on the ship, the vote will be 110%” in Hitler’s favor.

“The sheep!” Shirer thought to himself with exasperation. How far a once-proud population had fallen.

Unfortunately, the propaganda flights were not the end of Eckener’s troubles. Though Luftschiffbau Zeppelin’s engineers had managed to quickly repair the Hindenburg’s damaged tail, small problems with the new airship had persisted in the weeks since. As Eckener explained to Ambassador Dodd, Shirer, and the others, as the zeppelin was crossing Gibraltar on its way home from its test flight to Rio de Janeiro, it had run into engine trouble. It was not so severe as to require an emergency landing—an all but impossible feat on the water—but upon arrival, he immediately sent the engines back to Daimler-Benz in Stuttgart for a full inspection. This meant the inaugural North Atlantic flight to Lakehurst, scheduled for May 6, might have to be slightly postponed. The Propaganda Ministry would be furious, but so be it. Though not usually superstitious, Eckener could not help but feel that by insisting the Hindenburg be used in the political charade of the Rhineland referendum, Goebbels had, “like a wicked fairy . . . conferred on her as a present in the cradle” a “bad omen” from which the ship had only narrowly escaped on the flight to South America.

Still, however tempting it was to blame all of the Hindenburg’s problems on Goebbels and his “bad omen,” there remained one other key problem that was somewhat overshadowing this official launch of the new airship. If Eckener were to be completely honest, this problem had little to do with the Nazi regime’s meddling in operations. There was a fundamental issue with the Hindenburg’s design—and the design of all of Germany’s zeppelins that had preceded it since the turn of the century. It was a design flaw that Eckener and his engineers knew exactly how to fix and yet could do nothing about, save grounding the zeppelins entirely, which they would never do. The zeppelins were Germany’s pride and joy and the technology upon which Eckener and his men had staked their entire careers.

There were only two gases that could lift a dirigible as large as the Hindenburg: hydrogen and helium. Hydrogen, the lightest gas with the greatest lifting capacity, was cheap and widely available, and it had been used in zeppelins since the very beginning despite being extremely flammable. Helium, meanwhile, was heavier and thus had less lifting capacity but was not flammable. The two gases’ relative degrees of flammability clearly made helium the more attractive option, but it was not as simple as that. While helium was abundant in the atmosphere, it was a scarce resource on earth and thus inordinately expensive. The United States also had a near monopoly on helium. A sizable helium deposit had been discovered underground in the American Southwest, where it was captured as a byproduct of natural gas extraction, and practically nowhere else. Even if Germany was willing and able to pay for the helium, which itself was questionable, Congress’s Helium Act of 1925, which declared helium a vital natural resource and thus essential to national security, prohibited the United States from exporting any of it. This forced Germany to use flammable hydrogen as the only available alternative.

The German zeppelin men were well aware of the risks of using hydrogen, but they believed they had taken every precaution to make its use safe. For example, they had engineered the dirigibles’ frames using essential properties of chemistry and physics to ensure that lightning strikes would not harm the airship, carefully used less-conductive materials to minimize the risk of sparks inside, and replaced petrol-powered engines with diesel engines. They even confiscated cigarettes, matches, and lighters on board so that no accidents could occur. Time and again, they assured passengers that their precautions had made it perfectly safe to fly on a hydrogen-filled airship.

Over the last decade, it seemed that Eckener and his men had indeed perfected the safe use of hydrogen on airships. And yet they were walking a delicate line, one that he would not address head-on, not even within the walls of the American embassy. There was a fundamental difference between taking precautions to make hydrogen as safe as possible and using a gas that simply was not flammable. Eckener and his team earnestly believed he had done everything he could to make hydrogen safe. And yet, despite the gas ostensibly being perfectly safe, Eckener was still trying to secure helium from the United States.

Talking somewhat around the crux of the issue, Eckener told Shirer and the others that, between the arrival and departure legs of the Hindenburg’s first round-trip flight to Lakehurst, he planned to make a quick trip down to Washington. He had arranged a meeting at the White House in hopes of persuading Roosevelt to work with Congress to grant Germany an exception to the Helium Act. Eckener knew that Roosevelt had a soft spot for airships and a long-held personal interest in the technology. As assistant secretary of the navy in 1918, Roosevelt had traveled to the war front in western France, where the French operated airships on scouting missions. While he was there, they offered Roosevelt a ride on one of their small airships. For half an hour, he had flown between five hundred and one thousand feet in the air, a sensation he described as “distinctly curious,” and even had a go at operating the steering and elevating mechanisms. The experience had left such a striking impression that in the early 1920s, he and several friends formed a company to advance civilian airship development. The enterprise soon fizzled, but not before Roosevelt was “horrified” to discover that his mother had flown from London to Paris in a flimsy airplane in the summer of 1921. “Wait until my dirigibles are running,” he told a friend, “and then you will be able to take a form of transportation that is absolutely safe.”

Eckener had his work cut out for him. Thanks to the separation of powers, Roosevelt’s personal enthusiasm for airships did not mean he could snap his fingers and change Congress’s law. The American helium embargo was turning into a yearslong source of frustration. However, Eckener did make it clear to the Americans around the table that while he would ideally like to secure helium, his quarrel was not with Roosevelt. It was entirely with Goebbels and the Nazi Party, whose recent hostile actions were making it even harder to convince the United States to look upon Germany with favor.

As Eckener was explaining his plans to discuss the helium issue with Roosevelt, the normally reserved Ambassador Dodd, a former University of Chicago history professor, abruptly chimed in to the conversation, “Well are you bringing Dr. Goebbels along to America?”

A look of amazement passed over Eckener as everyone paused, suspended. Dodd was a career academic, not a charming, trained diplomat, and he had a unique way of conducting business. It was obvious to Shirer, who knew Dodd well, that the ambassador was making an “awkward” and “indiscreet” crack of his own at Goebbels, but the others were clearly unsure. After an uncomfortable silence, they finally realized Dodd was attempting his own subversive joke and erupted in laughter.

All jokes aside, Eckener continued, he was perfectly willing to call the Nazis’ bluff. Unless Goebbels stopped interfering and thus endangering the whole zeppelin enterprise, “there would be no flight this year across the dangerous North Atlantic.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Frankfurt, Germany: April 1937

It was a shame that politics had been the impetus for Ernst Lehmann’s recent promotion to director of flight operations for the zeppelin company, for it detracted from both his real qualifications as an airshipman and his lifelong infatuation with the sleek silver giants of the sky. By the spring of 1937, he had been commanding airships for almost twenty-five years and knew all of their idiosyncrasies by heart. He was an aviator down to his core.

Like his longtime superior, Hugo Eckener, Lehmann had devoted nearly his entire adult life to the airships, joining Count Zeppelin’s flourishing enterprise as a twenty-six-year-old naval engineer in 1912. He became a qualified airship pilot a year later, flying passengers aboard the old LZ-17 Sachsen. During the war, he commanded five different airships in raids over Britain, Belgium, and France. He even chased the enemy across Russia in hot pursuit of Grand Duke Nicholas of Russia, the czar’s cousin and commander in chief of the Imperial Russian Army, whose military headquarters were on a luxurious train. Lehmann and his men had tracked the generalissimo like a “hunter trailing a wolf.” When they caught up with his train, their bombs fell directly on target, but the grand duke either survived the attack or was not on board at the time, as he later appeared very much alive.

Small and svelte with an impish smile and nearly unaccented English, Lehmann had quickly risen through the zeppelin company after the war, both as a captain and in its international business operations, solidifying his position as Eckener’s second-in-command. In fact, in recent months, he had spent many more hours at the controls than Eckener, who was still part of the company but, thanks to his disagreements with the Nazi Party, had been promoted to the largely symbolic role of chairman and out of day-to-day functions. Even before these leadership changes, it was the charming Lehmann whom the company often trotted out to speak with important passengers and the international media. He had also beaten Eckener to write and publish a memoir about his lifetime of thrilling experiences aboard the zeppelins. The book, Auf Luftpatrouille und Weltfahrt: Erlebnisse eines Zeppelinführers in Krieg und Frieden (On air patrol and world travel: Experiences of a zeppelin leader in war and peace), which he had written with his longtime friend, author and journalist Leonhard Adelt, had come out a year earlier. It was so popular that an American publisher had already commissioned an English-language translation, though under a more benign title, Zeppelin: The Story of Lighter-Than-Air Craft. Lehmann and Adelt had a meeting in New York the following week to discuss business with that publisher, Longmans, Green & Co., and to present them with a copy of the manuscript for translation.

On that trip to New York the following week, Lehmann would mark a quarter century as an airshipman, and the Hindenburg would officially commence its second full season of passenger service between Germany and the United States. As with the ten successful round-trip flights the year before, the Hindenburg would fly to the Naval Air Station in Lakehurst, New Jersey, only this time, all of the trips would depart from the growing airport in Frankfurt for the sake of passenger convenience and more favorable elevation, rather than from Friedrichshafen in the South, where the zeppelins were built. Despite this move, only about half the passenger tickets for this first flight of the year had been sold. Surely there would be some last-minute bookings. Still, how any tickets were ever left unsold was perplexing. Yes, tickets were expensive, but among those who could afford them, who would not want to fly on a zeppelin, even just for the thrill?

Zeppelins and their future possibilities occupied practically every space in Lehmann’s brain. As another longtime friend and colleague, American naval airship commander Charles Rosendahl, described, Lehmann had a “progressive vision . . . wandering far ahead, reflecting on the part which his beloved airships were to play in man’s romantic conquest of atmospheric oceans.” Lehmann’s “whole existence was bound up in a great ideal—the perfection of the Zeppelin principle of airships for the commercial transportation of the peoples of the world.” To fellow German airship captain Hans von Schiller, who had served with Lehmann since the war and now commanded the Graf Zeppelin, Lehmann was “a true artist,” his mind “bubbling over” with ideas. Von Schiller found sketches of airship designs everywhere Lehmann had been, on nautical charts and in the margins of books, each design tried in myriad alternatives until he found his ideal concept.

For Lehmann, airships were not simply a means of transporting people from place to place. As he wrote in his memoir, there was something magical about how, on westbound journeys to South America, zeppelins “defrauded nature” as they “flew out of the autumn and into the spring,” challenging the steady forward march of time as the crew set their onboard clocks back as they ventured across the Atlantic. Remarkable as that was, zeppelins represented something even more important than the next step in man’s quest to conquer nature and time. To Hugo Eckener, zeppelins may have been born in Germany and perfected by German engineering, but he considered them part of a new international world order in which technology and invention rose above national origin to serve humanity at large. But to Ernst Lehmann, there was no separating zeppelins from their German roots.

Writing a memoir had allowed Lehmann to reflect on the remarkable place zeppelins had secured in history, and on his own part in their story. After years of condemnation and humiliation on the world stage following the Great War, the global popularity of zeppelins represented the first international embrace of something entirely German since 1914, though postwar peace agreements had nearly clipped their metaphorical wings. Following the armistice, the Treaty of Versailles had temporarily barred Germany from building airships. Their zeppelins were given to the war’s victors as reparation payments, and their hangars were put to use as soundstages for the country’s nascent motion picture industry.

In the meantime, other countries tried to copy German airship technology and surge ahead. In 1919, the British dirigible R.34 made the world’s very first transatlantic flight in an airship, a remarkable voyage between Scotland and Long Island that nearly ended in disaster several times. Though the Brits had beaten the Germans to a long-sought milestone, their design was almost an exact replica of a German zeppelin shot down over Britain during the war. Meanwhile, the U.S. Navy started its own airship program and, in 1923, launched the USS Shenandoah, also modeled after a German airship but filled with helium from American domestic reserves unavailable to other nations. However, the U.S. Navy quickly recognized Germany’s superior engineering and contracted with Luftschiffbau Zeppelin to form a joint venture with the Goodyear Tire & Rubber Company in Akron, Ohio, which had been constructing nonrigid pressure airships out of rubberized material since 1911. Under the new agreement, Luftschiffbau Zeppelin would help the United States manufacture two naval airships, the USS Akron and the USS Macon. Luftschiffbau Zeppelin soon found other ways around the armistice’s ban on building airships. They negotiated with the United States to build a new zeppelin, the LZ-126, to be given to the United States as a reparation payment. When it was finished in October 1924, Eckener and his men flew it across the Atlantic to deliver it, with Lehmann serving as Eckener’s deputy.

Thinking back, Lehmann recognized that something profoundly changed the moment the LZ-126 moored at the Naval Air Station in Lakehurst on that fall day over a decade earlier. Lehmann heard “such shouting and hurrahing that [he] couldn’t hear [himself] talking.” Congratulations poured in from across the country. President Coolidge lauded the significance of the delivery of the LZ-126, rechristened the USS Los Angeles, as a “brilliant feat” that had “reaffirmed” relations between the two countries. Journalist Karl von Wiegand went even further: With the USS Los Angeles, Germany had “rehabilitated herself in the eyes of the world.”

Four years later, on October 15, 1928, the Graf Zeppelin completed the world’s first scheduled commercial passenger flight across the Atlantic Ocean and inspired a different level of enthusiasm altogether. By then, postwar zeppelin construction restrictions had been lifted, and the American people were in the throes of aviation mania thanks to Charles Lindbergh’s solo, nonstop New York–to–Paris flight the prior May. Over 111 hours and 44 minutes, Eckener and Lehmann steered the airship through storms that raged across the ocean, arriving safely in New Jersey before an uproarious American public. If the delivery of the USS Los Angeles was about German rehabilitation, this flight was pure celebration. The age of transatlantic passenger flight had truly arrived. Decorated automobiles drove the crew up Broadway to New York’s city hall, and crowds greeted them with “spontaneous enthusiasm” wherever they went. As Lehmann could still remember, “factory sirens were blowing, locomotive and steamer whistles shrilled out; the automobiles blew their horns, and a veritable storm of confetti and paper streamers fell from the windows of skyscrapers.”

Wherever the Graf Zeppelin went, breaking new ground with practically every flight, it was met with rabid excitement. When the silver giant arrived in Tokyo during its 1929 round-the-world journey, zeppelin fever gripped the Japanese even more fiercely than it had the Americans, as the Japanese associated anything German with the zenith of technological achievement. They used German scientific advancements as a yardstick against which to measure their own progress, whether in shipbuilding, aviation, or the pharmaceutical industry, where certain unscrupulous merchants would label Japanese drugs as German to increase sales. During their four days in Tokyo, Lehmann felt that a genuine “bridge of sympathy” had formed between “Germans and the sons of the Far East.”

Thrilling as it was to hear foreign crowds’ adulation, it could not touch what Lehmann knew the airships meant to the German people and to their sense of honor. As German President Paul von Hindenburg had proclaimed, “The heart of all Germany beat proudly for the airship.” Whenever it appeared in the sky above German towns and cities, cheers would erupt, the gathered masses drowning out the Graf Zeppelin’s motors. Across the country, zeppelin-themed merchandise filled shops: zeppelin-shaped piggy banks and cocktail shakers, pocket knives and pens, even mudguard ornaments for bicycles.

By the early 1930s, as German zeppelins soared, other nations’ airships had met with spectacularly public disasters. British airships had jumped out to a short-lived lead, inspiring hopes of connecting the far-flung reaches of the British Empire by air. But in 1921, a British naval airship, the R.38, broke apart mid-flight, killing forty-four, while Britain’s glamorous passenger airship, the R.101, crashed in France in 1930 en route to Karachi, killing forty-eight. In both instances, the accidents were due to inherent design flaws, poor operational decisions, and weather conditions. In 1923, the French-operated airship Dixmude, originally a German zeppelin given to the French in reparations, exploded off the coast of Sicily, killing all fifty-two on board. The lack of survivors made it impossible to explain the cause of the accident. In 1926, the Italian airship Norge became the first aircraft verified to have reached the North Pole, but two years later, its sister ship, Italia, fatally crashed on a subsequent Arctic expedition after encountering severe weather conditions, killing half the crew. The two American-built, helium-filled naval airships were felled by storms, the USS Akron in 1933, killing seventy-three, and the USS Macon two years later, though the death toll was far lower at just two. To be sure, Germany’s early airship records were far from perfect, and several zeppelins were lost during the war, but since the armistice, Germany’s zeppelins had performed flawlessly. No passenger had suffered so much as a scratch. “Of what other means of transportation could the same be said?” Lehmann had queried in his book. Post-war Germany seemed to have engineered the perfect airship.

Though the German zeppelins’ engineering was second to none, that came with a steep price tag that Lehmann now had to confront in his new role as director of flight operations. Despite its immense size, the Graf Zeppelin could carry just twenty passengers, and profitability remained heavily dependent on transatlantic airmail contracts. The Weimar government had also failed to sufficiently invest in zeppelins’ future technological development, citing Germany’s bleak economic conditions. Lehmann frustratedly felt this justification was pretextual for a lack of foresight. Valuable time had been lost in airship development and construction, which threatened Germany’s edge in the field, and Luftschiffbau Zeppelin could not afford to build a new, state-of-the-art airship without government support.

Fortunately for the zeppelin company, Hitler’s new government came to power just in time to provide the financing necessary to complete the new, larger LZ-129 Hindenburg. Of course, this came with strings attached. In March 1935, Luftschiffbau Zeppelin agreed to the formation of a new entity called Deutsche Zeppelin-Reederei (DZR). Technically, Luftschiffbau Zeppelin was DZR’s majority shareholder and would continue to build the airships, but its entire stake in the venture was the value of its aircraft, the Graf Zeppelin and the not-yet-complete Hindenburg. They had no liquid assets and were completely reliant on the cash that Hermann Göring’s Ministry of Aviation and the state airline, Deutsche Lufthansa, put up to finance operations and finish the Hindenburg.

When the Hindenburg was finally completed in 1936, it had more than two and a half times the lift capacity of the Graf Zeppelin and triple the passenger load. Thanks to the “empire of Adolf Hitler, who gave German aviation the strength and means to flourish,” as a DZR report touted, German aviation was finally on solid footing. The industry to which Lehmann had devoted his life was finally back on track. The Nazis, it seemed, truly understood the “importance of Zeppelin airships for Germany’s global reputation,” as DZR’s annual report announced. One publicity article even effused that “the German airship, the heritage of German creative genius, German technology, and German craftsmanship” would represent “one of Germany’s best ambassadors abroad,” bringing the “spirit of the new Germany to distant lands and build[ing] bridges between people.” Under Göring’s direction, the Hindenburg would be the first in a fleet of airships to operate on “highways of the air.”

While the regime liked to promote its vital support for zeppelins, Lehmann and anyone else in DZR management knew that its investment in lighter-than-air aviation actually paled in comparison to the money it was pouring into heavier-than-air aviation and a fleet of modern airplanes. Göring, who had scored numerous victories as a Fokker D.VII pilot during the war, vastly preferred airplanes over airships, the latter of which he derisively referred to as “Eckener’s flying sausages.” (This was actually a cleverer joke than it appeared on its face. Not only did the first zeppelins look like white Bavarian sausages, but the gas cells in early airships were made of “goldbeater’s skin,” a material largely made up of processed animal intestine membranes.) As Reich minister of aviation, Göring instigated a rapid expansion in aircraft manufacture. Between 1933 and April 1937, Germany produced over 10,000 airplanes, compared with a single zeppelin. While more than half of these were trainers, this figure also included over 1,000 fighter planes and roughly 1,800 bombers. Throughout the spring of 1937, the Luftwaffe had been experimenting with new Heinkel He 111s and Messerschmitt Bf 109s in Spain. That very week, on April 26, the Luftwaffe’s Condor Legion had bombed the town of Guernica with 100,000 pounds of ordnance. Though the number of Spanish Republican soldiers and civilians killed was disputed, ranging from the low hundreds to several thousand, the bombers had completely flattened the town, giving Göring key insights into future aerial bombing capabilities.

Overall, Lehmann took a utilitarian view toward the new government-controlled airship entity and the regime’s relative investment in airships compared with airplanes. The two technologies could serve complementary purposes. Politically, Lehmann was not a critic of the new regime like Eckener, nor was he a signed-up party man like his friend and colleague Captain von Schiller, who was either a true believer or a pragmatist who saw party membership as a path to career advancement. Von Schiller had been a Nazi Party member as early as 1922, had served as leader of a local Friedrichshafen Sturmabteilung paramilitary group, known as the SA or the Brownshirts, since 1932, and made speeches on the party’s behalf during a lecture tour through South America. (Von Schiller’s party membership had somehow lapsed in the intervening period, and he had been rather embarrassingly rejected from full reinstatement after the party instituted a membership ban in 1933 following a surge of applications from ambitious, self-interested individuals. In his reapplication, von Schiller had obviously thought an exception to the rule would be appropriate for a zeppelin captain. He was mistaken. As the party official who returned his application and ancestry certificate informed him, no exceptions were permitted, “even by express order of the Führer.”)

Aside from von Schiller, a handful of the zeppelin crew members had joined the Nazi Party. Some, like navigator Eduard Boëtius, had to join in order to take technical accreditation exams. Two of Lehmann’s longtime colleagues, Captains Max Pruss and Anton Wittemann, had also joined, though their level of ideological commitment was less clear. Most of the crew had mixed feelings about the zeppelin flights to promote the 1936 referendum. They generally did not want to become propaganda instruments of the state, but on the other hand, they were glad to have the new government’s financial support. The one vocal party member among the crew was the chief engineer, Rudolf Sauter, but even he was first and foremost loyal to Eckener. Sauter had a high-ranking position in the Brown-shirts, and some said that when Eckener could not get what he wanted from the Reich Ministry of Aviation, he would dispatch Sauter to Berlin to use his connections to secure it for him. Overall, national politics were hardly a contentious issue within the brotherhood of airshipmen. If there was any rivalry, it was of a friendly, regional nature, with the crew’s Southerners mocking the Northerners for their affinity for “smelly old fish” and the Northerners teasing the Southerners for their love of “stodge” like pasta or spaetzle.

Lehmann could not deny that Hitler’s government used the zeppelins to enhance its public image. The swastika had been clearly emblazoned on the airships’ tails since 1933, when aerial identification laws required that the standard of the new regime replace the old colors of imperial Germany. Even the Zeppelinfeld in Nuremberg, named for the old count after he landed one of his early airships on the vast plain outside the city, was now the site of the annual party rallies. From a brand-new grandstand designed by the führer’s favorite architect, Albert Speer, and topped with a massive limestone swastika, Hitler and other party leaders addressed crowds of thousands as searchlights projected their beams straight up into the night sky, creating a magical “Cathedral of Light.”

Still, for Lehmann and most of the crew, this mattered less than the tangible results the new government could deliver, both to the zeppelin company and to Germany writ large. Gone were the days of hyperinflation, when a zeppelin mechanic became a paper millionaire on payday. After years of flying over dark German factories, whose poverty the twinkling lights of nearby Rotterdam seemed to ridicule, it was satisfying to see the “endless forest of foundries and smelteries” in the industrial northern cities over which they flew—Essen, Dortmund, Bochum, and Witten—smoking once more. By the spring of 1937, with additional funding from the Reich Ministry of Aviation, two more Hindenburg-class airships were already in the works: the LZ-130, on which construction had begun, and the LZ-131, scheduled for completion in the fall of 1938. DZR was also discussing building a new revolving hangar so that the zeppelins would no longer be dependent on the wind blowing in the right direction at departure.

After one successful year of transatlantic operations, 1937 would be crucial for the zeppelins to cement their place in the modern sky. To prove the Hindenburg’s successful 1936 performance was no fluke, DZR had planned an ambitious schedule of eighteen round-trip flights, eight more than the year before, with quick turnarounds between the west-and eastbound crossings. On these eighteen voyages, Lehmann and his men would demonstrate that zeppelins were no relic of a short-lived era, even as German airplane manufacturers made great strides toward larger, faster, safer machines. Zeppelins were undoubtedly the fastest and safest means of crossing the ocean and would remain so for years to come.

As director of DZR, it was ultimately Lehmann’s responsibility that the Hindenburg start the year on a strong note, with the captains and crews beginning as they meant to go on. Even after the last decade of sensational, record-breaking feats, it felt as though mounting pressure from rapidly improving heavier-than-air technology meant that the zeppelins had to continually justify their place in the sky. Unfortunately, for this first flight, such a start was largely out of Lehmann’s hands. He would be on board the Hindenburg’s first flight of 1937, but not as the man at the controls.
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CHAPTER 3
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Nice, France: Late April 1937

For those who grew up in Chicago at the turn of the century, it was easy to assume that humanity had become invincible in the face of nature. Looking at the city, one could almost believe that man’s grit, determination, and industrial ingenuity had permanently triumphed over the vast plains, transforming the landscape from one of “fatiguing monotony,” as one visitor had described in 1823, into the “lightning city,” as another wrote less than fifty years later. The back half of the 1800s was proof of this manifest destiny. Over just six years in the 1850s, one railroad line turned into a spiderweb of ten lines with three thousand miles of track feeding into the city. In the next decade, a billion and a half feet of wood were sold in a single year as homes and wooden sidewalks sprawled over marshland south, north, and west of Lake Michigan. By the time Chicago hosted the World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893, the population had more than tripled since the city was incorporated in 1837, swelling to over a million people.

Outpacing the city’s growth was the scale of its imagination, not the kind that dwelled on fantasy but rather the kind that applied practicality and pragmatism to the seemingly insurmountable challenges of scale in the proving ground of industrial dreams. Starting in the 1850s, the grade of the city was gradually raised plot by plot some four to six feet to allow sewers to be dug beneath buildings to flush away wastewater that bred disease. Engineers sometimes lifted buildings covering whole city blocks at a time, jacking up entire rows of stores and hotels off their foundations as business continued as usual with patrons and guests still inside. After several decades, they realized the sewer system was sweeping wastewater into the Chicago River and out to Lake Michigan, polluting the city’s invaluable source of fresh water. In response, engineers devised a canal that reversed the course of the river, bringing fresh water not only to Chicago but also to downstream cities like St. Louis.

Of course, this rapid growth was not without setbacks and tragedy. The Great Chicago Fire of 1871 left 100,000 people homeless, killed at least 250, and wiped out the city’s entire business section across four square miles. This might have served as a reminder that nature had not quite had its final say, but Chicagoans paid little heed. The opportunity to rebuild the city in the wake of the inferno allowed it to become a laboratory of urban planning. Small wooden buildings were outlawed to prevent future conflagrations, and steel-and-iron skyscrapers soon sprang from the ashes. As Louis Sullivan, the innovative architect who crafted much of the modern skyline, acknowledged about the booming Midwest, “Here . . . was power, naked power, naked as the prairies, greater than the mountains . . . greater than the lake and the prairie below, but not greater than man in his power.”

Perhaps Chicago’s greatest example of man’s brute strength and organizational capacity prevailing over nature was its radical transformation of the levers of national consumption, particularly of meat. Though the livestock trade was once a localized industry dominated by small to midsize cattle ranches and butchers, the rapidly expanding railroad networks intersecting with Chicago created a Midwestern meatpacking metropolis. In 1863 alone, all the hogs slaughtered in Chicago would have reached from the shores of Lake Michigan to New York City if arranged in a line from tail to snout. By the turn of the century, the city had become, as Carl Sandburg wrote in his iconic poem “Chicago,” the “Hog Butcher for the World,” with fortunes to be made for those who could stomach it. If Indigenous tribes like the Ojibwe, Odawa, and Potawatomi, who once occupied the land where the stockyards now stood, used every part of an animal they killed out of respect for its sacrifice, the slaughterhouses made a macabre mockery of this practice. No scrap of cattle or hog was wasted where profits could be found. As Upton Sinclair famously described in The Jungle, packers found a use for “everything about the hog but the squeal.” Hair became brushes, bones turned to buttons, blood to fertilizer, and cartilage to glue. Even spoiled meat was mixed with flour and spices and rebranded as bologna.

Three families quickly dominated the Chicago packing industry. For four decades spanning the turn of the century, they collectively butchered no fewer than thirteen million head of livestock every year. Describing the concentration of the industry in the hands of so few in his 1905 exposé, The Greatest Trust in the World, Charles Edward Russell wrote that the kings of meatpacking held “such a power as no other man has ever had; for who has ever controlled the food supplies of one hundred million people?” These three families were the Armours, Swifts, and Morrises, and the tall, dark, and dashing Nelson Swift Morris was a descendant of two of them.

Coming from such a world, it was little wonder that Nelson, the forty-six-year-old grandson of two of the world’s greatest industrialists, had always been “attracted by new technology, inventions, experiments, explorations, adventure, perhaps even danger,” as his sister would describe. Nelson was born in 1891 and raised in the Prairie Avenue neighborhood of Chicago’s South Side, then the choicest part of the city where its wealthiest residents, like department store magnate Marshall Field and railcar tycoon George Pullman, built their mansions. Nelson and his three younger siblings, Edward, Ruth, and Muriel, were raised in an imposing “castle-like house of brown granite” with stables and an enormous play yard. Later, the family built an even larger Tudor mansion, this time adding a tennis court, the full spread of their property consuming half a city block. They might have lived in the American heartland, but the Morrises were far from provincial. Throughout Nelson’s childhood, the family made regular ocean crossings to Europe via steamship. During these voyages, he liked to entertain his siblings or perform at elegant onboard gatherings with a series of magic tricks he had mastered, always ending his performance with the traditional act of conjuring a white rabbit from a silk top hat.

From a young age, Nelson and his siblings were well aware they were rich, but they were not necessarily spoiled. Their parents came from stern families where ethics, hard work, discipline, and obedience were prized above all, as those qualities had paid dividends on the American dream. Nelson’s paternal grandfather, also called Nelson Morris, though it was not the name with which he had started in life, was the embodiment of the rags-to-riches story that characterized Chicago’s nineteenth-century millionaires. The erstwhile Moritz Beisinger was a Jew from a small town on the German side of the Black Forest–shrouded foothills of the Swiss Alps, where his family raised and traded cattle until their land was confiscated in the revolutions that swept across Europe in 1848. Young Moritz was sent to America with the classic dollar in his pocket to live with an uncle who worked as a peddler. He soon ran away, changed his name to the more American “Nelson Morris,” and found work as a coal miner and on a canal boat, eventually working his way west to Chicago, where he took a job as a stockyard watchman. No matter how far from his family’s farm he had flown, cattle trading seemed to run in his blood. Just over a decade after arriving in America, Nelson Morris used his savings to become a cattle trader for the Union army when the Civil War broke out in 1861. With lucrative contracts initially paid on credit, he bought his own stockyard and processing plant and soon helped lead the development of the Union Stockyards. Less than ten years later, his annual sales reached $11 million. By the time he died in 1907, this figure had soared to $100 million.

On the other side of the family, the younger Nelson’s maternal grandfather, Gustavus Swift, had similarly risen from nothing to become American Gilded Age royalty. While Morris led meat processing consolidation with the Union Stockyards, Swift revolutionized the broader meatpacking supply chain, driving profits skyward for every packer who could afford to keep pace. Through the mid-nineteenth century, the processed-meat industry faced a crucial limitation: spoilage. Consumers were understandably skeptical of meat that had been slaughtered far away and then sent in hot railcars across the country. Swift and his engineers solved this problem by developing the first practicable refrigerated railcar. Swift also recognized the importance of presentation. Realizing consumers would be more likely to overcome an aversion to distantly butchered beef if it looked appetizing, he directed his agents to cut and package the meat, particularly the less desirable cuts, in small pieces and display them in a visually appealing manner, rather than hack off pieces from carcasses suspended in butchers’ shops one order at a time.

In 1890, Morris’s son Edward married Swift’s daughter Helen, but the Morris and Swift packing companies remained independent. Edward Morris had learned the business of Morris & Company from the ground up, starting in the stockyards as a teenager. He took over the company after Nelson the patriarch’s death in 1907, though he ran it for a mere six years before succumbing to a kidney ailment known as Bright’s disease in 1913 at the age of forty-seven. This coincided with his son Nelson’s senior year at Harvard. At the time of Edward’s death, Morris & Company, famous for the black-and-yellow labels on its “Supreme” cuts of meat, was estimated to be worth $40 million. While his sisters went off to Wellesley, Nelson refused to finish college, instead insisting on joining with his younger brother to manage the business. With help from their mother, Nelson and his brother Edward avoided the common pitfall of a third generation losing the fortune the first built and the second sustained. In 1923, they negotiated the merger of Morris & Company with their rival, Armour & Company, creating a packing conglomerate worth $550 million.

Nelson looked the part of a dashing young millionaire with his dark brown eyes, Clark Gable mustache, and Brylcreemed black hair perfectly coiffed on his high forehead. However, while certainly capable, Nelson was not the hard-driving businessman at the reins of a gory industry that his grandfather and father had been. Beneath the dinner jackets and charming white smile, Nelson had a compassionate and tender soul. He felt a particular attachment to his sisters, especially Muriel, who was ten years his junior and to whom he had always been, as she described, “a person of rare kindness and generosity.”

Though Nelson remained an executive with his family’s packing company now entirely trading under the Armour name, he gave up his involvement in the day-to-day business. Instead, he used his fortune to invest in other companies that interested him. One such investment was in Parisian couturier Lucien Lelong, specifically Lelong’s international perfume business, which had offices in both Paris and Chicago. Perhaps a lifetime spent surrounded by the stench of the blood-soaked stockyards had pushed him to seek out their antithesis. Nor was it any accident that he decided to pursue businesses in Paris, which had long since left its own days of blood-soaked streets behind. France had captivated him since he was a young man during the Great War, and it was France that had provided him with the two greatest loves of his life.

In 1917, almost exactly one month after the United States declared war on Germany, Nelson, like so many other young American men, had registered for the draft. He initially volunteered his services as an expert in refrigeration in Washington, taking up a civilian post with a salary of one dollar per year, but the army took that as indication he was dispensable to his business in Chicago, so he was drafted as a sergeant alongside the farmers, rail operators, and factory workers his family employed. He remained in a billet overseeing refrigeration as part of the Quartermaster Corps—a job that sometimes included serving soft drinks at the regimental canteen, as The New York Times was so generous to point out—and was eventually shipped off to France with the American Expeditionary Force. He arrived in late September 1918, less than two months before the end of the war.

The end of the action meant that Nelson had had to find his own excitement in France. Well before the Wright brothers made their famous flight, Nelson’s grandfather and namesake had predicted that his children would live to see “people flying through the air.” Nelson did not just want to see people flying through the air. He decided to join them as he waited for a troop ship to take him back home.

To Americans, the sandy stretch of shore on the Outer Banks of Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, represented the birthplace of aviation, thanks to the Wright brothers’ historic twelve-second flight in 1903, but France was the true historic home of aviation, thanks to another pair of brothers, paper manufacturers and amateur scientists Joseph-Michel and Jacques-Étienne Montgolfier. In 1783 the Montgolfiers invented the globe aérostatique, the first hot-air balloon capable of human-piloted flight, which they demonstrated for the first time before King Louis XVI, Marie Antoinette, and a crowd of 100,000 at Versailles by sending a sheep, a duck, and a rooster into the air in a basket suspended from the balloon. A few weeks later, chemist and physicist Jean-François Pilâtre de Rozier and soldier François Laurent, Marquis d’Arlannes, made the world’s first untethered, manned flight in a balloon, creating a marriage between the realms of civilian and military in the development of aviation.

Over the next two hundred years, aviation slowly advanced in a give-and-take between civilian sport and military utility and between the old world and the new. Ballooning became a popular nineteenth-century European pastime, while in the United States the Union army established a Balloon Corps during the American Civil War, using nonsteerable hot-air balloons to conduct reconnaissance on Confederate army movements. Meanwhile, on the Continent, the French had added motors to their balloons, which became known as “dirigibles,” after the French word diriger, or “to steer.”

The next great technological leap forward came not from France but from Germany. Count Ferdinand von Zeppelin embodied this tug-of-war between military and civilian motivations driving the development of aviation. As a young officer in the army of the Kingdom of Württemberg, he spent time as an observer with the Union army during the American Civil War. He also traveled through the Midwest to St. Paul, Minnesota, where he met John Steiner, a former army balloonist, with whom he made a tethered aerial ascent. In 1890, after a controversy over Zeppelin’s handling of a cavalry brigade resulted in his dismissal from the army, he devoted himself to airships, machines he envisioned as “destined to erase the advantages or disadvantages of the geography of nations.” Rather than attach
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