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					Benjamin Franklin’s reception at the court of France, 1778
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			In December 1776, a wily old American climbed off a boat onto the rocky coast of Brittany, France, with his two grandsons. The man was Benjamin Franklin, and he was malnourished, seasick, and exhausted, covered in boils and scabs. It had been a dark, turbulent winter voyage across the Atlantic, but his mission was urgent.

			America was a British colony with a brand-new Declaration of Independence claiming the colony’s right to govern itself. Armed conflict between British soldiers and bands of American colonists had begun in April 1775, and when the British crown sent its mighty army to crush rebellion in the colony, it fanned the flames of revolution.

			England and France were old enemies, and Benjamin Franklin was making his way to the French capital to drum up support for what was evolving into America’s fight for complete independence from Britain.

			It wasn’t Franklin’s first trip to Europe, and he was already a celebrity among French aristocrats and intellectuals. They knew him not as an American statesman, patriot, and printer, but as the inventor who had tamed lightning—as a living symbol of the new, enlightened man of science.

			Living by his wits in France and putting his social charms to work for the American cause, Franklin would coincidentally be on hand to witness startling scientific and technological advances over the eight years he would spend in the country. This would include a landmark human feat: “We think of nothing here at present but of flying,” he wrote to a correspondent in London.
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			Marie Madeleine-Sophie Armant, who would grow up to become Madame Sophie Blanchard, the world’s first professional woman pilot, was just a few years old when the initial balloon flights took place in 1783. Her family lived 170 miles down the French coast from where woozy Benjamin Franklin had stepped off that boat in Brittany. A shy daughter of peasants, Sophie wouldn’t make her mark on history for two more decades.

			But to tell the story of a pioneering female balloonist, it turns out, you have to tell at least some of the early history of ballooning. That history begins in 1780s France, an impoverished nation barreling toward a bloody revolution. Like American patriots the decade before, oppressed French citizens were ready to demand liberty, equality, and justice for all.

			The uprisings first in America and then in France were signs of the times, and few things were more revolutionary than balloons, which, as Victor Hugo, the author of Les Misérables, put it, freed humankind from the “tyranny of gravity.”

			When it hit in 1783, balloonomania (also known as balloon “fever” or balloon “influenza”) took Europe by storm right alongside the violent political upheaval and social transformation that would set the stage for Sophie Blanchard’s rise to fame.

			For years to come, everyone would be talking about the new science of air travel (“aeronautics”), about the wondrous air transports and how they achieved flight (“aerostats” and “aerostation”), and about the brave men—and women—who flew in the face of gravity (“aeronauts”).

			There are very few original documents available that shed light on Sophie Blanchard’s childhood and early years. I’ve reconstructed that part of her life based on what little we do know and in light of when and where she lived. For that reason, this book is very much a “life and times,” with an emphasis on early flight, revolutionary politics, and the phenomenon of balloonomania.

			Like early hot-air balloons, which were notoriously difficult to steer, this tale may drift a bit, both in the spirit of the subject and with the winds of historical context. But hold tight, and watch how a birdlike country girl became a high-flying celebrity, survived a revolution, and flew for an emperor and a king.
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					Portrait of French balloonist Jean-Pierre Blanchard, 1785
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			A Mysterious Stranger

			March 1778

			Marie Madeleine-Sophie Armant, later known as Sophie Blanchard, was born March 25, 1778, in the remote hamlet of Trois-Canons, near La Rochelle, on the sunny west coast of France.

			She would arrive in the world a few years before the first really big event of aeronautic history; but as the story goes, Sophie “met” her future husband and ballooning partner even before she was born.
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			It was early springtime. Like all peasants bound to the land, Sophie’s father would have been out tilling the fields, while her pregnant mother kept the family’s humble inn. Peasants delivered an injured stranger to the inn that morning, an aeronaut on a makeshift stretcher. His balloon had crash-landed in a nearby meadow.

			Peeled from a tangle of rope and deflated taffeta, the tiny spitfire of a pilot was battered and bruised but alive.

			Over the coming days, the Armants offered Jean-Pierre Blanchard care and comfort, though the mysterious stranger had no money to repay their hospitality.

			“Listen and mark my words,” the airman told the couple on his way out, grinning at the mother-to-be who had so generously tended his injuries. “Fortune cannot always desert me. In sixteen years, if alive,” he vowed, “I will return. If the child who will soon be born to you should be a boy, I will adopt him.”

			Exchanging a glance, his hosts chuckled politely.

			“If a girl,” Blanchard added, in that boasting tone of his, “I will marry her.”
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					Collector’s card illustration of the first hot-air balloon ascent, Annonay, France
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			The Race Is On

			The First Recorded Hot-Air Balloon Flight

			Annonay, France; June 1783

			The First Recorded Hydrogen Balloon Flight

			Paris, France; August 1783

			A few years after that alleged crash landing in a field in Trois-Canons, Jean-Pierre Blanchard was in Paris, feverishly designing flying machines.

			Like diplomat Benjamin Franklin, Blanchard was an inventor, and like Franklin and others in the capital at the time who were interested in scientific progress, he was keeping a close watch on the experiments of two brothers in the South of France.

			Joseph-Michel and Jacques-Étienne Montgolfier were paper manufacturers with ties to King Louis XVI of France. Like many prosperous, educated European men of their day, they had the free time to be amateur or “gentleman” scientists.

			The ingenious brothers had discovered a way of trapping heated air in a giant bag or balloon, and they were ready to test out their newfangled aerostat, or flying machine, in a public demonstration.

			
				Cloud in a Bag

				Some say Joseph Montgolfier’s vision for ballooning struck while he absently watched his wife’s undergarments, pinned to a line near the fire, float up in the heat.

				But the concept behind hot-air ballooning was already centuries old when Montgolfier connected the dots.

				Two thousand years earlier, the Greek mathematician Archimedes had proposed, in his scientific treatise On Floating Bodies, that an object immersed in a fluid is lifted by a force equal to the weight it displaces.
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						A creative portrait of Joseph Montgolfier, inventor of the hot-air balloon, anonymous artist, 1784

					
				
				By 1766, when two English chemists discovered hydrogen—they called it “inflammable air,” a substance weighing just one-fourteenth as much as oxygen—scientists were beginning to see the implications for flight.

				With Archimedes’s principle in mind, Tiberius Cavallo, an Italian scientist living in England at the time, tried his hand at containing hydrogen in paper balloons. Since the substance was lighter than air, it stood to reason that the container would rise until its weight equaled that of the atmosphere around it. But the wily gas escaped through fibers in the paper, and Cavallo’s balloons wilted.

				Montgolfier picked up where his Italian colleague left off, filling paper—and later silk—globes with “inflammable air.” But like Cavallo’s before him, Montgolfier’s creations floated only a few feet and then sank.

				Seeking another lighter-than-air substance, one easier to contain than hydrogen, Montgolfier set out to mimic the way smoke and clouds rise in the atmosphere. His colleague’s goal, wrote Cavallo, was to “enclose a cloud in a bag.” The lifting cloud would then whisk the bag along with it.

				But with no way to capture a cloud as a lifting agent, Montgolfier settled on smoke. He recruited his brother Étienne, and throughout early 1783, the enthusiastic brothers experimented with different combinations of cloth and paper for their envelope, inflating bigger and bigger bags.

				By late spring of 1783, they had settled on a paper liner inside a strong linen balloon skin 110 feet around, with a volume of 22,000 cubic feet, and were ready to fill it with smoke—the smellier the better, Joseph believed. To supply the stink, he heaped everything from damp straw and wool to rancid meat and old shoes into the fire burner under the balloon.

				What the Montgolfiers didn’t yet know: it wasn’t smoke that made the air in a balloon expand and rise; it was heat. The hot air inside is lighter than the cool air outside, causing the balloon to float up, as if in water.

			
			On June 5, a lucky crowd collected in a field near Annonay’s town square to bear witness. As the balloon’s massive folds of fabric and paper filled with heat from a roaring fire, it must have seemed to them a strange sorcery.

			The Montgolfiers’ creation stirred, took form, and rose in a gelatinous mass with eight sweaty men holding fast to its open base. At Joseph’s signal, the men set the straining balloon free, to a collective gasp from the audience.

			To the amazement of the small crowd, the balloon sailed up some six thousand feet and floated for ten minutes before a waning current dropped it on terra firma a mile and a half away. Those present had just witnessed the first passengerless hot-air flight in history.
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			The moment news of the flight reached the French capital, the scientific community of Paris—including King Louis XVI and the Royal Academy of Sciences, as well as Ben Franklin and other visiting dignitaries from America—was abuzz. “The balloons engross all attention,” Franklin wrote.

			Jean-Pierre Blanchard surely also knew of the historic launch.

			Born
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				The Fate of Icarus
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