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Abstract

This thesis explores the idea of an emerging discourse of flight in the aerial literature
of non-fiction ballooning and aeroplane narratives over a period of 130 years, up until the
commercialisation of flying, when leaving the ground becomes more commonplace. The
texts of writer-flyers show the uniqueness of the embodied experience of being in the air. My
emphasis is on the writer-flyer’s aerial perspective and how they portray their experiences in
the sphere above. I propose that flight was a new aesthetic experience, a sensory phenomenon
that deeply affected those who flew. Drawing on ideas of aesthetics by philosophers Donald
W. Crawford and Glenn Parsons, I focus on the way in which qualities drawn from aesthetics,
including sensation, danger and the sublime, interactions with nature, beauty, risk and
adventure recur. I suggest that the similarities shown between the texts point to a discourse of
flight which is related to the unique point of view of the balloonist and aviator in the
skyscape.
Throughout the thesis I use textual analysis to explore the narratives of writer-flyers
from the United Kingdom and France. Before analysing the individual texts, in Chapters One
and Four I consider the cultural and historical context of the beginnings of ballooning and
aeroplane flight to position the texts in relation to the history of flight and the social
responses to it. Chapter One outlines the reactions to the first human flights, the phenomenon
of ‘balloonomania’ and the value of proposing an aesthetics of flight. Chapter Two is an
examination of James Sadler’s Balloon. An Authentic Narrative (1812), an account of his
attempted flight across the Irish Channel, which describes the spectacle of a balloon launch,
contrasts the sky-bound balloonist and the earth-bound spectators and reflects on the
significance of sensation. The ways in which James Glaisher, Camille Flammarion, Wilfrid
de Fonvielle and Gaston Tissandier respond to the visual prospect of ballooning, particularly
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light, colour and clouds in Travels in the Air (1869), a compilation of accounts of their
multiple balloon journeys, is the focus of Chapter Three. Chapter Four details the early stages
of aeroplane flight and the notion of being ‘air-minded’ and the enduring fascination with
flight. In Chapter Five the figure of the aviator as adventurer, separate from the earthbound
human, in Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s Wind, Sand and Stars (1939) is examined. Finally,
Beryl Markham’s portrayal of the aerial sphere as another world in her West with the Night
(1942), of her aeroplane as a sentient being and of the existential aspects of pioneering flight
are analysed in Chapter Six.
Overall, the thesis demonstrates the significance of an evolving aesthetic discourse in
the literature of both balloon and aeroplane flight. The narratives detail a new perspective on
the world and show the distinctive phenomenon of aerial aesthetics.
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Introduction – Human Flight from Imagination into Reality

Flying produces a new awareness: in writing, a new way of seeing.
– Piero Boitani

A longing and fascination for flight has been present throughout human history.
Laurence Goldstein observes that there has been “no historical period – not even in the most
archaic cultures – in which the desire for flight did not exist” (Flying 1) and suggests that
“such a desire may be coeval with the category we call ‘human’” (Flying 1). This yearning
for flight was only able to be imagined until near the end of the eighteenth century, when
flight became an achievable goal with the increasing technological expertise brought about by
the Industrial Revolution. The technology of flight was perceived as a sign of progress, and
modernity made available the necessary technology to reach the sky mechanically. When this
aspiration to fly, to escape the earth and its constraints and to soar above, was finally
achieved, outpourings of writings accompanied the new flying era. Robert Wohl asserts, in
relation to aeroplane flight, but in words equally apt for the earlier era of balloonists too, that
“[f]lying and literature…were more compatible than anyone could have imagined” (Passion
271). Humans have always sought to explain events through narratives, and the advent of the
ability of humans to leave the earth was a major historical and literary beginning. The
importance of flight to humanity cannot be overstated. With the ability to fly, first through
ballooning and then with aeroplanes, humanity’s world view changed. Until this time no
human eyes had seen the earth from that vantage point.1 This was a significant shift in the
human perspective of the world, changed awareness of time and space and gave access to

1

Mountains were the highest someone would have been elevated to at that time. See Marjorie Hope Nicolson’s
Mountain Gloom and Mountain Glory: The Development of the Aesthetics of the Infinite for the changing
attitudes to these high places over the centuries.
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places previously inaccessible, opening up a new aesthetic experience.2 An aerial view of the
world turned upside down the human on the ground forever looking up and wondering about
that inaccessible space. The two spheres, the ground and the sky, which for so long had been
clearly separated, were now both reachable. Now, humans could go where birds flew, and
with this change, a literature related to realised human flight began to emerge.
In this thesis I examine the representation of flight in selected literary works between
1812 and 1942, a time period during which there were two major achievements in flight. The
first was the invention of balloons, which gave humans the ability to finally ascend into the
sky above, embodying the physical manifestation of the dreams of flight that have occurred
throughout history. The second, and the one that most changed the aerial world, was the
Wright brothers’ development of the aeroplane. Neither of these milestones came out of
isolated attempts. For centuries, many had tried various experiments to reach the sky, and had
failed or perished as a result. Across the world, but most particularly in the United Kingdom,
France and the United States of America, many minds were working to make into reality the
dream of human flight. The French Montgolfier brothers and the American Wright brothers
are credited with the first human balloon flight and the first successful, sustained aeroplane
flight. Outside of these widely, and wildly, celebrated successes, many others had also
invented, tested and hoped that they would be the first ones to bring these feats to the wider
world. These important developments in flight were catalysts for the expression, through
literature as well as other media, of what this new experience meant for humans. Writerflyers sought to explore its significance through writing about their experiences and their
accounts were very popular with readers. The term ‘air-minded’ was coined to describe this
fervour for flight and Susan Ware explains that being ‘air-minded’ entailed “having
enthusiasm for airplanes, believing in their potential to better human life, and supporting
2

Stephen Kern, in The Culture of Time and Space, 1880-1918, provides a comprehensive account of how
“sweeping changes in technology and culture created distinctive new modes of thinking about and experiencing
time and space” (1).
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aviation development” (62). It was a new mentality mediating between the different realities
of a world where flight was now possible and the previous world where it was not. Even
though air-mindedness was a term first coined in the 1920s, this concept can also be usefully
employed retrospectively to the time of the first balloon flight.
When the Montgolfier brothers’ balloon drifted upwards in 1783, taking the first
humans in history into the space above, a crazed fervour for flying took hold of the public,
particularly in France and the UK. Society became obsessed with this novel form of loftiness
and ballooning generated trends in fashion, songs and plays, countless literary works,
paraphernalia, money and public spectacle. The balloon became a symbol of its age,
oscillating between frivolity and serious accomplishment, public spectacle and scientific
endeavour, money-making and a free exhibition for the masses. This obsession with flight
occurred again when news of the Wright brothers’ achievements was publicised with their
first sustained flight in 1903 and in the witnessed aeroplane flights in the years afterwards.
Crowds witnessing demonstrations of the first aeroplane of the Wright brothers felt that such
a feat was “both unexplainable and unbelievable. Unlike most other phenomena encountered
in daily life, there seemed to be no words to describe an aeroplane flight except ones
borrowed from the supernatural and mystical realms. Airplane flight was ‘miraculous,’
‘inhuman,’ ‘occult,’ or most commonly a ‘miracle’” (Corn 4). These crowds were feeling the
same sense of wonder and incredulity that those witnessing balloon flights had also
experienced. Since those who watched the first balloon ascents were no longer alive to see
the first aeroplanes in the sky, there was a tendency to believe that this excitement for flight
was new. Yet this same frenzy for flying had occurred, in a very similar fashion, over a
century earlier. It is tempting to think that the advancement of technology shown in the
aeroplane over the balloon would also show a difference in its perception, but the beginning
of ballooning and the beginning of aeroplane aviation reveal the same wonder, awe and
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excitement, along with similarities in the literature of how the human experience of flight was
written about.
Prior to these significant milestones in aerial technology, literature had long been a
place for the expression of the human desire to take to the air and imagine oneself out of the
grounding earthly realm. The desire to fly and its manifestation in literature have been
present throughout the ages and the sky’s association with the Divine, and its biblical
associations, focussed on flight as a form of transcendence. Myths such as those of Icarus and
Pegasus show the ability of flight to confer great power, as well as containing a very real
associated danger. Where the Romantic poets such as Percy Bysshe Shelley and John Keats
used birds to imaginatively transport themselves into the realm of the sky, as evidenced in
Shelley’s ‘To a Sky Lark’ and Keats’ ‘Ode to a Nightingale’, flyers used technology to
transport themselves physically into the ethereal realm. Modernity offered the technology to
enter this sphere to which the sacred – or the achievement of an ecstatic vision – is still
attached. The flyers were able to experience themselves what the poets had only imagined.
Just as Shelley’s lark escapes from an imprisoning world, so, too, do the balloonists and
aviators. The Romantics were envious of the bird and its ability to escape the confines of the
earth – an escape they could not actually envisage for themselves personally. The aviators
used their aeroplanes – which they felt to be alive – to soar into the ether.3
Commencing with James Sadler’s Balloon. An Authentic Narrative (1812) and ending
with West with the Night (1942) by Beryl Markham, this dissertation traces narratives of
flight and analyses their representation of the human experience of flight from the perspective
of the flyer. The thesis focusses on the literary analysis of texts in which flight forms a major
element of the narrative. I am interested in how writer-flyers wrote about their perception of
their encounters with flight, and whether there were any similarities across their writings. I
3

I use ‘aviator’ or ‘pilot’ throughout the thesis to mean those who flew aeroplanes. ‘Balloonist’ or ‘aeronaut’ is
used to signify balloonists. ‘Flyer’ is used to denote both.
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have chosen a time frame large enough to encompass changes in the technology of flight
across ballooning and aeroplanes in order to trace the similarities and differences that arise in
this discourse. Did the way it was written about or themes relating to it in these texts change
significantly? Could I see similarities in the way they experienced the separate world above?
I wondered if some of the themes would carry through across the different modes of flight
and the time frame. My hypothesis is that writings of flight across this time period show
similar themes and concerns, suggesting the existence of a discourse of flight. By this I mean
that I explore the possibility that a common lexical set of terms and themes connected to
flight remain consistent throughout the period I analyse. I use discourse not as a theoretical
framework but rather in a way that, as Sara Mills explains, is drawn from linguistics:
Many linguists and literary theorists use a slightly simplified definition of discourse to
refer to a group of statements which are concerned with a particular subject area; for
example, a discourse of femininity, or a discourse of racism. Other linguists also use
discourse in a similar way to the word register and refer to a discourse of advertising
or a legal discourse, where discourse becomes defined as the language which occurs
within a particular context. Even in these definition (sic) of discourse, it is clear that
there is a concern with extended texts and the use of language and structures above
the level of the sentence. (“Discourse” n. pag.)
While making generalisations about the literature of flight over such a long time period is
challenging, the prevalence of persistent representations can further elucidate analyses of the
literature of flight. I also outline the similarities between the balloon and aeroplane
receptions, showing that although the beginning of ballooning and the beginning of aeroplane
flights were centuries apart, their receptions were not vastly different.
The scope of such a study could be limitless, so I have focussed on particular texts at
various points within this time frame, choosing significant texts in relation to ballooning and
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the aeroplane. Aerial literature is an important part of the literature of human history and my
chosen time frame limits flight texts to the period during which flight was humanly possible
and still relatively uncommon and available to only certain sections of the community,
allowing me to focus on its early stages, the pioneers, the dangers and the new awareness of
the world above. Unlike previous technological advances linked to transport like the ship,
railway or car, flight was available to an extremely small group of people and so the literature
attached to it, as well as drawings, journalism and photographs, is an important means by
which people could find out about it how it felt as they would not have the opportunity to
undertake it themselves. In my analysis I examine the writer-flyer’s account of his or her
experience of flight, rather than from any political, mythical, biblical, colonial, gender or
other ideological framework analysis. These texts were published during the period of
European imperialism and the technologies of flight were part of that, with the author’s
attitudes affected by that context. However, my focus is much more contained, attending
principally to the experience of the writer-flyer and how they portray their experience of
flight. In my study I examine the non-fictional accounts of balloonists and aviators who flew
in real life. My study is on the aerial sphere and in the ways in which they portray the world
above as unique.
The four major texts selected for this study consist of two from the ballooning era and
two from the aeroplane era. In both periods I concentrate on authors from the UK and France,
two neighbouring countries that were both at the forefront in the development of flight. I
focus on the textual analysis of the ballooning narratives Balloon. An Authentic Narrative
(1812) by James Sadler, Travels in the Air (1869), which includes accounts by James
Glaisher, Camille Flammarion, Wilfrid de Fonvielle and Gaston Tissandier, and the aeroplane
narratives Wind, Sand and Stars (1939) by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, and Beryl Markham’s
West with the Night (1942). Each text was chosen as a representative sample of the literature
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of flight across their time period and reflects the transnational nature of flight. The texts span
two centuries and two major innovations of flight with the invention of balloons, and then
aeroplanes. It is this breadth of time span that enables the prospect of an enduring discourse
of flight operating. In view of changes in the technology of flight, Chapter One and Chapter
Four consider the cultural and historical context of flight at that time to place the texts related
to that mode of flight into what was happening on the ground. In this way, the texts are
situated in context of the history of flight as well as the attitudes of society and culture at the
time of their writing. The emphasis is on their representation of flight, from their perspective,
and how they describe the aerial sphere and their place in it. All of the writer-flyers were
well-known at the time of the writing of their accounts, or because of them. Although
disparate in terms of style, narrative, expression, types of flight and time period, I have
chosen these texts specifically because of this, as it strengthens my hypothesis that a
discourse of flight develops across the centuries, if it can be seen in such diverse writings. All
of the texts that I examine throughout this thesis are genre shifters. By this I mean that
writings about flight invariably encompass multiple forms, with no definitive category for
flight writings. Clearly the selection of texts is not exhaustive but my intent is to present a
study that offers close readings of the texts and so I am necessarily limited to the number of
books that I have chosen. Before I move into the major chapters I also include later on in the
introduction a brief look at Robert Paltock’s The Life and Adventures of Peter Wilkins
(1750)4 as a preparatory text to position how human flight was imagined and presented to the
reading public before it actually occurred.

4

Hereafter referred to as Peter Wilkins. The full title of the book is: The Life and Adventures of Peter Wilkins, A
Cornish Man: Relating particularly, His Shipwreck near the South Pole; his wonderful Passage thro’ a
subterraneous Cavern into a kind of new World; his there meeting with a Gawry or flying Woman, whose Life
he preserv’d, and afterwards married her; his extraordinary Conveyance to the Country of Glums and Gawrys,
or Men and Women that fly. Likewise a Description of this strange Country, with the Laws, Customs, and
Manners of its Inhabitants, and the Author’s remarkable Transactions among them. Taken from his own Mouth,
in his Passage to England, from off Cape Horn in America, in the Ship Hector. With an Introduction, giving an
Account of the surprizing Manner of his coming on board that Vessel, and his death on his landing at Plymouth
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This thesis explores the hypothesis that flight was not just a physical occurrence; it
was a new aesthetic experience. Writers of flight articulate the aesthetic beauty of the scenery
over which they fly and the view from above, as well as expressing how it felt to be in the
skyscape. They also write of the sublime power of previously inaccessible places. Some
flyers saw themselves as poets, or as writer-flyers and the Italian Futurists such as F. T.
Marinetti viewed flight as an example of poetry as act.5 The view from above enabled a
distancing from the earth that humans had never before experienced. This new feeling of
freedom, of a larger view, gave expression through words. Flight was originally seen
primarily as an aesthetic event; the balloon was a form of art, visually appealing to spectators
and it influenced many aspects of society for which aesthetics are important, such as fashion
and design. Flight was also a sensory phenomenon. People could see, hear, touch and smell
the contraptions associated with flight. Flying machines such as the aeroplane were also seen
as an exemplar of a modernist aesthetic, being visually appealing and representing a physical
manifestation of functionality combined with artistic appeal. It was an example of a truly
modernist creation. Rosemary Wakeman asserts that “[t]he flying machine was the most
auspicious symbol, the most visually alluring, of the new technologies that proclaimed the
twentieth century” (775) and that the aeroplane was “essential to the emergence of mass
culture over the course of the twentieth century” (769). These are strong claims, and show the
influence of flight on society and they can also be applied to the ballooning era, with the
balloon being exemplary of eighteenth and nineteenth century aesthetics.
The association between flight and aesthetics is a recurring theme with the power of
the visual scenes experienced by those who fly showing flight’s sensory appeal. Writer-flyers
show the skyscape as a different world, where the facets of flight are expressed in varying
ways, but which encompass the idea of the space above as a separate sphere and one in which
in the Year 1739. Illustrated with several Cuts, clearly and distinctly representing the Structure and Mechanism
of the Wings of the Glums and Gawrys, and the Manner in which they use them either to swim or fly.
5
See Chapter Five in Wohl’s A Passion for Wings: Aviation and the Western Imagination, 1908-1918.
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unique and sometimes inexpressible events occur. The visual aspects of flight require an
attention to aesthetics and throughout the thesis I draw on broad ideas relating to it to show
how the writer-balloonists, particularly, convey visually appealing scenes seen from above
and as an indicator of strong, often ineffable feelings that are invoked by being in the
skyscape. I focus on the aesthetic qualities of flight which are unique to the sphere above and
distinctive from other forms of transport, and how the writer-aviators portray being above the
earth, completely alone, and what this elicits within them. I propose that this separateness of
being in the skyscape engenders for these writer-flyers similarities that show an emerging
discourse of flight, one which, no matter the form of flight, has familiar features and
concerns. The ideas relating to aesthetics argued by philosophers such as Donald W.
Crawford and Glenn Parsons provide a basis for my interpretation of, and its connection to,
flight. Crawford, who is interested in an aesthetics of nature and the environment, poses
questions such as “[w]hat is it about nature and natural objects that we find aesthetically
interesting or pleasing?” (306) and “[d]o we respond to beautiful animals, seashells, flowers,
and scenery simply because of their color, texture, and design characteristics, or is our
response guided by scientific knowledge?” (306). His assertion that the effect of aesthetics
can depend on the point of view of the observer provides a helpful concept from which to
think about it in relation to flight. In the skyscape above the world, the flyer is placed in an
inimitable position and this shapes their experience of flight. Glenn Parsons is also concerned
with aesthetics and nature, the “complexity of our relationship to nature” (ix) and the
“dimensions of the human-nature relationship” (ix). He uses an encompassing term of
‘aesthetic qualities’ which is particularly useful in terms of explaining how the flyers respond
to the views and sensory experiences above. The writer-flyers engaged with the natural
elements of clouds, light and colour, as well as often extreme weather events such as severe
storms. Crawford and Parsons’ examination of aesthetics in terms of nature contains a
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productive approach to the aesthetics of flight. I also draw on the sublime, using ideas from
Edmund Burke, Philip Shaw, Timothy M. Costelloe and Emily Brady, because in
experiencing the unique environment of the sky above, the flyers encounter a very real
associated danger. The sublime provides a way to explain how the flyers felt, as they were
often overwhelmed in their encounters, whether from the beauty that they see or the
experience of enduring fierce storms, to existential feelings of being such a small object in
the vastness of the sky. I use these terms in a broad sense, again interpreted through the lens
of flight, as I explore how they operate in the texts. Through the use of aesthetics and
concepts within it, such as the sublime and beauty, and in analysing how the flyers portray
their world above, the uniqueness of flight is understood. Furthermore, the aviators’ struggles
with feelings of existential angst when they seem to exist completely alone in their world
encourages a philosophical approach as they endeavour to express how this feels.
In his 1983 book The Winged Gospel: America’s Romance with Aviation, 1900-1950,
Joseph J. Corn writes that
[a]lthough there has been a great deal of attention paid to the history of the airplane,
most writers have been interested in the technical, military and, to a lesser degree, the
commercial aspects of aeronautics. The largest portion of this literature has been
written by aviation buffs…Not surprisingly their authors…have not documented or
analyzed the feelings, attitudes, and behavior which characterize the phenomenon.
(vii-viii)
Since Corn observed this, there has been an increase in cultural and literary studies focussed
on flight. The two major texts that provided a foundation from which to position my thinking
about the literature of flight are Goldstein’s The Flying Machine and Modern Literature and
Winged Words: Flight in Poetry and History by Piero Boitani. Goldstein’s book links biblical
analogies to his study of the literature of flight and is concerned with its “sacred history”
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(Flying 8). Commencing with an examination of Leonardo da Vinci, a forerunner in the
writings and inventions of flight, and continuing on with an impressive range of texts that
span into the age of space flight, Goldstein’s aim is “to represent the full range of responses
to the most fascinating of modern inventions” (Flying 13) and “to feature the history of
aviation as myth” (original emphasis, Flying 11). He examines texts that show the promise
and hopefulness related to flight, as well as the terror associated with a new machine
hovering overhead. Before actual flight, the only place that human flight existed was in
literature, in imagining it, and primarily through bird poetry. Goldstein explores the
Romantic’s envious attention to birds and their ability to fly and quotes Percy Bysshe Shelley
in his epigraph: “The promoters of utility…follow the footsteps of poets, and copy the
sketches of their creations in the book of common life” (Flying n. pag.). He wonders if
humanity’s dream to fly was present before using the bird as a symbol of flight, or if, seeing
the bird, humans then began to view flight as a possibility. He notes his “original intention to
compare and contrast Romantic bird poems with modern airplane poems” (Flying 11) with
the major parallel being “a binary opposition between earth and sky, mortality and
immortality, body and spirit, by which an earthly observer expresses an envious desire to leap
into the aerial form he apprehends above him” (Flying 11). Observing that “[i]n the
nineteenth century the most efficient flying machine was the bird” (Flying 56), Goldstein
points out that in the beginnings of flight inventions “[a]ctual flight, even if it were
consummated, would be clumsy and short-lived compared to the flights of fancy undertaken
by poets, who remained the most successful practitioners of ascent” (Flying 42). Ascent was
always a metaphor until the machine was invented in which to physically do what writing had
previously only imagined. Heavier-than-air flight was so far away at that time that jumping
off buildings with wings and other futile attempts seemed to be the only possibility for human
flight. Anything that resembled controlled flight was in literature, not real life. Goldstein
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believes that this changed with the Wright brothers and Kitty Hawk, although I argue that the
beginning of ballooning in Paris over a century earlier was its starting point. When people
could fly, their writings of flight mirrored the ecstasy of bird flight. The people flying seemed
to have the freedom that humans had linked to birds and their emotional experience of
ascending above the earth was significant, as they took in the vastness of the world and how
they felt in this separate sphere of flight. Goldstein asserts that
[w]hen something happens that touches every life and challenges prevailing ideas of
order, it causes adjustments of consciousness that many people feel compelled to
express in verse. In songs, hymns, ballads, elegies, all the traditional forms of popular
art, the writers state as best they can what the event means in terms of their previous
understanding. (Flying 103)
This statement forms a foundation from which I analyse flight writings. When significant
flight events occurred, like the advents of ballooning and aeroplane flight, and people saw
humans in the sky, this was a fundamental change in society. Seeing humans above the earth
made people realise that they had to reconfigure their previous understanding of the world.
Those who could responded with artistic measures, compelled to write about this new
awareness. Writer-flyers were an important part of this. The event of leaving the earth elicited
strong emotions. What do the flyers feel compelled to express in their writings, and how
might they be similar?
Writing of Charles Lindbergh’s flights, Goldstein argues that the nineteenth-century
poets
constantly exemplified the exaltation of aerial ascension in their bird poems, and these
dazzling flights satisfied the envious public until reality usurped fantasy, until the
poem of fact displaced the poem of words. Lindbergh’s flight was heralded as one
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such change…And the deference paid to it by poets represents a yielding of their
prestige and example to the pilot’s art, to engineering. (Flying 102)
However this ignores the ballooning texts, and the fact that ballooning had occurred in reality
before these poems of fantasy had been written. Flight was initially an artistic and
imaginative endeavour more than a technological one. It existed in literary imagination and
had long been an area full of metaphorical prospects for poets and writers. Connecting
Goldstein’s link between Romantic bird poems and flight, it is true that Romantic poets used
birds to imaginatively transport themselves into the sky above. As they were writing about
flying, the act of ballooning had opened up these experiences in reality, not just in the
imagination. Yet these balloon flights were only available to a very small minority, so bird
poems still held their power and were important in this era when ballooning was happening
and Romantic poets were dreaming of flight. For example, ‘To a Skylark’ by Percy Bysshe
Shelley, published in 1820, shows a skylark flying “like an unbodied joy” (qtd. in
Munsterberg 282) and as a “scorner of the ground” (qtd. in Munsterberg 284). The poem
expresses the experience of flight as joyful, visual, auditory, and full of colour, and the bird
itself, in its flight, is carefree and untroubled. This elation was now transferred to humans,
both participants and spectators alike. Flying literally gave physical access to these feelings
that the poets had been describing, and would continue to write about, after ballooning had
faded and before aeroplane flight further opened up the sphere. Poets often wrote about birds
and their enviable ability to escape the confines of the earth, soaring high. 6 The imagining of
flight in Romantic poetry gave poets the chance to imagine alternative realities, “to perceive
the ‘many truths’ of a pluralistic universe” (Gurney 17). The poems transport the reader from
that which is familiar and human to something close to the sublime. Stephen Gurney has
described the ‘Romantic lyric’ as a poem in which the subject “is separated from familiar
6

There were also poems about balloons too, for example, Anna Letitia Barbauld’s ‘Washing Day’ and William
Cowper’s ‘An Ode to Apollo: On An Inkglass Almost Dried in the Sun.’ See also Chapter Seven in Clare
Brant’s Balloon Madness: Flights of Imagination in Britain, 1783-1786 for more examples.
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surroundings, transformed by a magical vision, and then returned to his original state” (15).
In these cases, flight is used to transport the poet from their familiar surroundings to a
transforming “vision” or experience, which lingers once he returns to his initial state after his
imaginative flight. Gurney explains that, “at length, the moment of transport passes, and the
poet, rapt in the spell of his former state, gradually returns to the world of ordinary
consciousness” (15). This describes the transformative experience that poets express while
writing about flight and how the experience of flight lingers, changing them, but that the
relief it provides is momentary, as it is always necessary to return to the known world. This is
very similar to the temporary aspect of flight that flyers experience, and the subsequent
feeling of then having to return to earth. Humans could not live in the sky, so their visits to
this other space were always temporary. The sky provides nothing sustaining for humans to
live on; it is purely experiential. It was not a habitable sphere and it was out of bounds of the
ordinary human experience. The imagined ecstasy, the freedom, the joy and the otherworldly
experience that the poet attributes to the bird is then expressed by the balloonists and those
who witness their ascents as flight becomes a reality. Flight was elevated to something more
than a mechanical or technological experience. The symbolic and experiential aspect of flight
is not mere physical transportation, where one moves between places, but transportation too,
in the sense of a strong emotional feeling. The commencement of human flight enabled
humans to replace the imagined bird, to transport us beyond the realm we normally had
access to.
Boitani observes that “[f]lying produces a new awareness: in writing, a new way of
seeing” (175). This is also a key idea in my thesis, that the literature of flight provides a new
perception of the world and that the writer-flyers’ way of seeing from above is a unique
awareness that can only be experienced through flight. It shows the importance of the
literature of flight in understanding the world in which we live. He asserts that “with
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airplanes, flying has become reality, and reality once again turns into literature” (4-5).
Boitani’s focus is on myth and birds, with “three intertwining patterns” (1) in his study,
namely “a historical, a mythical, and a poetic one” (1). He covers a vast and complex array of
literature and combines historical events linked to flight with major focusses on mythical
figures such as Pegasus, Icarus, Hermes, birds such as eagles and halcyons, and poetry,
paintings and literature, as well as the biblical associations linked with flight. Boitani shows
the importance of flight to humanity by describing how, from the Wright brothers’ invention:
[i]n just one hundred years this machine has revolutionized and shrunk our world with
a speed unprecedented in the evolution of humanity. Sailing…took thousands of years
to develop the compass, measure longitude, and invent steamboats. For almost as long
a time, the horse held out against the invention of the automobile. But in one short
century, aviation moved from the first tentative experiment of the Wright brothers and
their immediate successors to the planes that fought two world wars and countless
minor, though equally bloody, conflicts; machines that fly faster than sound; jets that
transport hundreds of passengers; rockets that launch satellites and inhabit space
stations, shuttle people to the Moon, or travel for years towards other planets. (167)
We see here that the difference between flying and other modes of transport was
incomparable. Boitani engages with some of the terrors associated with flight against the
humans on the ground, showing the effect of flight on those below and how flight has been
used against humanity, something that I do not do.
Goldstein and Boitani provide a comprehensive foundation and breadth of analysis
across many elements of flight literature such as the extensive biblical and mythical links to
flight. They look at historical and literary themes of flight over many centuries. Their biblical
focus has been well represented and it is not something I adopt. As with Goldstein, Boitani
dates flight from the Wright brothers, not from the beginning of ballooning, when the first
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human ascended into the sky. In so doing, he misses the similarities of the literature of flight
from the perspective of writer-flyers from the very beginning of flight. By not linking
balloons and aeroplanes together in a literary study of flight, we overlook when flight first
occurred and by only focussing on the time of aeroplanes as the real beginning of flying, we
effectively pretend that flight had not occurred, that humans had not already left the earth.
While critics may say that ballooning was not controlled, so is not ‘real’ flight, it was still the
human leaving the earth and that experience is the same. In combining the two forms of
flight, this study seeks to create a more complete representation of the literature of human
flight.
In recent decades other studies related to flight have appeared, particularly in relation
to ballooning, although L. T. C. Rolt’s history of ballooning, The Balloonists: The History of
the First Aeronauts, first appeared in 1966. More recently, Paul Keen, Elaine Freedgood and
Clare Brant have written studies about ballooning and its place in our imagination, providing
a comprehensive account of the beginnings of flight and the way humanity reacted towards it.
A prolific writer on flight, Clive Hart’s The Dream of Flight: Aeronautics from Classical
Times to the Renaissance, focusses more on the historical elements of flight with a particular
focus on Leonardo da Vinci and the practical attempts to enable humans to fly between 12501600. His The Prehistory of Flight, focusses on heavier-than-air flight and not ballooning.
Hart provides a comprehensive account of the prehistory of flight, which has a much longer
history than the amount of time that humans have actually been flying. He distinguishes
ballooning from flying, as he views flying as “managing to control in three dimensions a
machine that doesn’t inherently rise into the air, like a balloon” (“Through” n. pag.). For
Hart, flying begins with aeroplanes, as it is controlled. The uncontrollability of the balloon is
seen as a hindrance to ‘real’ flight. I differ from his view, mainly because my interest is in
how writer-flyers portray flight from when it is possible, and ballooning was the beginning of
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this. I argue that the beginning of ballooning is the beginning of flying, as this was the first
time that humans left the earth. This is something I address throughout my thesis, as I
consider human flight to have commenced then and that the literature of flight and its effects
to also have started then. Other works about flight, such as Richard P. Hallion’s extensive
Taking Flight: Inventing the Aerial Age from Antiquity through the First World War is
primarily concerned with the history of flight and the mechanics behind flight, not the literary
accounts of flight. These continuing works on the topic of flight show that we are still trying
to work out what flight means and how it has impacted humanity.
Cultural historians like Wohl, author of A Passion for Wings: Aviation and the
Western Imagination 1908-1918, have also influenced the questions I asked when exploring
the literature of flight. He writes on the impact that flight had on Western culture at the
beginning of the twentieth century. As a cultural historian Wohl’s focus is wide and
encompasses aspects such as film, painting, literature, popular culture and political
propaganda. Wohl asserts that the publication of Jean Conneau’s My Three Big Flights in
1911 signalled the “launching [of] a literary genre that would prove to have remarkable
staying power” (Passion 271). Aerial literature already existed with ballooning, which
suggests that it had further staying power than Wohl may have anticipated. Wohl writes that
“[l]ong dreamt about, enshrined in fable and myth, the miracle of flight, once achieved,
opened vistas of further conquests over Nature that excited people’s imagination and
appeared to guarantee the coming of a New Age” (Passion 1). Though Wohl clearly
articulates in his work the sheer scale of the ways in which aviation changed society during
those years, I believe that what excited people’s imagination was more so the ability to leave
the earth, rather than any perceived mastery of Nature. The reality was that flying did not
conquer or provide mastery over Nature; flyers in the sky were more at the mercy of Nature’s
weather events than they would have been if they were on the ground. He asserts that the
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aeroplane’s invention “inspired an extraordinary outpouring of feeling” (Passion 1). His main
question is, “An aviator in the sky – what did it mean during the early years of flight?”
(Passion 1). It is an important question, and mine follows on – how did those who flew make
meaning of, and represent, flight in their writings? I am interested in the flyers themselves
and how they experience flight and how they write of it, the themes they present. He
highlights the importance of adventure as a theme in aviation literature, noting that “the
stories I read equalled or surpassed in high drama anything I had encountered in adventure
fiction or mythology” (1). Wohl is intrigued by the question of how “the compulsion that
people felt to transform, through the play of their imagination, the most mechanical of events
– the invention and development of the flying machine – into a form of spiritual creation?”
(Passion 2) Like other historians who consider the cultural effects of flight, he also believes
that aerial culture began with the aeroplane, although he does note that balloons and
dirigibles had a role to play in “preparing the ground” (Passion 290) for this. He asserts that
flight “lent itself to visual representation” (Passion 3) and that “the airplanes of the early
period were perceived as aesthetic objects and displayed as such in heavily attended
exhibitions” (Passion 3). This is similar with balloons. Wohl’s focus is more on the ground
with the effects of flight, whereas mine is in the sky, with the writer-flyers and what they
have to say. His question, “what is more beautiful than an airplane silhouetted against blue
sky and pink cloud?” (Passion 3) gives rise to some of mine: What do the flyers see from the
air, experience in the air, how do they perceive flight and how do they write about it?
All of these studies provide a base from which to extend the study of flight literature.
Rather than focus on a specific mode of flight, I seek to understand whether the writing of
flight across the time period from the beginning of ballooning to before the
commercialisation of flight can be thought about as a whole. Previous studies based on the
human fascination with flight have primarily focussed on the historical and chronological
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facts, mythologies and biblical connotations associated with flight, biographical details of the
people linked to flight, as well as textual analysis of individual works. They have tended
towards cultural and historical studies, or on either ballooning or aeroplane flight. My thesis
combines ballooning and aeroplane literature in its endeavour to show that a discourse of
flight operates similarly across both. It furthers the knowledge of flight literature by
connecting the narratives of balloonists and those of aviators, to posit that themes linked to
flight over the centuries are enduring and that a literature of flight has developed. Although
the mode of flight was very different, the act of leaving the ground and soaring into the space
above highlighted a parallel that has not been fully explored in the scholarship around flight.
There has been no comprehensive research into the literary representations of flight from the
1810s to the 1940s, or of commonalities across this period.
Through reading various writings about flight, real or imagined, a new cultural
experience was articulated that was open to all who read, not just those who flew. But the
actual experience of flying was available to a limited number of people, meaning that the
flyers were in a privileged position. Goldstein asks,
[w]hy should the bird be privileged and man be exiled forever from the upper world
he can imagine with such prolific affection? According to the logic of Romantic
philosophy the first step toward realizing aspirations is the imagining of them: making
into concrete forms by human technics the fantasies propagated by desire. (Flying 48)
Imagination urges creativity which in turn led to the technologies that made flight possible.
Across the last centuries, modes of transport have changed significantly, yet none has had the
power to evoke that flight has had. And while all of these new modes of transport changed
concepts of time, space and distance, as Stephen Kern shows in The Culture of Time and
Space, 1880-1918, they also had limits. Flying machines did not have the same constraints as
ships, trains and cars. Though they may have had technological limits, such as fuel capacity,
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and limits due to a flyer’s ability to breathe past a certain height, they could go everywhere
and no stretch of water, mountain or lack of road or railway could stop them. In this sense,
they were a form of transport that knew no boundaries. Boitani goes so far as to assert that
“[t]he passion [for flight] that gripped the Western imaginary was perhaps even stronger than
the earlier myth of the sea and sailing” (168). Wohl notes that “[b]y 1915 the vogue for
aviation literature was so great that the American writer Sinclair Lewis complained that ‘In
English and American fiction there are now nearly as many aeroplanes as rapiers or roses’”
(Passion 311). This echoes Sir Joshua Reynolds’ complaint in 1784 about the ubiquitousness
of balloons in the letters he received, showing the longevity of the passion for flight. 7
Before moving on to the main chapters of this thesis, I want to consider Peter Wilkins,
a novel published not long before flight was possible. It is worth taking some time to trace the
progression of flight from imagination to reality, to place it in the context of what was
happening in the world at the time. I want to show an example of how a novel with flight as a
significant element within the text was received by the reading public just before flight
became a human reality as well as how the main characters’ attitudes to flight were portrayed.
In November 1750, thirty-three years before the French Montgolfier brothers’ balloon rose
above Paris with two people in it, Peter Wilkins, a novel featuring flying humans, or “winged
humanoids” (Merchant 73) by Robert Paltock (1697–1767) was published.8 Peter Wilkins
“was very little noticed in Paltock’s lifetime” (Sambrook n. pag.) and was received poorly on
its initial publication. A. H. Bullen, in his introduction to a 1914 edition of the novel, states
that “no chorus of reviewers chimed the praises of Peter Wilkins” (ix) on its original
publication. Edward O’Hare asserts that Peter Wilkins was “[d]erided as a bloated and
meandering flight of fancy by its contemporary critics” (344). A lone anonymous critic’s

7

“I have three letters this day, all about the balloon: I could have been content with one. Do not write about the
balloon, whatever else you may think proper to say” (qtd. in Keen, “Balloonomania” 507).
8
In Peter Wilkins, the flying humans are as birds. They are born with wings and fly with parts of themselves,
not with an external technology which they must enter in order to fly.
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review in the December edition of the Monthly Review in 1750 disparages the work, only
grudgingly acknowledging that “if the invention of wings for mankind to fly with, is a
sufficient amends for all the dulness and unmeaning extravagancies of this author, we are
willing to allow that his book has some merit” (qtd. in Bullen x). The reference to the flying
aspect of the text as its only redeemable feature foreshadows the reading public’s – and the
general public’s – soon to be established mania for all aspects relating to flight, with the
invention of ballooning, and then aeroplanes. Another anonymous critic, writing in 1823 in
the Retrospective Review, believed that at the time of the novel’s publication
when the gross realities of life had superseded the creations of fancy, and the
imagination, lying as it were torpid, awaited the moment when it should be again
called to life and action, a work, applying itself chiefly to that faculty of the mind,
was likely to be coldly received, and unduly appreciated. (122-23)
The reviewer denounces the “critical discernment of the times, which allowed a book, of such
great and peculiar excellence, to fall still-born from the press” (122) and also notes that
“considered as a work of imagination, it appeared at a season, either too late or too early, to
captivate the fancies or strike deep root in the minds of men” (122). This assertion that the
text did not belong in the milieu and time in which it was published is further reinforced
when looking at what the reading public was interested in at the time. Samuel Johnson,
writing in The Rambler in 1750, claimed that the British general public was most interested in
literature that relates to life “in its true state, diversified only by accidents that daily happen in
the world, and influenced by passions and qualities which are really to be found in conversing
with mankind” (qtd. in Merchant 68). Human flight as a common conversation piece in the
1750s seems unlikely, so when Peter Wilkins first appeared, its popularity and acceptance in
a society that valued events in their ‘true state’ was unlikely and this was borne out, as it was
not well received when it was first published. However, Paul Longley Arthur notes that Peter
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Wilkins “attracted new readers around the time of the first hot air balloon flights” (Virtual
161) and David Fausett concurs that “with flight as its central theme it became popular after
1783, following the first successful hot-air balloon flights” (73). After the first balloon
ascents, flight was no longer a fantasy, and readers of the text could read it anew, with
another perspective, as it related to contemporary events.
By the early nineteenth century, “[a] generation later, the Gothic novelists and the
Romantic poets had transformed literary values, and Peter Wilkins was discovered” (Bentley
xiii-xiv). The work became popular and admired and was frequently reprinted, either in its
entirety or in abridged versions and “provided material for pantomimes and melodramas from
1800 to the 1870s” (Sambrook n. pag.). Marjorie Hope Nicolson mentions that “its flying
women become opera, drama, spectacle, pantomime; one version, Peter Wilkins: or, the
Flying Islanders, was played in New York as late as 1852 and in Boston in 1854” (Voyages
137). Paltock’s book was now well-known. Although Peter Wilkins “had to wait over forty
years for widespread recognition” (Sambrook n. pag.), it then found a very receptive audience
with key literary figures in the nineteenth century, such as Robert Southey, Percy Bysshe
Shelley, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Leigh Hunt and Charles Lamb praising the novel, with
Lamb calling it “that most romantic tale” (204). Nora Crook goes so far as to call it “a
Romantic cult book” (86). Alexander Pettit asserts that it was “beloved of the Romantics”
(92). Samuel Taylor Coleridge called it “a work of uncommon beauty” (n. pag.) and John
Robert Moore asserts that The Rime of the Ancient Mariner “shows the influence of Paltock
beyond any mistaking” (80). 9 Southey noted that Sir Walter Scott described it as “a work of
great genius” (qtd. in Bentley ix) and Southey himself believed that Paltock’s flying people
were “the most beautiful creatures of imagination that ever were devised” (Arthur,
“Capturing” 214). Indeed, Bullen states that he considered it “to be as important as the
9

See Moore’s article “Coleridge’s Indebtedness to Paltock’s ‘Peter Wilkins’” for his comparisons of passages
and ideas within both to support this assertion.
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Odyssey and Arabian Nights” (Arthur, “Capturing” 211). These numerous tributes to the
novel in the subsequent century corroborate Rowland Prothero’s assertion, made in his 1927
book, The Light Reading of Our Ancestors: Chapters in the Growth of the English Novel, that
the text was ahead of its time when he states that Peter Wilkins “appeared too soon” (284),
for “it appeals to the sense of wonder and curiosity which characterized the romantic
movement” (283). However, Prothero also clarifies that the term ‘romantic’ is not necessarily
related to the Romantics as such. He acknowledges that “Romantic temperaments found their
outlets in qualities, tendencies, methods of treatment, rather than in special periods of
literature” (280), and although the Romantics were much more open to the book, and
influenced by it, ‘romantic’ texts can appear at any time. Prothero notes that
before the accession of George III, the matter-of-fact common sense of eighteenthcentury England looked with suspicion on imaginative literature…and, in popular
usage, interpreted the word ‘romantic’ to mean something fantastic, unbalanced,
exaggerated. Yet, at the height of the triumph of prose fiction of character and
contemporary life, the spirit of romance flickered up (282)
in Peter Wilkins. I contend that although the text may have “appeared too soon” to engender a
widely appreciative audience, it was the flying aspect of Peter Wilkins that alienated
eighteenth-century readers who had yet to experience the real possibility of human flight,
something that readers of the nineteenth century had witnessed, through balloon flight.
Peter Wilkins did not fit within a defined genre and this lack of conformity may also
have alienated eighteenth century critics and readers. Arthur suggests that some critics found
the “mixing of genres and styles, and of utility with entertainment” (Virtual 58) to be
problematic. Edward O’Hare believes that “[f]or its original reviewers, the weakness of
Paltock’s obviously ambitious novel lay in what they regarded as its shapelessness and its
perverse refusal to conform to a single literary mode” (344). He notes that Peter Wilkins
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“shifts from being a picaresque romance to an impressively lifelike narrative of travel to
exotic climes, a thrilling shipwreck story, and finally a densely detailed account of a
wondrous civilization located in a distant corner of the earth’s surface, complete with
descriptions of its marvelous inhabitants, customs, and history” (344). Peter Wilkins is
variously described as a “utopian fantas[y]” (Goldstein, Flying 51), “a mature and confident
work of fantasy” (Bentley xiii), “early modern utopian literature” (Pearl 544), and “one of the
most elaborate and beguiling examples of pure world-building” (O’Hare 344) with “the
pretense of being an authentic exploration narrative” (O’Hare 347). 10 Goldstein describes
Peter Wilkins “a first-person account in the manner of Defoe” (Flying 51) and Christopher
Bentley concurs that “[l]ike Defoe and Swift, Paltock shows an acquaintance with the
literature of travel and exploration, and perhaps with scientific writings” (xii). James
Sambrook explains that “[t]he romance itself, telling the story of a castaway in a fantastic
land where men and women can fly, owes much to Robinson Crusoe and something to the
Arabian Nights’ Entertainments and the non-satirical elements of Gulliver’s Travels, but is
highly inventive on its own terms” (n. pag.).
The era in which Peter Wilkins was written was undergoing a period of great social
change. Explorers were ‘discovering’ new lands, encountering other peoples and cultures,
enabling new trading routes and exploring the wider world. Peter Wilkins reflects the culture
of discovery and exploration that was gripping European nations, with other lands to conquer
and colonise, and new means of reaching them via the sea through transport such as
commercial shipping. It “gathered up utopian developments over the previous century and
10

For more examples of its genre classification, see Christine Rees’ Utopian Imagination and EighteenthCentury Fiction, describing Peter Wilkins as one of the “few eighteenth-century English texts that can
accurately be described as a utopian novel” (110); the article “‘Able Mechanik’: The Life and Adventures of
Peter Wilkins and the Eighteenth-Century Fantastic Voyage” by Paul Baines, who classifies it as an early
precursor to science fiction; Peter Merchant’s article “Snatched from the Sea: The Survival of Peter Wilkins”
positing it as children’s literature (as has also happened with Robinson Crusoe and Gulliver’s Travels); Paul
Longley Arthur’s Virtual Voyages: Travel Writing and the Antipodes 1605-1837, placing it in the imaginary
voyage genre and Alexander Pettit’s “The Adventures of Peter Wilkins: Desire, Difference, and the Fallacy of
Comic Convention” positing it as a comedy.
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carried them forward into a new spatial context, going beyond the imaginary sea-voyage: an
aerial one. It thus anticipated real developments in technologies of travel” (Fausett 72). Peter
Wilkins was at the crossroads of imagination and reality, rich in detail and themes. 11 It was
published when “the novel as we know it was still in its comparative infancy” (Merchant 81),
and John Richetti asserts that to read fiction from the eighteenth century “is to enter a
narrative situation in which the boundaries between the ordinary and everyday world of fact
and event…and the fictional or sensational or even fantastic realm are fluid and uncertain”
(1-2). Fausett observes that at the time of Peter Wilkins’ publication, there was “the rise of
scientific anthropology” (viii) which
also affected fiction itself, which in the eighteenth century underwent great changes
of theme, style and even aesthetic mode…Readers were intensely interested in
exploration and the novelties it threw up, and peoples with bizarre customs or beliefs,
as well as new landscapes, flora and fauna, and the general eventfulness of voyages.
(viii)12
Societies such as the one Peter Wilkins encountered
became known only through advances in the technology of travel. This aspect later
gave way to themes of flight, a development also anticipated in novels from the mideighteenth century. Flight and its use for global travel was itself, of course, an old
theme, but it assumed a strikingly modern form at this time – not only in technical
details, but also by inspiring a new iconography of culture-contact and social
interaction. (Fausett 190)
Goldstein proclaims Peter Wilkins to be “[t]he most ambitious attempt to ‘invent’ a
flying person, a bird with a human form, in a fictional narrative previous to the nineteenth
11

There are similarities to the way Wilkins laboriously details what he finds on the island to William Dampier
and the way he classified his discoveries. See, for example, Geraldine Barnes’ and Adrian Mitchell’s chapter
titled “William Dampier's Itinerarium” in Travel and Travellers from Bede to Dampier.
12
“Eighteenth-century book markets abounded with prose accounts of various lands, cultures, and crossings”
(Alff 332).

26

century” (Flying 50). When Paltock assigned copyright of the text to Jacob Robinson and
Robert Dodsley, he included engravings by Louis Pierre Boitard, a French engraver and
designer who had also illustrated editions of works by William Shakespeare, to go with the
text. This implies that Paltock approved of the depictions of the flying humans that Boitard
engraved in such detail and that it was important for him that they were included in the
publication of Peter Wilkins. The engravings meticulously depict the bodies of the Glumms
and Gawreys13 with front and back aspects, showing how their bodies allow them to fly. They
are almost Leonardo da Vinci-like in their realism and offer plausible images of how flight
might occur in other, imagined parts of the world for human-like beings. These engravings
can still be found in recently published editions of the novel and are placed at the front of the
book, before the text starts, so that the reader meets the flying people before they appear in
the text. By including the pictures, instead of leaving the reader to imagine what the Glumms
and Gawreys may look like, Paltock has them laid out, as though to present documentary
evidence of a reality. This device, as with the narrative technique, leaves the reader with the
impression of reality and so complies with Johnson’s dictum about contemporary readers
wanting the impression of reality in the novels that they read. The narrator, R. P., details how
he made drawings of the Glumms and Gawreys “in order to gain (that so I might
communicate) a clear Idea” (9) of them.14 He tells the reader that Wilkins “declared they
could not have been more perfect Resemblances, if I had drawn them from the Life” (9). This
affirmation that the pictures represent a true and lifelike representation encourages the reader
to suspend disbelief and believe that a human flying is possible. The narrator of Peter Wilkins
is an intermediary one who relays Wilkins’ story and this narrative technique of referring to

13

Throughout the novel there are different ways of spelling Glumms and Gawreys. When I refer to them, I use
the spelling that is listed in the “Table of the Names and Persons of Things, Mentioned in the Two Volumes”
(377) that appears at the end of the novel.
14
All of the quotes from Peter Wilkins keep the capitalisations, italics and spelling from the original text and
have not been changed.
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R.P. helps to provide the possibility that the story is true.15 O’Hare asserts that Wilkins looks
at his new world “with the sagacious eyes of an amateur anthropologist” (347) which is
“further enhanced by its series of engraved plates representing the flying creatures, whose
style closely resembles the illustrations of native peoples that accompanied genuine works of
exploration at this time” (347). The flying illustrations became “a major point of interest in
the work as human flight passed from the realm of fiction into that of fact” (Fausett 79).
Fausett explains that “[a]lso significant is the very fact that the book had such illustrations,
for they offered novelists a powerful visual ally in their campaign to simulate reality, but
were an expense that publishers resisted” (79). That Peter Wilkins had accompanying images
shows
a growing recognition of their value in such books. They offered more immediately
stark images than the text alone could – a visual supplement. More broadly, they were
symptomatic of an age of empiricism, science, discovery and technological innovation
that was coming into being, one which prized visual evidence above all else as a
criterion of truth and value. (Fausett 79)16
Bentley states that Peter Wilkins lacked the “sustained realism of most eighteenth-century
fiction” (xiii) but the engravings seek to assert the authenticity of Wilkins’ narrative. Their
presence also suggests that this is an actual account of a journey and adventure, just as
Robinson Crusoe and, later on, Shelley’s Frankenstein, are framed as if they are actual
accounts, that is to say, the fiction is disguised. Peter Wilkins, with its intricate diagrams of a
winged person and its meticulous explanations of flight and the society he encounters, blurs
the boundaries between fact and fiction, delivering to the reader a world that is conveyed as
real, but just out of reach.

15

See also Shelley’s Frankenstein, which uses a similar narrative device in the letters of Walton recounting
Frankenstein’s story. See also “‘Invisible Hands’: Paltock, Milton, and the Critique of Providence in
Frankenstein” by D. S. Neff for more similarities between Frankenstein and Peter Wilkins.
16
Travels in the Air, the subject of Chapter Three, also has accompanying images.
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It is worth observing how flight is presented in Peter Wilkins, the last novel to have
flight as a major element before actual human flight began. Previous analyses of Peter
Wilkins have focussed on aspects such as the role of religion, gender, colonialism, genre, and
its links to predecessors such as Robinson Crusoe and Gulliver’s Travels, as some
examples.17 However, the topic of flight within the novel is paramount and was critical to its
reception, distinguishing it from other adventure stories at the time, and its presence is
apparent throughout the novel. In the first part of the text when flight is introduced, Wilkins’
reactions to it include fear, disbelief, feelings of inferiority due to his inability to fly and the
way flying eventually becomes normalised to him. Wilkins only encounters flight by entering
a new world. The land in which he finds himself is portrayed as a very different world to the
one he has been used to living in. The scene is set to show the difference from the world the
readers know and the world in which Wilkins now finds himself. The full title of the book
describes Wilkins’ “Passage thro’ a subterraneous Cavern into a kind of new World” (1) and
shows the importance of flight within it, as it is mentioned three times. While habituating
himself to this new world, Wilkins describes the land as being very verdant, the scenery
beautiful, and he is in disbelief that there are no buildings or inhabitants in such a place. It is
pleasing aesthetically and the area is a “most delightful Place” (80). He wonders, “is it
possible, says I, that so much Art…could have been bestowed upon this Place?” (76). The
wood “was composed of the most charming flowering Shrubs that can be
imagined…[b]ehind them grew numberless Trees, somewhat taller, of the greatest Variety of
Shapes, Forms, and Verdures, the Eye ever beheld” (77). There are “Plenty of divers kinds of
Fruits” (85) which were “so much unlike our own, or any I had seen elsewhere” (85). He
describes the distinctive animals he finds, which, again, are unlike any he has previously
seen. The light is different too with Wilkins, after having been there six months, explaining
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that he “had never seen the Sun” (91) and that “the brightest Day-light never exceeded that of
half an Hour after Sunset, in the Summertime in England, and little more than just redned the
Sky” (91). In all of these ways, Paltock positions Grandevolet18 as another world, a kind of
idyllic utopia, and one in which things can occur and exist that do not in Wilkins’ previous
life in England.
When flying is introduced in the novel, the first reaction is fear. The book opens with
the narrator, R. P., relating the circumstances in which he first meets Wilkins. He recounts
that the crew of the ship, on which he was a passenger, were alarmed at the sight of “a very
black Cloud…moving very fast towards us” (5) which they are scared will “break upon and
overwhelm us” (5). Hoping to disperse it, they shoot at it and something falls from the sky.
They find “an elderly Man, labouring for Life, with his Arms across several long Poles, of
equal Size at both Ends, very light, and tied to each other in a very odd Manner” (6). This is a
very strange sight and the sailors think he must be “a Monster” (5) and are fearful to assist or
to have anything to do with him. Wilkins agrees to tell his story to R. P., who finds that
“there were some Things in it so indescribable by Words, that if I had not had some
Knowledge also in Drawing, our History had been very incompleat” (9). In the place of
words, R. P. draws the flying beings as Wilkins describes them.19 Wilkins dies the night they
land in England, so there is no way of corroborating or verifying what he has told. The tale
Wilkins tells R. P. takes on a new dimension with the advent of the flying people into his life
and is as dramatic and significant as the moment when Robinson Crusoe discovers the
footprint on the beach.
Wilkins’ own reaction when he first realises that there are winged humans in his new
world is also fearful. He is “startled” (92) and “afraid” (92). Wilkins’ “Heart failed” (103)
when, to his alarm, he “plainly discovered, that the People, leaping one after another…flew in
18
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a long Train over the Lake” (103). He wants nothing to do with flight; it seems too fanciful
and not within his scope of knowledge to think that they might be human-like creatures.
Wilkins feels he is “never safe” (103) and that there “can be no Security against such Beings
as can…fly in the Air…who can be here and there, and wherever they please” (103). Faced
with a flying people, Wilkins is particularly alarmed and frightened and it seems more
ominous to him that he sees these people flying than if they had been walking, something that
he could fathom and possibly fight against if necessary. His sense of vulnerability comes
from a realisation that these beings possess an advantage that he does not. Wilkins is so
shocked because he has no reference in his world to human flight because the only beings he
would have seen in the air before would have been birds. The first time he sees the flying
beings he refers to them as “People” (103) multiple times, then as “Spirits” (103). He
presumes they are people because they speak, even though he cannot understand what they
say. Seeing flight is not joyful for him; he is in “a miserable State” (103). He is in a “State of
Uncertainty, concerning the reality of what I had heard and seen” (104). He has nothing
against which to measure it. He feels unsafe as a non-flying human in a seemingly flight
filled world. He believes that “the fiercest wild Beast, or the most savage of
Mankind…would not have given me half the trouble that then lay upon me” (104) after
seeing the flying creatures. He refers to them as “the Object of my Fears” (104). Wilkins is in
a state of inferiority, as the very presence of beings that can fly has a fearful hold over him. If
he understood them or had seen flight before he would be less scared but they are too strange
and the idea of flight distresses him and he wishes to revert to his life before seeing the flying
beings.
When Wilkins eventually comes face to face with a flying being, his future wife
Youwarkee, she has a “very beautiful Face” (105) and he promptly forgets his terror. Her
beauty makes him feel safe and he thinks, “I could have no suspicious Thoughts, or fear of
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Danger, from a Form so excellent” (108). Youwarkee is human-like enough in appearance
and speech that she elicits no fear. The way that flight is conceived in this novel is that it is
part of the human-like body, with Paltock imagining a type of human with wings. At one
stage Wilkins thinks that if he can procure the same covering that Youwarkee has, that he too
might be able to fly with an extension to his body. He asks, “there is something so amazing in
these Flights…that I must…beg you would let me know, what is the Method of ‘em? what’s
the Nature of your Covering?...how you put it on? and how you Use it?” (120) Youwarkee’s
wings intrigue him and he wants to understand how she flies. When she agrees to show them
to him,
[i]mmediately her Graundee flew open, (discovering her naked Body, just to the Hip
and round the Rim of her Belly,) and expanding itself, was near six Feet wide. Here
my Love and Curiosity had a hard Conflict; the one to gain my Attention to the
Graundee, and the other to retain my Eyes and Thoughts on her lovely Body, which I
had never beheld so much of before…I attentively view’d her lovely Flesh, and
examined the Case that enshrined it…that the nicest Eye could not perceive the
joining of the Parts. (original emphasis 121)
However Wilkins is still confused about how she flies, not realising that the ‘Graundee’ is a
part of her, and that she cannot take off her wings as they are a continuation of her body.
Flight here is erotic, the mechanics of flight are attached to her ‘lovely Body,’ her ‘lovely
Flesh’ and she becomes large and powerful. He is no longer afraid of flight, as he starts to
understand how Youwarkee flies and that her people are not threatening. But when he
realises that her wings are part of her physical body, Wilkins does not ask further about how
he might fly. Wilkins laments “what a Misfortune I lay under in not being born with the
Graundee” (237). Robert Crossley asserts that Wilkins’ “desire for freedom [is] from the
pedestrian limitations of homo sapiens” (original emphasis 58). It is only when he sees flight
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occurring before him that he comprehends the limits of being an earthbound human in a
world where human-like beings fly, and only then does flight become a desire for him.
Wilkins’ unease about flight is expressed in his account of first seeing Youwarkee
flying. She “sprung up into the Air, and away she went, further than my Eyes could follow
her” (115). Wilkins is “quite astonished” (115) and then again believes that she must have
been a ghost as he can no longer see her, thinking “all is over, all a Delusion which I have so
long been in, a meer Phantom!” (115). He now believes “it is plain she is no human
Composition” (115) and thinks she has permanently left him, but “in about ten Minutes after
she had left me in this Mixture of Grief and Amazement, she alighted just by me, on her
Feet” (115). Her disappearance and reappearance broadens and challenges his understanding
of reality and concepts of time and space. This notion that flying can change conceptions of
reality, time and space becomes more noticeable when ballooning and aeroplanes are
invented and a flyer can leave from one location, disappear, and then reappear in another,
entirely different location, in an amount of time unfathomable to a world where distances
have not been easily traversed with the existing modes of transportation.20
Youwarkee exists in a world of flight where it is so normal that she presumes that
Wilkins can fly; it seems unimaginable that he would not be able to. When he says that he
cannot, she tells him that he “must have been a very bad Man, and have been Crashee”
(111).21 For Youwarkee, not being able to fly is the worst penalty able to be inflicted, and
“Slitting is the only Punishment we use to incorrigible Criminals” (187). Criminals’ wings are
cut, and then they are taken to a place from which they cannot escape, as they cannot fly, and
end the rest of their life there, unable to ever go home. When Wilkins finally reveals that he
cannot fly, she is astonished, asking “is not the Air open to you?” (112) Eventually, she
comes to the realisation that “it is possible you may be made differently from me” (115), just
20
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as Wilkins needs to also acknowledge this about Youwarkee. When Wilkins first expresses a
desire to have wings himself it is “a desire colored by his preoccupation with ‘significancy.’
His desires are not for the play of flight but for the power of flight” (Crossley 60). He
bemoans his lack of ability to fly to Youwarkee, saying, “I wish with all my Heart, says I,
Fortune had brought me first to Light in this Country; or (but for your Sake I could almost
say) had never brought me into it at all: For, to be a Creature of the least Significancy of the
whole Race about one, is a melancholy Circumstance” (136). It is clear that Youwarkee sees
his lack of flight as somewhat of a deficiency as at one stage she refers to it as “your
Imperfections” (116). When some of Youwarkee’s family come to visit her, she is worried
what her father and compatriots will think of Wilkins, for they “never in their Lives saw any
Part of Mankind with another Covering than the Graundee” (163). Wilkins, anxious about
this, bemoans, “I never, so much as now, lamented the want of the Graundee” (211). He
thinks that Youwarkee’s brother and friend are “excellent…on account of the Graundee”
(195). He feels inferior in their company and acknowledges that he does not have the freedom
to go where he pleases, as they do. When Youwarkee goes back to her country for a visit and
Wilkins becomes anxious about when she will return he laments,
[w]hat a Country is this to live in, and what an improper Creature am I to live in it!
Had I but the Graundee, I would have found her out by this Time, be she where she
would; but, whilst every one about me can pass, repass, and act as they please, I am
fixed here like one of my Trees, bound to the Spot, or upon Removal to die in the
Attempt. (174-75)
To not be able to fly in this new world of flight becomes a lack of freedom for Wilkins,
juxtaposed against watching Youwarkee being able to go where she pleases in ways which he
cannot.
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For Youwarkee, flying is fun. Wilkins initially cannot experience flight in any form,
so he can only describe how it makes him feel to see it. The difference between those who fly
and those who are spectators is shown in the following chapters. When Youwarkee flies long
distances, Wilkins thinks that this must tire her but she tells him, “you seem to think this
Flight is tiresome, but you are mistaken” (134). Flight is restful and enjoyable and she is
“more weary with Walking to the Lake” (134) than flying. She tells him that “when once you
are upon the Graundee…all the rest is Play, a meer Trifle; you need only think of your Way,
and to incline to it, your Graundee directs you as readily as your Feet obey you on the
Ground, without thinking of every Step you take” (134). When younger she sometimes
enjoyed a “merry Swangean”22 (119) with her friends “chasing and pursuing one another,
sometimes soaring to an extravagant Height, and then shooting down again with surprising
Precipitancy” (119). Flight is as easy and innate to her as walking is to Wilkins. Yet Wilkins
cannot imagine this and Crossley points out that “flight as play is the most difficult concept
for the wingless Wilkins to grasp; indeed, he never fully does” (59). Wilkins cannot conceive
her reality of flight and that flying for her is a sport, that it is fun and diverting and
frolicsome. Youwarkee’s attitude prefigures instances of how ‘real’ humans also interacted
with flight when they could first fly, and witness flight, with balloons and then in aeroplanes.
It was sometimes considered a sport, there were races, public spectacles and it was fun.23 This
aspect of enjoyment and competition is also portrayed in Peter Wilkins, when a “Flight-race”
(351) is organised and a girl wins, disguised as a man, for she could not enter as a woman.24
Youwarkee tells Wilkins that “if you had but the Graundee, flying would rest you, after the
greatest Labour; for the Parts which are moved with Exercise on the Earth, are all at Rest in
Flight; as, on the contrary, the Parts used in Flight are, when on earthly Travel” (134). She
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shows that flight complements the mode of transport on the ground, and does not compete
with it. Foreshadowing the speed of flight in comparison to sailing, and the utility of it,
Wilkins is astonished that in less than a day, Youwarkee has flown to his ship, gathered up
bundles of items, and come back. Wilkins calculates that
you must have flown a prodigious Distance to the Ship, for I was several Days sailing,
I believe three Weeks, from my Ship, before I reached the Gulph; and after that, could
be little less than five Weeks, (as I accounted for it) and at a great Rate of Sailing too,
under the Rock, before I reached the Lake; so that the Ship must be a monstrous Way
off. (135)
Youwarkee corrects him by saying, “No, no…your Ship lies but over yon Cliff (135).
Wilkins begins to understand the distance and speed differences associated with flight and
states, “I own, I often envied them this Exercise, which they seemed to perform with more
Ease than I could only shake my Leg, or stir an Arm” (161).
One aspect of flight that Wilkins does not envy or that does not make him feel inferior
is that the ability to fly is also linked to some loss of sight. Youwarkee cannot withstand the
strong glare of daylight and when Wilkins entertains the potential loss of his sight or
sensitivity to light if he could fly as the winged humans can, he wonders how he would
survive in England, in his old world, if he lost his sight, or could only bear the light of
darkness. He asks himself, “then, how should I be the better for the Graundee?” (212). When
he compares the ability to fly to a loss of sight, he decides that sight is more important. He
realises that, “in short, I must be quite new moulded, new made, and new born too, before I
can attain my Desires” (212) of both flight and sight. He tells himself to “never make
yourself so wretched, as to hope for a Change which can never possibly happen, and which,
perhaps, if obtained, might undo you” (212). He accepts his absence of flight and seems
content to have his eyesight instead. Youwarkee’s sensitivity to light means that “her People
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never came into those luminous Parts of the Country, during the false Glare, as they called it”
(122) because where she comes from “their Light was more moderate and steddier” (122).
That is why they visit where Wilkins lives “only upon Parties of Pleasure” (122), as they
could not live there permanently because of the light. When Wilkins tells Youwarkee of the
sun where he grew up and its heat and strong light, she thinks he was born in a “wretched”
(123) land. Youwarkee “had often lamented to me, the Difference of our Eye-Sight” (123) as
they cannot be outside together in the strong light, so she is confined to their home. She
wants his sight and he is envious of her flight. But in Paltock’s imagined world they cannot
have both.25
Wilkins gradually comes to accept flight and to appreciate it. He likes its utility, speed
of transport and the possibilities that it opens up to him. When an entourage of Youwarkee’s
people come to visit them, it gave him “exceeding Delight, to see the whole Body of the
People…on the Graundee; some hovering over our Heads, and talking with us; others flying
this way, others that” (220). He even references the sublime, when he cannot express in
words how witnessing flight affects him, saying “[i]t will be impossible for me, by Words, to
raise your Ideas adequate to the Grandeur of the Appearance this Body of Men made, coming
over the Rock” (205). Flight is now a part of his life and it seems normal to him to converse
with those above him. In the second part of the text when Wilkins does actually ascend into
the sky, he is aided by a flying chair that he has invented which he describes as “but a very
plain thing” (250) which “is as far as my Ingenuity could reach” (250). It needs to be carried
by sixteen Glumms, and in some ways is a precursor to the balloon flights three decades after
the publication of Peter Wilkins. In his building of the chair, Merchant asserts that “Paltock
anticipates the Montgolfier brothers by some thirty years” (70), but the two forms of flight

25

Wilkins’ valuation of sight reflects a cultural privileging of the sense of sight in Western modernity, and it is
the most esteemed faculty for registering knowledge when earlier in the novel he first sees the flying beings and
then believes they are there, even though he had already heard them beforehand. Martin Jay’s Scopic Regimes of
Modernity argues for sight’s dominance.

37

are very different. Paltock’s imagining of how Wilkins flies is a mixture of the reliance on the
labour of the flying people and Wilkins’ own, very basic, technological adaptation. This is
unlike the Montgolfier balloon, which flew because of scientific and technological advances
in knowledge, not by a form of appropriation of the powers of others. Significantly, Wilkins
does not really express any real emotions or thoughts about his first flight. He feels a little
apprehensive but says, “when I had a little experienced the Flight, I perceived I had nothing
to fear” (253). Gradually he says more, but he still seems quite non-plussed: “I had been upon
very high Mountains in the inland Parts of Africa; but was never too high to see what was
below me before…but here, in the highest of our Flight, you could not distinguish the Globe
of the Earth but by a sort of Mist, for every way looked alike to me” (253). Wilkins does not
express any idea of transcendence or excitement; he is very pragmatic about it. Crossley
notes that Wilkins “conceives of flight not in ethereal terms but in pragmatic ones” (59). The
first use for flying that Wilkins articulates is when he says that if he could fly, “I would have
flown to my Ship” (131) to gather the goods that had to be left behind. Pearl notes that “[f]ar
above the ground, high enough to see everything from a distance, and thus to see it
objectively and dispassionately, he instead sees nothing but a miasma of clouds” (548). This
does not seem to bother Wilkins, who is now accustomed to flight, though he does seem a
little excited when he sees the chair he has invented, stating he “longed to try it” (249). Later
on, he articulates that “I was accustomed to Flight, and love it” (375). There are two types of
flight within the text; the innate flight of the other people, with wings as part of their physical
body, and the flight of Wilkins, who does not have wings, but can fly through the use of a
chair and of the flying people carrying him. At the time the novel was written the bird’s-eye
perspective that flight enabled was not yet available and so the lack of detail regarding what
Wilkins saw from his elevated chair is related to this. Paltock’s imaginings did not reach that
far.
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Just as the balloons and aeroplanes to be invented were objects of scientific and
aesthetic appreciation, Wilkins observes Youwarkee’s flight with a detached kind of
scientific and aesthetic interest. Peter Wilkins, according to Jason H. Pearl, contains “a long
list of marvels” (543) which are “explained in practical terms, apparently demystified as feats
of science and reason” (543). The flying people’s anatomy is explained in practicalities,
showing the reader how the mechanics of flight work for these human-like beings, in an
understandable way that seems plausible. Wilkins requests Youwarkee to show him slowly
the start of her flight, “that I might make my Observation the more accurately” (138). There
follows pages of intricately detailed and realistic descriptions of the ‘Graundee’, with
reference to the descriptive plates in the text. He explains that her covering that allows her to
fly “was quite smooth, warm, and softer than Velvet, or the finest Skin imaginable” (117) and
“can affirm…that the Covering she wore, was not the work of Art, but the work of Nature;
for I really took it for Silk” (110). Wilkins is entranced by viewing the instruments of flight,
thinking that it “is the most amazing thing in the World to observe the large Expansion of this
Graundee” (140). He describes that Youwarkee and her people, “in height, shape, and limb,
very much resemble the Europeans” (141). Hart points out that the “male and female
creatures who are almost exactly like human beings except that they can fly by the use of a
ribbed membrane, which grows with them as they mature” (“Printed” 65). This makes the
flying people more accessible and less foreign, so although the idea of human flight might
have seemed preposterous to many, Paltock makes the flying people imaginable by
portraying them with a likeness to existing humans. For all people knew, perhaps there was
an area in the world that was still to be discovered that did have people who could fly. It
could have seemed possible, given the discoveries occurring at that time.
Flight is viewed as other worldly; it exists in a parallel world, where it can be
explored in a domain of fancifulness. It necessarily has to be fictional and occurs in a place

39

that is inaccessible to humans. In the known world, where previous attempts failed, and many
were ridiculed, Grandevolet is a safe place in which to explore flight. In Peter Wilkins, flight
is a foreign activity taking place far from home and by unknown people who are human-like,
but unlike any humans Paltock’s readers have met before. Bentley writes that “Paltock’s
flying creatures stem from a long literary tradition reflecting man’s (sic) wish for the power
of flight” (x) and Prothero states that Peter Wilkins “owes its vitality to the creation of the
flying people” (283). Hart believes that the “popularity of Paltock’s book owes much to the
deep-seated wish, felt by many people, to fly by natural means rather than by the use of a
machine” (“Printed” 65). Hart outlines the many ways that flight has been attempted or
dreamed about over the course of centuries. He details rocket birds, kites, mechanical birds,
winged men, flying chariots and parachutes as some examples. 26 John Wilkins, who is
sometimes credited as the namesake of Wilkins, and the author of Mathematical Magick,
published in 1648, “distinguishes four principal means whereby flight ‘hath beene or may be
attempted’: 1. By Spirits or Angels. 2. By the help of fowls. 3. By wings fastned immediately
to the body. 4. By a flying chariot” (qtd. in Hart, Dream 104). These are all external means
for humans to fly. The flying beings in Peter Wilkins can fly because their wings are part of
their body. Hart asserts that “[a]mong the many possible methods of achieving human flight,
the direct imitation of birds has always captivated most completely the imaginations of
inventors and speculators” (Dream 87) and that “[d]espite the flamboyant potentialities of
airborne chariots powered by tame birds…the relatively remote control which one might
exercise over such a vehicle seems to have been found less exciting than the possibility of a
close organic relationship between the body and a pair of finely wrought wings” (Dream 87).
The two possibilities of flight within the novel are through being born with wings and by way
of the use of an extension to the human body. The character of Youwarkee is consistent with
26
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imagining a utopian evolution of the human frame where flight becomes possible through
wings evolving to form part of the body, following the model of birds. Wilkins’ character
depicts flight occurring for humans via an extension of the human body, like John Wilkins
characterises, but still relies on others who can fly. Paltock’s imaginings of flight did not
extend to a technological means but did reflect part of the historical dreams of flight.
Peter Wilkins provides a foundation from which to start thinking about how flight is
represented as it begins to appear as a significant topic in literature and moves from fiction
into reality. This book is not included as a major chapter analysis as my focus is on nonfictional accounts by writer flyers. I introduce it here in the introduction as a preparatory text
to show how flight was written about in a novel before ballooning was invented and how it
was received by critics and readers. It is important to know how flight was viewed in
literature and to place the texts that follow in context. Peter Wilkins is a forerunner in the
writing of human flight, being one of the first widely read popular books about the possibility
of flight in a human-like race. Texts in which flight was a significant component became
more prevalent from the 1780s onwards when flying became humanly possible with the
advent of ballooning. Writings about flight moved from the imagined and symbolic to the
real. As shall become clear, this fictional tale has similarities with the lived tales of those
flyers later on with some of its themes flowing through the thesis, coming up again in
ballooning and aeroplane flight. The invention of flight was possible through all of the past
imaginings of how it might occur. Imagination was necessary to think about the potential of
various methods of flight. In the following chapters we will see how important imagination
was in forging the reality of flight. Albert Einstein noted that “[i]magination is more
important than knowledge. Knowledge is limited. Imagination encircles the world” (117).
Imaginings of flight led to its scientific reality. Human flight would be achieved through the
body being encased in a technology made through scientific discovery, firstly with cloth and
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gas, and then with wood and glue and cloth, and then with more advanced elements of
science such as aluminium, steel and titanium.
The chapters in this thesis are organised chronologically. Chapter One opens with an
introduction to ballooning, detailing how human flight was perceived upon its first
introduction to society, and its effect on those who flew and those who watched.
‘Balloonomania’ ensued as the introduction of human flight was enthusiastically embraced,
but there was also ambivalence about what the balloon actually represented. I provide a brief
introduction to aesthetics and then detail how I use it specifically in relation to flight. In
explaining the link between aesthetics and flight I draw primarily on the ideas of the
philosophers Donald W. Crawford and Glenn Parsons. I then analyse the 1812 publication of
Balloon. An Authentic Narrative, a text by the first Englishman to ascend in a balloon, James
Sadler, in Chapter Two. Sadler combines the ambiguous attitudes towards ballooning, sets
the scene to show how ‘balloonomania’ functions and shows how the aesthetic appeal of the
balloon operates.
Chapter Three continues with the theme of ballooning and demonstrates that the
aesthetic qualities of flight are still prominent almost six decades later in Travels in the Air, a
work by Englishman James Glaisher and Frenchmen Camille Flammarion, Wilfrid de
Fonvielle, and Gaston Tissandier. They merge the scientific and the aesthetic in their
writings, combining two perceived conflicting ideas relating to ballooning to show that they
can co-exist. This chapter details how these balloonists express the aesthetic qualities of flight
in a book that was regarded as one of the most renowned in ballooning literature. It shows the
unique sphere that the balloonists enter as they float in silence above the earth, their eyes
seeing visual spectacles unseen from below. The balloonists also incorporate ideas of the
sublime, which is an important component of flight aesthetics.
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Between the ballooning and aeroplane chapters, Chapter Four provides more context
to explain the transition from balloons to aeroplanes and outline how the invention of
aeroplanes was perceived and the similarities between the two receptions, even though they
were over a century apart. In Chapter Five, I analyse one of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s
books on flight, Wind, Sand and Stars. Saint-Exupéry was one of the most influential writers
of flight and his books show the adventurous life of a flyer, as well as its philosophical
aspects, where flight is all-encompassing in his life. I examine the representation of the flyer
and how they are juxtaposed against those humans who do not fly and do not have access to
the aerial sphere. In addition to describing his flying life and what access to the realm above
means to him, Saint-Exupéry creates a mystique of flying with the aviator posited as heroic,
distancing the flyer from the everyday human.
The concluding Chapter Six focusses on Beryl Markham’s acclaimed West with the
Night. Markham explores aspects of flight that highlight the difference of the world she
encounters above to the world below, showing the uniqueness of the aerial sphere. Her
examination of the skyscape as another world, the adventure and risk associated with being in
it and the existential element of flight combine with aesthetics and the sublime to show how
she is affected by the experience of flight. The popularity of Markham’s account of her flying
years shows the enduring interest in the literature of flight, even when it was almost two
hundred years from the first human flight.
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Chapter One – Ballooning and ‘Balloonomania’

Nothing will ever quite equal that moment of total hilarity that filled my whole body
at the moment of take-off. I felt we were flying away from the Earth and all its
troubles and persecutions for ever. It was not mere delight. It was a sort of physical
rapture…Such utter calm. Such immensity! Such an astonishing view.
– Jacques Charles, ascending in 178327

When the Montgolfier brothers’ balloon rose above the city of Paris in 1783 with
Jean-François Pilâtre de Rozier, a naturalist, and François Laurent, the Marquis d’Arlandes
on board, they became the first successful ‘aeronauts,’28 and the ballooning era began. The
start of human ascents into the sky above was a time of great excitement and anticipation and
fuelled the belief that flight was going to form an instrumental part of a new epoch. With this
first human ascension, flight became visible and real and was no longer an imagined
possibility. The balloon was a significant invention as it was the first apparatus that enabled
human flight. Flight had been spoken of, dreamed of and planned for centuries, and at last
humans had left the earth and floated upwards in an invention that allowed a sustained, if
uncontrolled, flight. The balloon provided a spectacle for those watching from the ground and
those who flew wrote of their experiences in this new form of transport. It became the subject
of society’s talk and a major cultural influence. It did not matter why the balloonists were in
the air, whether they were attempting new records, entertaining the crowds below or
undertaking scientific experiments; the sensory experience of flight, through the visual
spectacles encountered and the feelings of wonder of being above the earth, deeply affected
those who flew. Balloonists sought to explain this in their accounts of balloon flights and
27
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wrote of their experience in aesthetic terms. By writing about their flights balloonists helped
those below to understand the meaning of flight and the significance of this new invention. In
this chapter I outline the initial reaction to human flight and the enraptured accounts of the
first balloonists, as well as the cultural phenomenon of ballooning and the ‘balloonomania’
that ensued with the participation of the general public as spectators of this new invention. I
then explore aesthetics and flight and the value of applying this to highlight a major theme in
the balloonists’ accounts I analyse, and to propose an aesthetics of flight.
Jacques Charles, the Frenchman quoted at the beginning of this chapter, launched in
front of a crowd of up to 500,000 people and his account was published widely in France and
the United Kingdom. In his account he also expressed that
[n]othing…can compare with the joy that filled me as I flew away from the surface of
the earth. It was not a pleasure, it was blissful delight…A majestic spectacle unfolded
before our eyes. Wherever we turned our gaze, we saw the heads of people, above us
a sky free from cloud and in the distance the most alluring view in the world. (qtd. in
Hallion 56-57)
Charles’ reaction to flight is characteristic of writings by balloonists and is representative of
what Richard Holmes terms as “a euphoric tone which never quite disappears from
subsequent balloon accounts” (Falling 17). The sensation of the physicality of the “rapture”
as his body fills with all-encompassing feelings of unrivalled “joy,” “blissful delight” and
“hilarity” on ascension demonstrates the high emotion associated with the novelty and
strangeness of the nascent stages of human flight. To be able to leave the earth and soar
above was an entirely new phenomenon of freedom, and Charles’ description highlights the
theme of escape and of leaving behind earthly troubles. From the height of a balloon, a new
perspective of the world is realised for the first time and gives access to “the most alluring
view” and a “majestic spectacle” hitherto unseen, eliciting feelings of astonishment. This
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forms the beginning of a new way of experiencing the world and invests flight with aesthetic
dimensions. The “euphoric tone” associated with the writings of flight persists throughout the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and indeed into the twentieth century with aeroplane
flight.
Tiberius Cavallo, in his History of Aerostation, seeks to place spectators and readers
in the balloonists’ situation so as to compel them to comprehend what it must feel like to
leave the earth:
consider for a moment the sensation which these first aerial adventurers must have
felt in their exalted situation…Imagine a man elevated to such a height, into an
immense space, by means altogether new, viewing under his feet, like a map, a vast
tract of country, with one of the greatest towns existing, the streets and environs of
which were crowded with spectators, attentive to him alone, and all expressing, in
every possible manner, their amazement and anxiety. Reflect on the prospect, the
encomiums, and the consequences; then see if your mind remains in a state of quiet
indifference. (qtd. in Turnor 45)
Cavallo highlights the importance of “sensation,” the way that access to this new space
elevated above all others, with its new perspective, can affect those who fly. The physical act
of leaving the earth and floating away in a balloon produces a strong emotional response, as
Charles elucidated, and Cavallo asks readers to imagine the balloonists’ feelings of being the
first aerial adventurers. The Oxford English Dictionary records Samuel Johnson’s definition
of ‘sensation’ as “perception by means of the senses” (“Sensation,” def. 1c) and this is a
valuable definition to use in analysing writings by balloonists as it also relates to the physical
experience, the understanding and the aesthetic of flight. The height of the balloon affords,
for the first time in human history, a unique perspective of the earth, its people and towns.
Being in a balloon allowed humans “to see themselves and their works from a new position in

46

which they and their world became miniaturised” (Bown 67) and as the balloonists enter a
new sphere, the world below becomes insignificant as the aerial world opens up. In their
accounts, balloonists endeavour to place the reader in their position. Nicola Bown comments
that it is
a truism that the imagination enables us to escape the confines of the body and to
picture what we cannot physically see or do. Nevertheless, inventions which
dramatically change human capabilities, such as the air balloon, also transform our
imaginary visions: flights of fancy take on a different, and in some ways more literal,
cast. (48-49)
It was only after the invention of the balloon that the imagined reality of flight “and
especially the imagined flight of the mind’s eye, could be measured against an experience of
what it was actually like to leave the ground” (Bown 50). Readers still needed to use their
imagination, but they were aided by the words of the balloonist.
With the commencement of ballooning, many expressed their response to this new
form of transport through writing. Michael R. Lynn explains that the enormous popularity
and novelty of balloons “ensured that this new invention dominated newspapers, letters, and
conversations throughout Europe and the Americas” (“Consumerism” 82) and that there were
a “vast number of eyewitness accounts published as pamphlets or in the periodical press”
(“Consumerism” 80). Descriptions of balloon ascents and experiments were related by
spectators and often “the aeronauts themselves wrote letters to the editors, describing the
latest voyage and offering the true account” (“Periodical Literature”). One letter writer to the
editor of Town and Country Magazine in March 1785 said, “Sir, I imagined that the rage of
air ballooning would have been pretty well over by this time; but the influenza seems to
prevail as much as ever” (“Periodical Literature”). Many balloon flights were organised after
the original Montgolfier ascent, with a fervour spreading throughout the places where they
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were launching, particularly in France and England. Paul Keen calls this ‘balloonomania,’
taking up a word coined at the time by Horace Walpole, who proclaimed that “[b]alloons
occupy senators, philosophers, ladies, everybody” (qtd. in Keen, “Balloonomania” 507).29
Nobody, it seemed, was exempt from the balloon’s allure. Now was the chance to experience
flight at first hand, as a participant or spectator, and to take pleasure in the watching and
reading of actual human flight, as well as to find ways of expressing the feelings of joy and
freedom, admiration and fear that this elicited as people absorbed this new reality.
Balloons were expensive to fabricate and maintain, and so they were able to be owned
or operated by only a small number of people.30 However, the vast majority of balloonists
sold tickets to their launches, as well as tours to see the balloon being made and prepared for
flight, to raise funds for their expenses. This encouraged the general public to share in this
new balloon enterprise and to feel like they were close observers and participants in this, the
beginning of the aerial age. Lynn analyses the use of subscriptions and the marketing of
balloons to raise money for balloon flights. He states that balloonists “sold their invention as
a great curiosity that people would…want to see close up. In this sense, balloons can be
viewed as a luxury, albeit one set at a price more affordable than most luxuries, which were
designed to promote pleasure and happiness” (“Consumerism” 79). The inclusion of the
general public in preparations for balloon flight, and the launching of balloons, meant that
many were able to witness human flight for the first time in an environment of spectacle,
excitement and anticipation. Balloon launches were often dramatic, with setbacks, delays and
sometimes, disaster. Lynn contends that being present at the launch of balloons being used
for scientific experiments provided an opportunity
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See also Chapter One in Brant’s Balloon Madness: Flights of Imagination in Britain, 1783-1786 for a more
detailed explanation of ‘balloon madness.’
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For example, the French balloon named Le Géant consisted of 22,000 yards of silk and cost the equivalent of
approximately $10 million in today’s money.
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for the public to participate in this new science…As balloons came to symbolize the
age of reason, especially with their focus on the conquest of nature and the potential
utility of the invention, aeronauts implicitly carved out a new manner in which
individuals, for the price of a ticket, could become active members of the
Enlightenment. (“Consumerism” 79-80)
By including the public in this new scene, balloonists encouraged people to embrace new
inventions and technologies that would, eventually, change the way they lived their lives.
These spectators were part of two aspects of ballooning that seemed to be in
opposition to each other, that is, ballooning for pleasure and ballooning for scientific
purposes. Questions arose from both: was ballooning merely for entertainment and
adventure? Or, was ballooning a genuine opportunity for scientific discovery which enabled
scientists to ascend into the air above and to learn more about the world through scientific
experiments in this newly accessible element?31 Keen wonders whether “the real point [was]
that the response to ballooning was all of these at the same time?” (“Balloonomania” 525)
Keen’s question is important as it seeks to avert the focus from the binary opposition of
pleasure versus science and the utility or folly of balloons. On a single flight ballooning could
yield scientific discoveries, and at the same time it could also be pleasurable and captivating,
and provide a spectacle for those watching from the ground. The difference between the
spectators and the flyers was significant and while those below were trying to make sense of
the balloon and its ambivalences, the balloonists above were encountering a new world. H. G.
31

Many critics have written extensively on the perception of the balloon during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. See, for example, Chapter Two of Paul Keen’s Literature, Commerce, and the Spectacle of
Modernity, 1750–1800; Elaine Freedgood’s Victorian Writing about Risk: Imagining a Safe England in a
Dangerous World and “Groundless Optimism: Regression in the Service of Egos, England and Empire in
Victorian Ballooning Memoirs”; The Sublime Invention: Ballooning in Europe, 1783-1820 and “Consumerism
and the Rise of Balloons in Europe at the End of the Eighteenth Century” by Michael R. Lynn; Charles C.
Gillispie’s The Montgolfier Brothers and the Invention of Aviation, 1783-1784; Richard P. Hallion’s Taking
Flight: Inventing the Aerial Age from Antiquity through the First World War; Jennifer Tucker’s article
“Voyages of Discovery on Oceans of Air: Scientific Observation and the Image of Science in an Age of
‘Balloonacy’”; Brant’s Balloon Madness: Flights of Imagination in Britain, 1783-1786; Ivan Ortiz’s article
“Fancy’s Eye: Poetic Vision and the Romantic Air Balloon” and Chapter Three from Siobhan Carroll’s An
Empire of Air and Water: Uncolonizable Space in the British Imagination, 1750-1850.
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Wells declared that to be in a balloon “is like nothing else in human experience. It is one of
the supreme things possible to man…It is to pass extraordinarily out of human things…It is
to see the sky” (89). Wells shows that a balloon flight enables an encounter with the world
that was previously impossible and not available to those on the ground. The nascent ability
of humans to fly in balloons introduced a new form of literature and transformed the way the
earth was perceived. My interest is in the literary representation of the balloonists’ accounts
and in the following two chapters, I examine the aesthetic appeal of balloon flight as a major
theme evident in texts written by balloonists, and use accounts by balloonists who conducted
scientific research to show that the aesthetic pleasure related to flight was experienced by
balloonists regardless of their reason for being in the sky and was a unifying factor.32
Balloons may have been a scientific creation but their appeals were many and one of its most
important aspects was that it allowed a new way of looking at the world, literally and
theoretically.
With the balloon symbolising the age of reason, as Lynn contends, and as the “wonder
of the age” (Lynn, Sublime 2) it was also referred to as an emblem of the age of hope.
Thomas Carlyle wrote of the balloon,
[b]eautiful invention; mounting heavenward so beautifully, – so unguidably! Emblem
of much, and of our Age of Hope itself; which shall mount, specifically-light,
majestically in this same manner; and hover, – tumbling whither Fate will. Well if it
do not, Pilâtre-like, explode; and demount all the more tragically! – So, riding on
windbags, will men scale the Empyrean. (original emphasis 41-42)
The ambivalence of Carlyle’s view of the balloon clearly epitomises two aspects of the
perceptions of it – that it is a wonderful invention that allows humans to access a new sphere,
32

When Sadler wrote his book, the word ‘scientist’ did not yet exist; they were natural philosophers. The word
came into being in 1833 when William Whewell “coined the term scientist to refer to someone who relied on
Lord Bacon’s inductive, experimental method, partly in response to the complaint of Samuel Taylor Coleridge
that the term philosopher, as in ‘natural philosopher’ (what we would now call a scientist), had become ‘too
wide and too lofty’” (original emphasis, Kelley 357).
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in a beautiful method of ascending, but that it is also a capricious creation that is
uncontrollable and that it may fall from the sky, explode and cause death. The balloon
functions as a symbol of its age, representing reason and hope, but it is also unstable and in a
state of flux, representative of the society below. Carlyle’s use of bathos shows the
paradoxical nature of the balloon – a soaring beauty as it mounts, but ridiculous and awkward
on its return to the ground. The image of men riding “windbags” to reach the heavens and
having no control over where they may land is farcical. Though some of this quotation from
Carlyle has often been used by scholars to show his knowledge and awareness of balloons,
the second part of the passage after the “Age of Hope” avowal is often not included and it is
this which shows Carlyle’s ambivalence towards the balloon. Carlyle, while acknowledging
the beauty and majesty of the balloon, immediately refers to its fallibility. That is, that it
cannot be guided or controlled and that it tumbles where Fate decides it should fall. His
reference to Pilâtre and explosions shows his knowledge of balloon history and there is a
sense of ridiculousness when he describes the balloon as a windbag and that this is the
contraption that will allow humans to scale the Empyrean after humanity has waited so long
for flight.33 He is disparaging of the capacity of a balloon and his tone suggests that it seems
unbecoming that it is these “windbags” that allow humans to finally access a space that has
been dreamt of for centuries. Carlyle’s viewpoint is an example of how writers and social
commentators sought to understand the balloon and to try and comprehend its contradictions.
Ballooning, Keen argues in Literature, Commerce, and the Spectacle of Modernity,
1750–1800, was not a “single cultural phenomenon” (43) but that
it is more accurate to describe its early days as a cacophony of overlapping events,
activities, debates, literary texts, and endless paraphernalia, from the spectacle of the
flights themselves to indoor displays to scientific treatises to real and fictitious
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travelogues to fashion trends to advertisements to broadsheet ballads to satirical prints
to novels, poems, plays, all circulating in different ways and appealing to an unruly
blend of audiences. (43)
Keen’s depiction of the balloon’s haphazard and far-reaching infiltration into so many aspects
of society shows its wide-ranging sphere of influence. It was a chaotic introduction that
spanned entertainment, science, literature and fashion. Its instability as a consistent tool for
controlled flight meant that it was often co-opted into many domains of society. Keen asserts
that ballooning’s capacity “to circulate through so many different symbolic registers as a kind
of ‘fable of modernity’…suggests that however important it may have been in its own right,
ballooning enjoyed an even greater significance as a cultural lightning rod for the broader
anxieties and aspirations of the day” (Literature 44). The ubiquitousness of balloons meant
that it was co-opted as a symbol for various aspects of society at that time and Carlyle’s
portrayal of the balloon is a clear example of this.
There are many examples of letters, pamphlets, journal articles, poems and books that
elucidate the sensual aspects of balloon flight. Periodical press accounts, letters and
pamphlets in the 1780s were followed by longer texts in the 1800s such as compilations of
various narratives of balloon flights in book form and personal memoirs, and these allowed
readers to access multiple and famous accounts of well-known balloonists. Accounts written
by those with an interest in science also started to gain a readership, but later than the
narratives written by the entertainers and adventurers. Charles Hatton Turnor, in his extensive
work Astra Castra: Experiments and Adventures in the Atmosphere, published in 1865,
claims that until his book, “[t]he discoveries and inventions relating to the uses which have
hitherto been made of the atmosphere, and the mathematical deductions which so clearly
teach us to hope for the practicability of aerial navigation, have never yet been described in a
manner worthy of the human life hitherto sacrificed in unavailing attempts” (vii). Turnor
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shows that scientific balloon writers who did choose to relay their discoveries to a wider
public took longer to do so. That such a lengthy work was written almost one hundred years
after the first balloon flight shows how important ballooning was, and the great interest that
readers still held for it. Turnor says that he endeavours “to do justice to the ubiquity and
importance of a subject which must in some degree be of great interest to all, for the medium
which forms its basis is the air, in which we all ‘live and move, and have our being’” (vii). 34
The ‘balloonomania’ had not really gone away.
Fiona Stafford asserts that references to balloons in Romantic literature from 1785 to
1830 were recurrent and that in her research “again and again I found that very different
writers, who would not normally be read alongside each other, were united by a fascination
with balloons” (“The Surprising”). She believes that ballooning “cuts across disciplines – it
interested scientists but also captured the imagination of poets and gave them the possibility
of using new kinds of metaphors which could not previously have existed” (“The
Surprising”). Stafford notes that part of the popularity of balloons may have been because of
its ability to distract and be a positive national event in a time when Britain had lost its
biggest colony and its citizens were being levied with high taxes after the expensive war
effort against France. Though explanations of why ‘balloonomania’ was so prevalent at this
time can be given, it does not explain further bouts of the mania in the subsequent centuries,
when the aeroplane was invented. It was a spectacle that distracted from the difficulties on
the ground, but it was more than that – it was human flight happening for the first time in
history. Though small periods of prominent attention to the balloon can be explained by
cultural events at the time, it is more difficult to explain the ongoing allure of the balloon
from the eighteenth century without considering the elements related to flight that are
enduring.
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Before I turn to the textual analysis of ballooning and aeroplane narratives, I need to
explain how I use the term aesthetics in relation to flight. There have been many
philosophical and historical debates surrounding the meaning and definition of the terms
‘aesthetic’ and ‘aesthetics’. The meanings of words are modified with cultural change and so
it is with the word and sensibility relating to ‘aesthetic.’ The Oxford English Dictionary
shows that the word was first used in 1764 in the philosophy of Immanuel Kant and is “the
science of perception by the senses” (“Aesthetic,” def. 1). The origin of the word is from the
ancient Greek αỉσθητικός, which is “of or relating to sense perception, sensitive, perceptive”
(“Aesthetic,” def. 4b). The word ‘aesthetics’ relates to the “philosophy of the beautiful or of
art; a system of principles for the appreciation of the beautiful, etc.; the distinctive underlying
principles of a work of art or a genre, the works of an artist, the arts of a culture, etc.”
(“Aesthetics,” def. 1a) as well as the “(attractive) appearance or sound of something”
(“Aesthetics,” def. 1b). Raymond Williams shows that Alexander Baumgarten first used it in
a Latin form as the title of his work Aesthetica and that he defined aesthetics “in the original
and broader Greek sense of the science of ‘the conditions of sensuous perception’” (31).
‘Sensuous perception’ is particularly useful when examining the representation in language
of the new experience of balloon flight. W. J. T Mitchell notes that aesthetics “also deals
more generally with sensuous perception in nature and everyday life” (31) and the “arousal of
the emotions” (31). Williams states, too, that the “adjective aesthetic…is now in common use
to refer to questions of visual appearance and effect” (32).
My intention is to use the term in a broad sense, through the sensuous perception of
nature. I am using aesthetics not as a matter of taste or part of the philosophical debate, but as
a discourse about the phenomenon of flight, as a lived or embodied experience which is
unique. By aesthetics of flight in relation to the balloonists, I mean that they experience a
variety of emotions and encounters: elation; wonder; the beauty of the skies, nature and
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natural phenomena; and that they emphasise those in the narrative accounts, taking time out
from the prose of observation or recording to recreate and dwell on the poetic dimensions of
their own feelings and their sense of beauty, sublimity and joy. The aesthetics of flight relate
primarily to visually appealing scenes of both nature and of developed land below and also of
the emotions that flight evokes and the ineffability of the experienced aesthetics. In relation
to the aviators, they also experience similar emotions to the balloonists and have intense
encounters with nature, but they also express an aesthetic of adventure and risk, because the
technology that they use means that they fly higher and much further than the balloonists
could. As with the balloonists, sometimes the earth is no longer visible to them, and when
this occurs they feel that they are in another world entirely and with this comes a sense of
aloneness tinged with existential questioning, as they contemplate being separated from the
earthbound humans and the world they leave below.
Philosopher Donald W. Crawford points out that nature “as an object of aesthetic
appreciation is an important part of our cultural heritage and values” (310) and that it
“pleases in its wildness, vastness, and brute power. Seemingly unbounded oceans and deserts,
or the starry heavens, can give rise to positive feelings of awe and astonishment that
traditionally have been incorporated into aesthetics” (308). Though the balloonists I look at
are natural philosophers or scientists and are in the balloon to carry out scientific research
which involves purpose, accuracy, usefulness and application to produce factual knowledge,
they clearly respond to the emotional experience, with their visual and other senses
stimulated and so their flights are a combination of scientific aspiration and aesthetic
pleasure. Crawford’s point about the vastness of scenes of nature, and of the response to this
in terms of strong emotional feelings is clearly elucidated in the balloonists’ accounts. In a
discussion of the aesthetics of nature and the environment, Crawford argues that an
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important category of natural objects of aesthetic appreciation consists of
relationships of diverse objects to each other in more or less accidental ways (a sunset
over the sea, cloud formations over the mountain tops). These constitute radical
departures from the living organism as the paradigm of natural beauty, since they
directly introduce the issue of the relevance of human perspective and subjectivity to
the aesthetics of nature. The aesthetic appeal of land and water forms (mountains,
lakes) and their interfaces (such as a shoreline) is tied to their properties as visually
revealed from a given human perspective. They are beautiful prospects, enchanting
vistas, lovely scenes. In short, our aesthetic enjoyment of them is relative, quite
literally, to the point of view of the perceiver. Nonetheless, these are among the most
common examples of aesthetic nature, as represented in the concept of a landscape,
which is perhaps the most central concept in the historical development of our modern
aesthetic sensitivity to nature. (original emphasis 322)
It follows from Crawford’s argument, then, that the aesthetics of flight is a result of the point
of view of the balloonist and the aviator. They are in a privileged vantage point as they
actually see and experience the skyscapes that others below can only imagine. Picking up on
Bown’s point about imagination, the flyers, though they do not physically escape the limits of
their bodies, do escape the confines of the ground to soar above to a space that had previously
only been imagined. Spectators on the ground cannot share the lived experience of the writerflyer except through their writings, which are second-hand, as these views of nature are only
available to those who are above the earth. The experience is mediated through language but
this time the readers are imagining a scene that has been encountered in reality and so it does
take on a more literal cast, as the skyscape is no longer the sole provenance of the
imagination as it is now accessible. Though the spectators can also see scenes that the
balloonists and aviators encounter – sunsets, clouds, light, colour – it is in the vantage point
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of the flyer that the scene they experience has a completely different aspect of the same scene
viewed from the ground. It is through their presence in the skyscape that their perspective of
nature is linked to an aesthetics of flight.
The concept of beauty is usually operative when contemplating visually appealing
scenes. Glenn Parsons, in his book Aesthetics and Nature, shows that the term ‘beauty’ also
has numerous associations and a long and vast history. He suggests that the term ‘aesthetic
quality’ can be a more encompassing term and
usually refers to any kind of pleasing visual or auditory appearance, including the
splendour of the starry heavens, the exquisite geometry of a leaf’s shape and the
intricate patterns of a forest floor. The word ‘beauty’ remains the most intuitive way
for most of us to being talking about our responses to landscape. But in trying to think
philosophically about the nature of these responses, the concept of an ‘aesthetic
quality’ will be more useful. (11)
Similarly to Crawford, Parsons’ observations help to identify how aesthetics can be used to
frame the experience of the writer-flyers and the way that they seek to convey this to their
readers. They both refer to landscapes, but their reflections are just as relevant when referring
to skyscapes. While aesthetics is a broad term, the use of aesthetic qualities can further clarify
the components that are contributing to the aesthetics of flight. The aesthetic qualities of
balloon flights are clearly invoked in the accounts of Sadler, Glaisher, Flammarion, Fonvielle
and Tissandier, and in the narratives of the aeroplane flights of Saint-Exupéry and Markham.
Visual spectacles, the auditory sensation of a new world without sound and the feelings that
surface while flying, are all encompassed within the experience of flight. Parsons further
notes that “[a]esthetic qualities seem to be a matter primarily of how things look or sound to
us” (15) and the commonality of the way that the writer-flyers write of their flights suggest
that the aesthetics of flight is shared across accounts. It makes sense that the notion of what is
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an aesthetic quality is an individual one, just like beauty may evoke various perceptions to
different people, but the way that Sadler, Glaisher, Flammarion, Fonvielle, Tissandier, SaintExupéry and Markham relate their experiences points to a commonality of the experience
which shares similar perceptions of the effects of flight. The balloonists and aviators describe
in their narratives aesthetic qualities that affect them. The beginnings of an exploration of the
aesthetic qualities related to flight are recorded in these accounts and related to those
spectators below, who see flight from a very different aspect. They are on the ground looking
up and the flyers are up above, looking everywhere: down, up and across to the vast expanses
which surround them. They seek to express their reactions to flight and to share these with
the broader population. The vast majority of the world’s population at that time would never
ride in a balloon or fly in any capacity and so they do so vicariously through reading these
first-hand accounts. Parsons points out that it “seems that the ability of a sensory experience
to provide delight, joy, or, more generally, pleasure or displeasure to the viewer is an
important element in what makes something an aesthetic quality” (15) and that it is pleasing
“for its own sake” (16).
In the next two chapters, I explore two primary accounts of balloon flights. I have
chosen these texts as they represent balloon flights across the nineteenth century and show
the longevity of the ideas and themes contained within them. Sadler and Glaisher were
pioneers of British aerial history and wrote of the sensory aspects of ballooning, as well as its
practical scientific uses, and so show two aspects of ballooning which were often perceived
to be in conflict, when in actuality they could be complementary. As Daniel Brown shows in
The Poetry of Victorian Scientists, many scientists wrote poetry and the boundaries between
science and the expression of aesthetic appreciation for nature were less pronounced in the
nineteenth century and only became more distinct with the modern specialisation of
knowledge categorisation. Sadler and Glaisher were poetic scientists. Balloonists’ accounts
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are an important record of how the commencement of flight was perceived and my focus is
on their perspective. Their writings show how the experience of flight goes beyond the
ordinary physical human experience and gave the public access to descriptions of the
experience, sensations and aesthetic qualities of flight. Though these texts were written
decades apart, there is a recurring theme of being captivated by the experience of being aloft,
through descriptions of the beauty, scenery, and feelings comprehended while above the
earth. Each flight was different, with its own inherent risks, but the writing of these flights
shows commonalities and a discourse of flight starts to develop with the commencement of
ballooning.
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Chapter Two – Balloon. An Authentic Narrative

[H]ow great therefore was my astonishment, and how incapable is expression to
convey an adequate idea of my feelings, when rising to the upper Region of the Air,
the Sun whose parting beams I had already witnessed, again burst on my view.
– James Sadler

James Sadler (1753-1828), author of Balloon. An Authentic Narrative,35 was the first
Englishman to fly. In October 1784, he ascended from the grounds of Magdalen College at
the University of Oxford in a balloon he had constructed himself. Like the French, he had
orchestrated previous balloon flights with animals aboard, but this time he was confident
enough in his invention that he flew himself. Sadler was a busy and impressive man, with
many interests and skills and was reportedly revered by Percy Bysshe Shelley (R. Smith
79).36 L. T. C. Rolt describes Sadler as “a remarkable man, a skilful and daring pilot and an
ingenious inventor” (79). The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography records Sadler as a
balloonist and chemist, as well as a worker in his father’s business, which specialised in
confectionary and pastry. He was an innovator in using coal gas in lighting and co-founded
the Liverpool Gas Light Company, as well as redesigning rifles and cannons for Lord
Nelson’s Royal Navy and inventing mobile steam engines. He also started a carbonated water
business, using a motif of a balloon on the label. The ODNB states that Sadler’s life “was of
deeds, not words, and left great problems for any biographer (n. pag.).” Historical
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Other accounts by Sadler include Balloon: The Only True and Authentic Account of the Voyage from Bristol,
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1810. To Which is Annexed, a Plan of the Bristol Channel, Shewing its Course, and Place of Descent (1810).
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information about Sadler is not plentiful, surprisingly, given that he was the first English
aeronaut, and today he is largely forgotten.37
Given Sadler’s stature, his great celebrity during his life and his position at the
forefront of human flight, it seems likely that he was written out of history, or not written into
it, because of a falling out with Oxford University and the Royal Navy, as well as his humble
beginnings. Richard O. Smith notes that during Sadler’s time, Britain was “the opposite of a
meritocracy” (1) and that Sadler was “often dismissed in accounts of the period as ‘that
pastry cook from Oxford’” (1). J. E. Hodgson noted that William Windham, a statesman who
made a balloon ascent with Sadler in May 1785, described Sadler as “a prodigy” (qtd. in
ODNB) who was “oppressed, to the disgrace of the University…from pique and jealousy of
his superior science” (qtd. in ODNB). Smith asserts that Sadler has been “undeservedly
forgotten” (1) and that “it is difficult to comprehend why a once ubiquitous household name
such as his should become so little known today – given that his accomplishments still
resonate with a contemporary interest in aviation” (2). Smith states that Sadler
was a celebrity for fully 50 years and was commemorated in poems and songs fairly
frequently. He was adored – to the extent that 20-30,000 people would regularly turn
up whenever he announced a balloon flight. Places such as Bristol and Cheltenham
closed every school, factory and shop on the day he did an ascent. It’s hard to imagine
any visiting celebrity having the importance to do that today. (Pringle n. pag.)
He argues that Sadler was “a democratic success in an undemocratic age – a rare example of
celebrity that all classes adored. It was unheard of in the age for an uneducated cook without
breeding to become so famous” (Pringle n. pag.).
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However, in recent years there has been a renewed interest in him, with the publication of Richard O. Smith’s
The Man with his Head in the Clouds: James Sadler, the First Englishman to Fly and Jane Browne’s The
Oxford Aeronaut, Volume 1: A Legacy, both in 2014 and King of All Balloons: The Adventurous Life of James
Sadler, the First English Aeronaut by Mark Davies in 2015.
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Unlike numerous pioneer balloonists, Sadler did not die as a result of a ballooning
accident. He had many close calls, but managed, through his skill and knowledge of balloons,
to survive his estimated fifty or so flights, a significant number when considering the dangers
associated with ballooning. Sadler advertised his flights in advance, so if the weather was not
suitable, he still had to fly, because people had already paid and if he did not, he would risk
their ire and his reputation. He was not a showman like many other balloonists, but he was
well-known and liked. Engravings of him were “big-selling, mass-produced items” (R. Smith
3) and a “popular item during the height of balloonomania was a doorknob bearing Sadler’s
miniature colour portrait” (R. Smith 202). Sadler died with very little, even though he was the
most celebrated balloonist of this time.
The full title of Sadler’s text is straightforward and embraces the nineteenth-century
practice of long titles for travel and scientific writing: Balloon. An Authentic Narrative of the
Ærial Voyage, of Mr Sadler, Across the Irish Channel, From Belvedere-House, Drumcondra;
In the Neighbourhood of Dublin, on Thursday, October 1st, 1812. With some Observations
on the Important Objects Connected with Ærostation. To which is Annexed, a Chart of the
Channel, Shewing his Course and Place of Descent. It states what the book contains and the
initial word of the title, “Balloon,” captures the attention of a public keen to read about
ballooning. By calling it an “authentic narrative,” the reader is encouraged to believe that this
text is a true account of the voyage – and the one and only available – and to rely on the
author to accurately depict the flight. As Sadler was a well-known name in ballooning, his
authorship would increase the interest in his written account. In this voyage, Sadler was
attempting a record – he wanted to be the first to cross the Irish Channel by air. In the title,
though, we are not quite given the truth. Sadler’s goal was to cross the Irish Channel, but he
did not succeed, and indeed was lucky to survive the voyage, by his account.

62

The text is divided into three sections and starts with a chapter called ‘A Narrative’
which is in the third person and concentrates on the spectacle of the launch and the onlookers.
The next chapter is titled ‘The Following Account of the Ærial Voyage is Taken From Mr
Sadler’s Memoranda, and Corrected by Himself’ and is written in the first person and
focusses on the balloon voyage. After Sadler’s account the book concludes with another
third-person narrative, outlining the hopes and limits of ballooning.38 The narrative sets the
scene for Sadler’s account. Balloon flights were performed in a public space with the sky as
its stage and provided plenty of material with which to narrate the challenges and drama.
Sadler’s stature as a balloonist ensured a large audience and by attempting to be the first to
fly across the Irish Channel he was encouraging the populist side of ballooning. Sadler
depicts the staging before the ascent and the associated spectacle, and takes time to convey
the perspective of the spectators in relation to him as he leaves the ground. He appears
unconcerned about the ambiguous attitudes towards ballooning and combines them by
promoting his balloon flight, attempting a new record, attracting paying customers, providing
a spectacle at the launch, undertaking scientific experiments while aloft and then writing
about this experience. There is a sense of occasion and Belvedere House is “a place
admirably calculated for the purpose” (3) and “nothing as to situation or arrangement could
be better” (3). It displays many of the customary aspects associated with the spectacle of a
balloon launch that seeks to create a new record – large crowds, esteemed guests, a sense of
occasion and a carnival-like atmosphere. People crowded the lawns of the house, “every
Avenue leading to the place of ascent” (6) and “the tops of every House from which the
slightest view could be had” (6). The attendance of royalty with the Duke and Duchess of
Richmond, as well as the Military Guard, two Military Bands and other “numerous and
splendid assemblage that attended” (4) added cachet to the event. There is “a Platform raised,
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It is unclear why there is this shift in point of view and narrative change.
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from whence the undaunted Æronaut proposed to ascend”39 (3) and the Military Guard
protects the area, keeping it clear “to prevent the pressure of the anxious Spectators, and
afford facility at the moment of Ascension” (3-4). With so many observers gathered, the
Military Guard “protected the Avenues of approach and prevented by the preservation of
order, those accidents which so frequently occur in a concourse” (3) when large crowds of
people are present. Controlling a crowd’s behaviour was a large part of ensuring a smooth
balloon launch. Without order, events such as Sadler’s ascent could result in the balloon
being destroyed before take-off. As Jennifer Tucker points out, “[b]alloon ascents, as
magnets that attracted heterogeneous audiences…were vulnerable to riots and skirmishes.
They sparked fears among Londoners already worried about the deeper social problems of
urbanization, industrialization, and overcrowding” (160). Tucker rightly points out that
balloon launches caused anxiety about social control and order as they facilitated
indiscriminate mingling of the classes. The balloon and its associated activities became a
focal point for the anxieties, hopes and limits of the time in which it appeared.
A contrast is constructed between the fearless sky-bound balloonist and the
apprehensive earth-bound spectators, showing the disparity between the two and the way they
are perceived. The fearless balloonist is an active participant whereas the crowd are passive
spectators. Sadler is portrayed as being in control of a situation that is ultimately
uncontrollable, and he is kept separate from the crowd which must be kept away from him so
that he can perform his feat. Sadler is depicted as a generous and thoughtful figure: his mind
“did not rest alone on personal objects, but extended itself to whatever could gratify or
accommodate” (4) the spectators. The result of the staging
was such as might naturally be expected; for whether we contemplate the vast
Machine with which the Ærial Voyager entered upon his dauntless track – the brilliant
39

All of the quotes from Balloon keep the capitalisations, italics and spelling from the original text and have not
been changed.
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and crowded concourse – the appearance of the Military – the process of Inflation –
the sensation of the moment – ALL combined to produce an effect which as far
exceeded expectation as it baffles description. (4)
All these aspects combine to create a celebratory scene, a sense of anticipation and occasion
and the allusion to sensation again shows the emotional aspect of a balloon launch and
subsequent flight. Cavallo emphasised the significance of sensation in ballooning and the
phrase “sensation of the moment” here is a key one, because it highlights the way that
sensation plays an important part in these balloon events. The event of ballooning, whether
observing or participating, invokes physical and emotional reactions that mark it as an
extraordinary form of transport. The elements of this balloon launch – the balloon itself, the
many spectators, the staged scene, the process of getting the balloon ready for flight, the
emotions – combined to produce a scene that heightens the emotion and almost defies
description. The stage is set and Sadler has made sure that it is optimal for launch. Ballooning
is an emotional event, not just for the balloonist, but also for those who watch from the
ground. Freedgood asserts that balloon flights “seem to have evoked two general classes of
sensations, one in their spectators and another in those who actually experienced balloon
travel” (“Groundless” 62). The experiences of both parties were very different, and the
balloonists’ accounts relay what happens after they leave the earth, an aspect that is not
available to the general public, unless they read the accounts. The sensation that the
balloonists experienced was one inextricably linked to the senses and the aesthetic experience
of being afloat.
The spectators are enraptured and Sadler senses that words lack the ability to describe
the feeling of the scene, though the effects are evident. As he prepares to fly, Sadler seats
himself in the balloon with “coolness and serenity which indicated his perfect acquaintance
with the bold undertaking he had entered upon” (5). It is unlikely that Sadler felt serene,
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knowing that every balloon flight placed him in significant danger. He puts his compass,
telescope and barometer in the balloon and then the
undaunted voyager floated from the stage, majestically rising from the Earth on the
bosom of the Air, and presenting a spectacle at once awful and sublime, which as it
mocks description so was its effect attested by the unbidden tears that stole down
many a cheek – for a moment all was silent extacy (sic) and tremulous fear followed
by bursts of applause, not drawn forth by factitious circumstances, but excited by real
and undisguised admiration. (5)
The spectacle is overwhelming and the invocation of the sublime calls to mind Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, who wrote that the balloon “was ultimately an image of human longing and
inspiration, both uplifting and terrifying” (Holmes, Wonder 161). The spectators are “the
astonished multitude” (5) to whom Sadler waves as he ascends over their heads and then he
disappears into a cloud, reappears, and gradually recedes from sight. He is their sole object of
attention:
Every eye was turned with anxious looks to the receding Globe, which from the
impulse of the wind took a direct course to the Sea and by encreasing (sic) the
apparent danger heightened the feeling which throbbed in every bosom for the
traveller’s safety – the multitude seemed rooted to the spot, and only began to
disperse, when dwindling to a point, the object which fixed their attention sunk from
sight. (6)40
Already Sadler is no longer in control but at the mercy of the wind and the quick shift to
imminent danger shows how swiftly a balloon flight can change and how the emotional
response can be heightened knowing the danger of ballooning. Goldstein points out that
“[v]ulnerability to danger is part of the sublime” (Flying 77) and this intensifies the response
40

The spectacle reminds Sadler of an excerpt from Erasmus Darwin’s long poem The Botanic Garden as
eighteen lines from The Loves of the Plants, Canto II, lines 25-36 and lines 41-46 are quoted that relate to
Montgolfier’s balloon flight, which it is implied has similarities with Sadler’s account.
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to balloon flight. The narrator represents the unmoving crowd as gripped by fear as well as
astonishment, reminiscent of Burke’s idea of the sublime in his book, A Philosophical
Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, where
[w]hatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger, that is to say,
whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a
manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the
strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling. (original emphasis 50)
Sadler describes his ascent as “awful and sublime” (5), with fear intermingling with danger
and an astonishing spectacle to create a strong emotional response to the balloon’s leaving the
earth. As a balloonist, the experience of the sublime can often be referred to without mention
of danger and I will explore this further in Glaisher’s account. The occurrence of the sublime
can contain subcategories where certain aspects of it may be diminished or more emphasis
placed on the pleasurable aspects, with an indifference to the danger in which balloonists
place themselves.
The trope of sight within flight literature is common, as was seen in relation to the
winged humans in Peter Wilkins and will be picked up again in following chapters.
Spectators watch the balloon until it disappears out of their sight, the balloonist loses his sight
while in the clouds, Saint-Exupéry and Markham fly blind in the dark, and the view from
above shows the world below in a very different field of vision. The sense of sight and what
is familiar is reimagined and adjusts to the new sights in this new mode of travel as aspects of
the world are renegotiated. Seeing balloons above is no longer terrifying for the majority of
the population as they become accustomed to these new objects in the air above. The
balloonists in their writings try to express what they are viewing from their new bird-like
perspective. Sadler’s first-hand account of the balloon journey, taken from his memoranda, is
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mostly straightforward and matter-of-fact, and starts off with the exact time of departure: “38
minutes past 12” (8). He writes that
eleven minutes after I ascended, the Balloon entered a thick Cloud, which for the
moment obscured every thing from sight, but for which I was amply repaid on
emerging, by one of the most splendid prospects that imagination could picture;
beneath me, lay stretched the City of Dublin, with its Suburbs skirting the Bay, which
like a burnished Mirror reflecting the beams of the Sun, exhibited a blaze of Lustre
too dazzling for the eye to rest upon. (9)
Sadler loses his sight and becomes blind before he is rewarded by a display of the city below
him lit up in such an intensification of light that it is too much to look upon for an extended
period. The scene of leaving the earth behind, becoming insensible to surroundings through
obscured vision and then to regain sight and be struck by a light almost too much to bear has
religious connotations. The light seems other-worldly, like the bright lights of heaven, and in
its luminescence is too much to bear for human eyes. Crawford asserts that “strands of
nineteenth-century thought elevated the aesthetics of nature to the realm of spiritual
enlightenment” (313). In some balloonists’ accounts the flyer, who is in another sphere
unreachable by most people, and sees images and forms of nature unavailable to those on
earth, has a feeling of transcendence, an experience of flight not just as a form of physical
transport, but also a form of spiritual transport. These balloonists gain access to a place where
the aesthetic views they are privy to can give way to a nearly religious feeling of
overwhelming beauty or sense of the sublime. This is a part of the aesthetic quality of flight,
where the physical body is removed from the pedestrian life and transported to a place where
such sights overwhelm the flyer. This blaze of light “too dazzling for the eye to rest upon” is
only available to the balloonist. The body of water and its reflection of sunbeams and the
overwhelming light that these two elements create together is, as Crawford says in his
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argument about the aesthetic appreciation of nature, based on the point of view of the
balloonist. Sadler’s elevation means that landscapes and buildings that once dwarfed him, he
now soars over. The city is reduced in size and significance and the natural world increases
its significance, not only because the balloon is captive to its winds but also because this is
now the world that the balloonist inhabits. It is no longer a human-filled world, but a world
consisting solely of nature and himself, with no distraction. There are no boundaries or
barriers and this openness reveals a broad and all-encompassing view of the world below.
When Sadler mounts in his balloon he looks down to where he took off and it is fading into
obscurity but he recalls the “affectionate and solicitous regard which sat on every
countenance, as rising from the Earth, I waved my last farewell” (10). He is like a departing
soul, leaving the earth for another world.
Flight gives access to a visual prospect which the eyes need to try and become
accustomed to, with scenes that have never before been seen, and Sadler attempts to relay this
perplexity to his readers. The view Sadler sees encompasses the mountains, the ocean, the
countryside with its villages and cultivated fields and “all combined presented a prospect
which fancy may contemplate, but words can give no adequate idea of, and to enjoy which
was in itself a reward for any hazard that might attend my undertaking” (9). There are three
important elements in this excerpt: the view from above and being able to encompass so
many variant views of the world in the one glance; the inadequacy of words to describe that
all-encompassing scene, which is an aspect of the sublime; and that this view, and his
enjoyment of it, is a reward for the danger he encounters in the balloon. Here we see the
discourse of aesthetics where the scene from above – its beauty and the enjoyment gained
from it – is reward itself. This echoes Parsons’ view of an aesthetic quality as being pleasing
“for its own sake (16).” Though Sadler wants ballooning to also be of use scientifically, he
realises that the enjoyment he receives from it is enough in itself. The idea that “fancy may
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contemplate” what he sees suggests that the views appear dream-like and that which can only
be imagined, and Sadler finds it difficult to give words to a scene that seems unreal. Sadler’s
emphasis that so many aspects of nature and cultivated land are visible to him in the one allencompassing view reveals that his sensuous perception of the world made visible in such a
grand view is ineffable. He feels it is too vast, and does not seem able to find the unifying
principle that would reveal the relations between the disparate parts. Goldstein’s point about
“adjustments of consciousness” (Flying 103) occurring when a new invention challenges
“prevailing ideas of order” (Flying 103) is pertinent here: Sadler is experiencing a view that
is unusual and has only come about recently, and his consciousness needs to adjust to
understand what he is seeing. Language does not seem adequate to Sadler to express what he
sees. He is not imagining the scene since he is experiencing it, yet it feels as though it is
unreal and more likely to exist in one’s imagination. Sadler is in the process of transforming
his idea of an imaginary vision as he attempts to adjust to the realness of the scenes he
encounters.
Danger is often at close-hand for a balloonist and during his trip Sadler becomes
aware that there is a tear in the balloon and that gas is rapidly escaping. He successfully
makes a repair by precariously balancing on a temporary ladder made by a piece of cord
between the car and the balloon, all the while with a stream of gas striking his face, which
almost overpowers him. He continues his journey and though he had intended to land in
Liverpool and had “full confidence” (12) he could achieve this, “the Wind shifted more to the
Southward, and I found myself again not only driven in a contrary direction to that which I
wished to proceed in, but also in a short time lost sight of land” (13). This lack of control
emphasises the contrary and unpredictable nature of the balloon. A change in wind could
blow a balloonist off course rapidly, and this in turn could lead to very real danger for the
balloonist. Ballooning could commence as a pleasant ride and rapidly become a frightening,
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potentially life-ending disaster within moments. Sadler realises he is in imminent danger and
that his best chance of survival is to make a crash landing at sea and hope to be picked up by
one of the ships he sees below him. Unfortunately, and much to Sadler’s indignation, they
ignore him, and so he must ascend once more. He is eventually rescued when he again
attempts a sea ditching but it is a perilous rescue. Sadler was a very experienced balloonist
and he understood how everything operated; he had undertaken many previous flights and
had constructed his own balloon. If such an experienced balloonist could face such dangers, it
is clear that ballooning was not an easy skill. He relays his rescue and the danger he faced,
saying he was “completely exhausted” (16), “nearly insensible” (16) and “almost lifeless; a
state in which I remained for a considerable time” (17) after coming very close to drowning,
with the wind sweeping the balloon along with “so much velocity” (15). Even though Sadler
was in grave danger when he re-ascended, doing so enabled him to see two sunsets in one
day. He almost feels “a sentiment of thankfulness to the Captains of those Vessels who by
their cold and unfriendly conduct compelled me to be a witness of this splendid object” (14).
He says,
before I rose from the Sea, the orb had sunk below the Horizon, leaving only the
twilight glimmer to light the vast expanse around me, how great therefore was my
astonishment, and how incapable is expression to convey an adequate idea of my
feelings, when rising to the upper Region of the Air, the Sun whose parting beams I
had already witnessed, again burst on my view, and encompassed me with the full
blaze of day; beneath me hung the shadows of Evening, while the clear beams of the
Sun glittered on the floating vehicle. (14)
Sadler seems to forget the dangerous situation he is in and is astonished to see the sun after it
has set and again refers to the theme of light and attempts to comprehend his situation. It is
understandable that it is difficult to express this experience as it is outside of the experience
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of any human. Sadler’s witnessing of this was something that only a balloonist could
experience. Everyday words seem incapable of doing justice to what he has felt as this was
something beyond what he had ever experienced. This is an element of the aesthetic sublime,
when events are ineffable and language does not seem adequate to describe the experience.
Philip Shaw, in his work The Sublime, contends that
whenever experience slips out of conventional understanding, whenever the power of
an object or event is such that words fail and points of comparison disappear, then we
resort to the feeling of the sublime. As such, the sublime marks the limits of reason
and expression together with a sense of what might lie beyond these limits. (original
emphasis 15-16)
This is an experience that is totally unknowable on the ground and Sadler struggles to
elucidate what it means and what he feels in this situation. His attempt to understand the allencompassing view he sees, the strangeness and uniqueness of this encountered double sunset
and the danger that he faces while experiencing these new vistas are all linked as aspects of
the sublimity of flight. It seems that the natural laws of nature, for example one sunset a day,
are turned upside down.
After Sadler’s rescue his account concludes and three factors are identified to show
that Sadler’s attempt was worthwhile and interesting: “the boldness of the undertaking,” (18)
“the splendour of the exhibition” (18) and “the danger of the consequences” (18). We are told
that Sadler has “undaunted courage,” (19) is a “venerable Æronaut” (19) and is entitled to
“the highest credit” (19) and that his attempt will “procure for him the patronage of a
generous Public in any future attempt…which he may deem advisable to make” (19). His text
encourages readers to appreciate that even though he did not achieve the record, the dangers
he faced and the courage he showed would suffice to encourage support for Sadler’s future
endeavours. The writer infers that Sadler’s “wish was to Cross the Irish Channel, and by
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referring to facts it is obvious that the intention was carried into effect” (18) and “from the
powers he possessed there can be no doubt he could with ease have accomplished [it]” (19).
At the conclusion of Sadler’s text he notes his hopes for ballooning. He is adamant
that his balloon flights are adding to the knowledge needed to perfect the invention. He is still
hopeful of what ballooning can achieve and has not yet conceded its limitations. He notes that
the “invidious question” (20) of “what is the utility of such attempts” (20) is sometimes asked
by “a minority of people” (20). He urges patience and asserts that “[t]ruth seldom is
discovered, but by parts, and that by a process slow, gradual and painful, frequently impeded
by error, frequently bewildered by prejudice, and so minute and trifling in its origin as to be
almost imperceptible, save to the keen eye of the sagacious observer” (20). Almost thirty
years after the first ascent he believes that ballooning is only in its infancy and that
attempting records tests the limits of what is possible and that small steps in knowledge can
lead to the pieces that form a component of the larger picture. He offers an apology for
ballooning and its apparent lack of usefulness when he concedes “it must be confessed, that
Ærostation has hitherto not realized any of those visions which probably captivated its first
promoters” (22) but declares that this is because it takes many years of skill to master flight
and quick results should not be expected. He shows that though it is “an instrument of most
powerful efficacy in the hands of the natural Philosopher,” (22) “years of the most
indefatigable attention can alone familiarize the operator” (22). While ballooning may appear
easy to the viewing public, to conduct one requires great skill and practice. He urges
tolerance and says that “surely to expect that much progress should have been made in a
branch of science whose very first experiments have not lost their novelty and hardihood,
would be contrary to every principle of reasoning deduced from the history of human
knowledge” (22). He proclaims that “to reject the Art as useless because it has not rewarded
our desultory efforts, would be of all conclusions the most unphilosophical” (23). But it has
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rewarded Sadler – he has enjoyed ballooning for its own sake and has been compelled to
express the scenes he has witnessed above. He has written about his flights so that others may
understand. He has taken flights of fancy that could previously only have been imagined.
Sadler enthuses over the possibilities of science when it is linked with imagination
and new discoveries. When imagination, science and technology combine,
[d]iscoveries which are brilliant and dazzling, which seize on the imagination, and
elevate the mind, are reserved for the more fortunate periods of research, when the
Philosopher contemplating the collection of facts, which the industry of former ages
has amassed, and aided by all the accuracy of mechanical ingenuity, succeeds in
reducing experiments to order, and pointing out their connection and dependence,
develops the grand and mysterious laws by which Nature conducts her operations.
(20-21)
Sadler clearly believes that his and others’ balloon flights will form part of the connections
that will be forged later on, when the whole picture will become clear and ballooning’s
potential will be realised. He is not yet ready to give up and firmly argues for time. The
invention of ballooning has seized the imagination of society and there are still more
connections to be realised and Nature will determine when that will be. He contends that the
bond of union is so close between Ærostation and every branch of Pneumatic Science,
it is so well calculated to throw light on the obscure Science of Meteorology, to
develope (sic) many interesting facts in Magnetism, and to assist the progress of
Chemistry and Electricity, that its success must be regarded as interesting to
Philosophy in general, while its immediate application to purposes of practical utility,
must connect its interests with many of the powers, and many of the enjoyments of
Man. (23)
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The intersection of human imagination and technology has created the reality of flight, and
what happens in this zone of imagination and reality is a new way of perceiving and living in
the world. The balloon was an invention that was both useful and beautiful. His allusion to
enjoyment shows that it was also an important component of ballooning and that if the
scientific uses of the balloon and the enjoyment that it can also bring are brought together,
people will have a greater ability to explore all capabilities of the balloon.
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Chapter Three – Travels in the Air

What joy for the beginner who feels himself for the first time carried away by the
breeze! What emotions he experiences when he sees the earth fly away beneath him,
the horizon extend itself on all sides, whilst he contemplates the double panorama of
the earth and the ocean!
– Gaston Tissandier

While Sadler ends his text with his hopes for ballooning and a plea to continue
discovering its potential, in Travels in the Air,41 published almost sixty years later and
towards the end of the ballooning era, we see that ballooning has not proved to be the key to
aerial travel that was hoped for and that its limitations have been realised. However, the
aesthetic qualities of flight, with the inherent perceptions, sensations and emotions that
balloonists, spectators and subsequent readers experienced, are also a major element in this
next text, showing the consistency of this theme across the ballooning era. From the first
balloon flights and the great excitement that these elicited almost one hundred years before
Travels was published, balloonists had expressed their experience in aesthetic terms and by
exploring this text, we can begin to extrapolate an enduring link between flight and aesthetic
responses.
Travels is a compilation of writings by Englishman James Glaisher and Frenchmen
Camille Flammarion, Wilfrid de Fonvielle and Gaston Tissandier. It was first published in
French in 1869 as Voyages Aériens. J. L. Hunt notes that there were second and third French
editions in 1870 and 1880, three English editions in 1871 and German editions in 1872 and
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Hereafter referred to as Travels.
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1884.42 Glaisher edited the English editions, which were translated from the French by T.L.
Phipson. Unlike Sadler’s text, which concentrates on a single balloon voyage, Travels is a
collection of writings of multiple balloon flights by Glaisher and the three French balloonists.
It consists of three parts: one by Glaisher, one by Flammarion and a combined one by
Fonvielle and Tissandier, outlining individual ascents across many years in England and
France, as well as more general histories of scientific ballooning. In this text, the
performative aspect of ballooning is not highlighted. The spectators are not part of the
narrative and there is no emphasis on setting the scene for the balloon’s departure in terms of
a public event. The focus is in the air and on the balloonists and their ascents. It was a
popular text, and declared to be “the finest of nineteenth century books on ballooning” (198)
by Rolt. Holmes states that it is “the most celebrated study of Victorian ballooning” (Falling
204), and Alison Byerly describes it as “the most comprehensive account of ballooning
experiences from this period” (“Technologies” 309). Tucker refers to Travels as an
“illustrated travel account” (165) that “appealed to the Victorian taste for topical news,
pictorial entertainment, and tales of exploration, a taste that imperialist expansion, travel,
public exhibitions, illustrated newspaper reports of military expeditions, and the flowering
literature of social investigation both sharpened and exploited” (165). As I noted earlier,
Keen showed that the balloon appealed to “an unruly blend of audiences” (Literature 43), and
this text served to bring more readers to the experience of ballooning. The link that Tucker
makes to travel writing is one discourse that circulates in the text and my focus on the
aesthetic aspects of the accounts brings in another element.
Travels is an important record of the experiential qualities of flight and of the
emotional reaction to being up in the air, with a unique point of view of the world. This
chapter explores the visual prospect of ballooning identified in Sadler’s text by focussing on
42

See Hunt’s article “James Glaisher FRS (1809-1903) Astronomer, Meteorologist and Pioneer of Weather
Forecasting: ‘A Venturesome Victorian’” for a more detailed account of the publication history and Glaisher’s
relationship with his co-authors.
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three vivid sensory elements that recur throughout the balloonists’ accounts and their
responses to them: clouds, light and colour. Parsons’ assertion that the term ‘aesthetic
qualities’ is useful when thinking about the response to pleasing visual scenes is helpful here
because these three components are important elements of the aesthetic appreciation of the
skyscapes in which the balloonists are immersed and which provide joy, delight and pleasure
in their visual sensory appearance. Additionally, like the balloon, clouds, light and colour are
the subject of both scientific and aesthetic discussion and show how the realms of aesthetics
and science can co-exist in ballooning accounts in this era. Technology, science and the
imagination, as Sadler asserted, can combine to create dazzling discoveries and new themes
can emerge. The aesthetic qualities of flight, and the value of evoking these for the public
below, are integral to the purpose of the book, and Fonvielle and Tissandier, in their
conclusion to Travels, suggest that these justify the act of ballooning and that this is sufficient
in itself to honour the inventors of the balloon and the first balloonists:
this book, we sincerely hope, will make an epoch in the history of aërostatics, for it is
the first time that a series of aërial scenes have been published as observed by
aëronauts. It is the first time that artists have gone up in balloons for the purpose of
familiarizing the eyes of the public with the scenes they have been called upon to
reproduce with the pencil. And if balloons, so much neglected in modern times, had
merely placed before the gaze of the aërial explorer these incomparable panoramas,
these magnificent scenes, before which the Alps themselves grow small, whilst
earthly sunsets are eclipsed in splendour, and the ocean itself drowned in an ocean of
light still more vast, would they not have done enough for the glory of Montgolfier
and Pilâtre? (398)
Fonvielle and Tissandier’s desire for an epoch-making book is explicitly linked to the
sensuous perception of nature through the visual. They are right that it is a pioneering text
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with its combination of images and words to present to readers a more definitive account of
what it feels like to fly and what the balloonists see above the earth. This element makes it
more alluring to the reading public and draws them in.43 Before the text begins in the second
edition, before the title page and preface, the first that a reader sees upon opening the book is
a chromo-lithograph titled Mirage and Luminous Aureola, showing a balloon in the forefront
in blue sky and clouds with its shadow in the background and a surrounding multi-coloured
aureola which immediately brings in the visual element of flight through clouds, light and
colour. It is significant that an image comes before words, as it highlights the characteristic
ineffability that balloonists often express when attempting to explain what they see and the
perceived failure of words to convey the full extent of the visual aspect of the spectacle of the
skyscape. An image, with its visual reproduction of a likeness of a scene, can sometimes be
more effective in its representation or can augment the descriptive text. While the readers are
using their imagination to conjure up the images that the balloonists’ words evoke, the
images help to provide a representative example of the first-hand visual perspective.44 This is
the first of the one hundred and twenty-five illustrations, consisting of chromo-lithographs,
lithographs and woodcuts which accompany the writings, many revealing the sensuous
perception of nature as portrayed through the illustrations of the artists. This image embodies
the unique visual aspect of flight and provides a pictorial representation of the link between
beauty and science and how these can be complementary, not conflicting. The luminous
aureola is a circle of light which surrounds an object or person, usually in art to depict a holy
person or image.45 It can imply a semi-spiritual or sacred effect, a suggestion of mystery, but
the balloonists do not elaborate further on this, instead focussing on its visual appeal, and a
scientific explanation of its existence. Fonvielle and Tissandier frame the views that the
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Much like the figures of the flying people were presented to the readers of Peter Wilkins.
Albert Tissandier, one of the illustrators, was Gaston Tissandier’s brother, and also a balloonist.
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The OED details it as a “celestial crown won by a martyr, virgin, or doctor, as victor over the world”
(“Aureola,” def. 1), an interesting analogy to the way the balloon was the emblem of the age and the hope of the
world.
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balloonists experience as “incomparable,” “magnificent,” “vast” and that they eclipse earthly
scenes. The ocean is “drowned” in an immense light, sunsets in the sky outshine those on
earth and the Alps are dwarfed from above. The comparison of earthly scenes that readers are
familiar with against the imposing aerial scenes emphasises the way they exceed the wonders
of nature on earth. A long treatise on scientific results and explanations would not be enough
to garner popular attention so the focus on the aesthetics draws readers in. They can relate to
images and descriptions of emotions, they know what Alps look like and a sunset with its
colours or light, and this is enlarged in the text. To convey the experience of flight in a text,
an aesthetic discourse is useful to draw upon, as it transports the reader, providing a greater
sense of what the balloonist experienced.
Fonvielle (1824-1914), a prolific science writer and balloonist, Tissandier (18431899), a chemist, meteorologist, balloonist and editor, and Flammarion (1842-1925), a
famous astronomer who worked for many years at the Paris Observatory, founder of the
Société Astronomique de France and a prolific author of more than seventy books, including
on science fiction and extraterrestrial life, were all well-known public figures. Holmes points
out that by the late 1860s, they were part of “a new intellectual breed, quite unlike the
previous showmen and barnstormers” (Falling 226) of Parisian aeronauts. He asserts that
what these aeronauts “themselves dreamed of was free, beautiful flight in the upper air”
(Falling 226). The three were well-versed in writing, having published extensively during
their lives, and their combined interests of literature and science enabled them to convey their
discoveries of flight to the wider population. They all seem to have been drawn to ballooning
by their emotional response to seeing their first balloon. Flammarion was first attracted to
ballooning when he saw “a dazzlingly beautiful balloon” (Holmes, Falling 227) appearing
over the treetops. Tissandier expresses his captivation in Travels when he writes,
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[i]t was the Giant that drew me definitively into what I may term my aërial calling. I
shall never forget the ascent of that fine aërostat from the Champs de Mars,
accompanied by the little Imperial. I have still before my eyes those two
balloons…awaiting the signal to rise into the air and soar through the clouds like an
eagle. (291)
He clearly relates to Charles’ experience of flight and the emotions brought about by it when
he proclaims, “[w]hat joy for the beginner who feels himself for the first time carried away
by the breeze! What emotions he experiences when he sees the earth fly away beneath him,
the horizon extend itself on all sides, whilst he contemplates the double panorama of the earth
and the ocean!” (296). As well as appreciating the aesthetics of ballooning, and being a
“brilliant young chemist, dedicated and serious-minded” (Holmes, Falling 240), according to
Holmes he was “the greatest nineteenth-century French historian of ballooning” (Falling 239)
and his “huge, meticulous collection of balloon pictures, letters, articles, books, documents
and other memorabilia would form the major aeronautical archive in the Library of Congress,
Washington, DC” (Falling 239). Flammarion, who first trained as a priest, was a poet and a
scientist with “a romantic heart” (Holmes, Falling 227) and a “poetic and philosophical turn
of mind” (Holmes, Falling 238). This comes through strongly in the way he writes about his
balloon ascents and a keen sense of romanticism is evident.
Glaisher (1809-1903), the author of the first part of the narrative, was a well-known
meteorologist, astronomer and a pioneer of weather forecasting. He commenced his ascents
in 1862, completing at least twenty-eight in four years, and his aim with balloons “was to
ascend to the higher regions and travel by its means in furtherance of a better knowledge of
atmospheric phenomena” (xiii). Glaisher “played a leading role in several British scientific
societies” (Hollis n. pag.), at various times being a founder member of the Meteorological
Society and the Aeronautical Society of Great Britain, a member of the Royal Astronomical
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Society and the Royal Society, and president of the Royal Microscopical Society and the
Royal Photographic Society. This shows a man heavily involved in the pioneering scientific
discoveries and institutions of his time. Tucker notes that he
played an important role in the development, dissemination, and calibration of new
empirical instruments and techniques in the distinct but related fields of Victorian
meteorology, astronomy, microscopy, photography, and aeronautics – fields that
connected the cultural practice of science and experienced seeing to the conquest of
new ‘frontiers’ of knowledge. (149)
Glaisher was at the forefront of these new frontiers of knowledge, as was Travels. This links
in with Fonvielle and Tissandier and their desire for this text to be an epoch-maker and to
extend the understanding of ballooning. According to the ODNB, Glaisher’s first employment
was in Ireland as a surveyor, and Glaisher “traced his meteorological interests to this period,
when he…spent much time surrounded by clouds” (Hollis n. pag.). In his narrative Glaisher
writes, “I was thus led to study the colours of the sky, the delicate tints of the clouds, the
motion of opaque masses, the forms of the crystals of snow” (29). We could call the four
authors of Travels “aesthetically sensitive scientists” (Parsons 51) who are engaging in
“nature appreciation” (Parsons 51). These balloonists can bring “knowledge, from relevant
scientific disciplines, to bear” (Parsons 52) in their “appreciation of natural things” (Parsons
52). Glaisher’s interest in the forms of crystals is both scientific and aesthetic, for example.
Much scientific work involves the underlying structure and form of various elements, which
is also a major interest for writers and painters. We see that Glaisher has an aesthetic
sensibility and that at an early stage in his career he acknowledged the beauty of clouds, as
well as their scientific usefulness in the study of meteorology. When he was twenty-four he
commenced as a junior assistant at the Cambridge Observatory, located at the University of
Cambridge. He then moved to the Royal Observatory, Greenwich, where he soon rose to
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become the Superintendent of the newly created Magnetic and Meteorological Department.
When Charles Dickens founded The Daily News in 1846, Glaisher compiled the daily
weather reports, “the first telegraphic reports and weather maps of their kind” (Hollis n. pag.).
Tucker points out that Glaisher “came to be personally identified with Victorian scientific
balloon ascensions” (149). Glaisher did not fly the balloon himself, rather Henry Coxwell, a
well-known balloonist, took that role.46 Glaisher states that his intention with his writing is
“to describe the principal results of my own aëronautical excursions, after briefly alluding to
the observations of my predecessors in this field of inquiry” (23). He details the various
scientific experiments that he undertakes in balloons and notes the results. He describes the
balloon as a “philosophical instrument” (22), “an instrument for vertical exploration” (22)
that “presents itself to us under a variety of aspects, each one of which is fertile in
suggestions” (22). Though he is dedicated to describing his scientific observations, the
aesthetic qualities of flight come through very strongly and these moments in the text reveal
the multiple aspects of balloon flight, with Glaisher often overcome by the beauty of the
scene in which he finds himself.
As emphasised previously, the vantage point of the balloonist is the fundamental
component of their ability to perceive the vivid sensory qualities of the skies. Crawford states
that
natural events and phenomena – rainbows, cloud formations, sunsets, the sun or moon
shining through the clouds…are aspects of nature developing in time as viewed from
a human location. Their beauty is in the eye of the beholder – not necessarily in the
sense that their beauty is subjective, but in that the perception of their beauty depends
on a human vantage point. (311)
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Coxwell wrote a two-volume illustrated autobiography called My Life and Balloon Experiences, and wrote of
his work for the British Association, which paid him to take Glaisher on his ascents.
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Exposure to the beauty of the skies results in the balloonists not wanting to leave their unique
vantage point to return to the ground. Tissandier laments,
[w]ith what regret we contemplate the necessity of regaining the earth’s surface,
knowing that to-morrow these regions will be again lit up in the same glorious tints
that have just charmed our senses. But we shall not witness the marvellous spectacle
again, for, seen from the ground, the curious architecture of the clouds and their
sublime tints are by no means the same. The aëronaut alone can see them in their true
aspect. Up above we have an Alhambra of unheard-of richness and beauty, whose
ruby fires rival those of the opal and the sapphire; below, we see the same enchanted
palace with the lights and colours extinguished! (342)
The power of the scenes viewed by Tissandier is dependent on his location above the ground.
Though those below can also see cloud formations and sunsets, the balloonists have a unique
perspective and their writings are important, as they signify the beginning of the human
bird’s-eye view.47 It is the first period in which humans see the world from this new
perspective, a momentous change from looking up to the sky to looking down from the sky.
Balloonists often feel as though their vantage point is otherworldly, in that they feel a part of
another world whilst up high. Glaisher clearly articulates that he feels he is in another world,
noting that above the clouds he is separated “completely from the earth…We seem to be
citizens of the sky, separated from the earth by a barrier which seems impassable” (94).
Flammarion echoes him, saying that “when a thick layer of cloud separates us completely
from the earth, we feel severed, as it were, from the sphere of life” (224) and even “appear to
appertain no longer to the world down below” (147). This separation enables them to focus
47

Byerly notes that the “panoramic visual perspective embodied in accounts of balloon journeys finds its
parallel in the characteristic narrative perspective of Victorian fiction” (“Technologies” 309) in novels such as
Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles and Charlotte Brontë’s Villette. Charles Dickens’ Sketches by Boz
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(“Technologies” 309). For more on the panoramic perspective see Byerly’s article “‘A Prodigious Map Beneath
His Feet’: Virtual Travel and The Panoramic Perspective,” and book Are We There Yet? Virtual Travel and
Victorian Realism; and Anders Ekström’s “Seeing From Above: A Particular History of the General Observer.”
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completely on the skyscape. Tissandier is melancholy as he ponders the vast contrast between
what he sees above and the ordinariness of the same scene from the ground, and the language
he uses in the passage quoted above amplifies his emotions. The light is blazingly “glorious”
and seduces him. It is a “marvellous spectacle” with “sublime tints” and “unheard-of richness
and beauty.” He suggests that aeronauts alone can see clouds in their “true aspect,” implying
that nature seen from above is somehow more pure and real than that seen from earth. His
language is imbued with otherworldliness, invokes the sublime and shows the enhanced
feelings he experiences when viewing these scenes. In their separation from the world that is
known, the balloonists are like travel writers, trying to describe a country with exotic scenes
to those who have not visited it. This supports Tucker’s reading of Travels as an illustrated
travel account. It is a part of the wider Victorian exploration of the world, introducing readers
to a new region that is only now being seen by humanity.
Although this vantage point gives them access to certain aesthetic elements that are
only available in the air, it also comes with an associated danger, which lends the scenes an
aspect of the sublime, heightening the experience and emotions of the balloonist. Curiously,
for the most part, the danger is not dwelled upon; the sense of danger is implicit and
sometimes referred to, but is not cultivated or foregrounded in the narrative. Perhaps this is
because of the balloonists’ sense of being in another world, as though the normal rules of
gravity do not apply, and the influence of the dramatic scenery, which is impossible to resist
and overrides all other sensations. The balloon gives balloonists the power to overcome
certain natural laws and to experience nature in a new way, but it is also a vulnerable
technology, uncontrollable and dangerous. Freedgood argues that balloonists experienced
“safety amid danger” (“Groundless” 62) and asserts that “there is a virtual consensus in the
ballooning literature that once the balloon ascends, a sense of safety and tranquillity descends
on its occupants” (“Groundless” 64). Glaisher supports Freedgood’s argument when he
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writes, “[w]e are free from all apprehension such as may exist when nothing separates us
from the earth. We can suppose the laws of gravitation are for a time suspended, and in the
upper world, to which we seem now to belong, the silence and quiet are so intense that peace
and calm seem to reign alone” (94). Glaisher believes that “the most timorous lose their sense
of fear as the balloon ascends and the receding earth is replaced by the vapours of the air” (2)
and that because of “the consciousness of isolation…the balloon traveller feels more like a
part of the machine above than of the world below” (2).48 The balloonists sometimes express
ambivalence about the security or safety of the balloon, but it is not their main preoccupation
and indeed Flammarion puts it last in his considerations of importance. He describes the
sensations as follows:
The first impression which predominates is that of perfect immobility; the next is
caused by the unexpected magnificence of the view spread out beneath us. To these a
third is added in the shape of a doubt as to the perfect security of the balloon. The
thoughts of the vast abyss beneath cause us involuntarily to reflect upon the solidity of
the aerial machine. (original emphasis 126)
These were his initial impressions of ballooning on his first ascent, but later, after more
ascents he shows that his sense of security has changed: “What man, in face of such a
splendid spectacle and feeling perfectly secure in the midst of the azure vault, could ever
dream of returning again to the earth’s surface?” (215). Tissandier asserts, “[h]ow could fear,
or any such emotion, find place in our thoughts when such novel and marvellous scenes were
before us?” (297). The balloonists clearly express their lack of fear, and the spectacle of the
view and the peacefulness they feel elicits a reluctance to rejoin the earth below, showing the
alluring nature of the feelings and scenes available to them.
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This feeling of being part of a machine is also prevalent in writing of the aeroplane, where the pilot feels part
of the aeroplane, as though they are one.
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Access to these captivating spectacles is not reached without risk to the balloonist,
however. There are glimpses of danger when Glaisher details his highest ascent and
consequent black-out. The tale of Glaisher and Coxwell’s close-to-death scenario was “one of
the era’s biggest sensations” (Tucker 171) and “one of the most famous passages in the
literature of ballooning” (Freedgood, “Groundless” 73). Glaisher and Coxwell “became
Victorian national heroes” (Tucker 171). On their inadvertent record-breaking ascent
(Glaisher did not seek attention by trying to break records), Glaisher finds it difficult to see
clearly, cannot move his arms, his head lolls on his shoulders and he cannot speak. In “an
instant intense darkness overcame me” (53) and he loses consciousness. When he regains
consciousness he “could not see, speak, or move” (54) but then gradually recovers his senses.
Coxwell’s hands were black and he had lost the use of them momentarily. They were both in
grave danger, but Coxwell managed to open the valve of the balloon by tugging on the cord
with his teeth and gradually the balloon descended. With no breathing equipment, it is
thought they reached about 37,000 feet, which is approximately the level at which aircraft
travel today. Flying in a balloon was an experiment on the limits of the human body and Hunt
notes that Glaisher’s passing out in the balloon was “one of the first practical examples of the
effect of lack of oxygen on the human body” (329). Ballooning involves a physical removal
of the body from its habitual surroundings into a new environment where the body and its
functions are exposed to new influences. Ballooning can be dangerous for the human body,
where it is strangely displaced, floating in a sphere where it cannot survive or take root.
Flammarion details the effects on the body and shows an alertness of what his body is going
through: “the vital functions are no longer accomplished with regularity; a dryness arises in
the throat, the lungs are more or less affected, and the presence of blood upon the lips
produces a disagreeable effect” (224). At a certain height he feels “a peculiar internal chill,
accompanied by a sensation of drowsiness. I breathed with some difficulty, I had a singing in
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the ears, and…was troubled with palpitation of the heart” (151). The balloon is ungovernable
and the human inside it, no matter how experienced a balloonist, faces the uncertainty of
what might happen. If a balloonist ascends too high, Glaisher notes that “asphyxia steals
away the life of the human being as he moves above, suspended in mid-air…and the element
we live in warns back the adventurous traveller to the limits appointed to human life” (21).
This risk heightens the senses, making the voyage more exciting or terrifying, or both, but
there are rewards that can only be found by taking the risk.
I have outlined some of the risks posed to the balloonists to show that although danger
is not focussed on in the narrative, and indeed the sense of safety and security felt in balloons
is asserted, these glimpses of the dangers faced demonstrate that an aesthetics of flight
includes an aspect of the sublime, due to the risks involved. Balloonists are immersed in
danger as soon as they ascend and are no longer rooted on the ground, and a kind of
ballooning version of the sublime is enacted where fear is not expressed when viewing the
spectacular scenes, even though the balloonist is immersed in the scene in an extremely
precarious unwieldy contraption. To function in the balloon they need to place terror outside
of their thoughts, and perhaps the safety that the balloonists feel while faced with immense
danger is the ballooning equivalent of Burke’s distance. By this I mean that the balloon itself
functions as a signifier of distance and safety and that this is enough for the balloonists to feel
safe from the sublime scenes. The apprehension of the sublime in Burke’s analysis, that
“terror is in all cases whatsoever, either more openly or latently, the ruling principle of the
sublime” (99), is produced when the subject is distanced from, and not in danger from, the
sublime event. A sublime discourse operates in ballooning accounts because there is a latent
terror for the balloonists in viewing the scenes. There is an evasiveness in the discourse
where it is sometimes acknowledged, but then put aside. It is not foregrounded as they would
not be able to function if they focussed on their lack of proximity to the earth, their

88

ungroundedness. The balloonists know the dangers they face to encounter such scenes but are
calmed into an almost out-of-body experience, with the magnificent scenery lulling them into
focussing on that, instead of their great height from the earth. Their sense of belonging to the
skyscape means that the fear is repressed, and replaced with wonder and joy. As I noted
earlier, Goldstein points out that “[v]ulnerability to danger is part of the sublime” (Flying 77)
and he further explains that it is because “egoistic control dissolves during the onset of an
overwhelming stimulus. When such rapture is the effect of a natural event, as most often in
Romantic literature, the spectacle is cherished for its revelation of profound depths of feeling,
including the sense of immortality” (Flying 77). The overwhelming stimulus that the
balloonists encounter is linked to nature and includes the otherworldly aspects of light, clouds
and colour visible from their elevated viewpoint. These scenes are sublime in their
spectacular visual appearance and encountering them elicits a strong emotional response.
When the balloonists write of the visual spectacles they encounter their tone is euphoric, full
of the “positive feelings of awe and astonishment” (308) that Crawford alludes to, and they
invoke the sublime and seek to share this with their readers by explaining the scenes in terms
of what an earthbound human may be able to imagine.
The sublime is a key component of the aesthetics of flight and the act of ballooning
gives people access to a new and distinct realm in which the sublime operates. The origin of
the word ‘sublime,’ with its relationship to elevation, is particularly germane when
considering its application to the writing of flight narratives. Timothy M. Costelloe writes of
the genesis of “the sublime, which, at its etymological heart, carries the long history of the
relationship between human beings and those aspects of their world that excite in them
particular emotions, powerful enough to evoke transcendence, shock, awe, and terror” (2). He
points out that it has its origins in the Greek noun ὕψος meaning “height, from high, from
above, upwards, and, metaphorically, summit or crown. The same range of meanings is found
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in the Latin equivalent, sublīmis: high up, aloft, elevated, tall, or towering” (2). Like Sadler,
the balloonists in Travels encounter a new world of vivid and irresistible sensory experiences
that they often find difficult to describe, or feel as if words are not enough to give proper
weight to the sights they are part of. Emily Brady refers to Jean-François Lyotard, who
“shows us how the subject of the sublime feeling is decentered through encounters with the
‘inexpressible,’ ‘unpresentable,’ and ‘indeterminate’” (180). She further extends this, saying
that “[i]n the context of nature, we might synthesize Lyotard’s ideas to interpret the sublime
as an overwhelming of the subject, in which the self is dislocated through a sense of nature as
mysterious, and neither fully known nor appropriated by human reason” (180). The mind
seems unable to comprehend aspects of scenes while aloft and this presents itself as an
inability to express, or an assertion that words cannot fully represent what the balloonists are
seeing. The balloonists clearly express the ineffability of some of the scenes. Glaisher
expresses a failure of words when he writes of “seas of detached clouds which cannot be
described” (49) and that “I feel it impossible to convey an adequate idea of the brilliant effect
of London, viewed at an elevation of 1,300 feet, on a clear night, when the air is free from
mist” (82). Flammarion says that it “may be difficult to describe the novel impression
produced upon the mind of the observer in these elevated and desert regions…the spectacle
which presents itself is fine beyond description” (224). He marvels at the scene and has a
connoisseur’s turn of phrase in the use of “fine,” suggesting someone who is well-versed in a
subject or an expert judge of taste. We sense that Flammarion is an aficionado of the
spectacles of flight and that though he notes the difficulty of describing them and the rhetoric
of ineffability, he is not hindered by this. Flammarion writes with great feeling and fluency
about the experience of flying, and he is sensitive to its aesthetic dimensions, and adept at the
discourse of the sublime. Similarly to Charles, his first impression “is a novel sensation of
well-being or contentment, to which is added the vain little pleasure of feeling yourself
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soaring much above the level of other mortals, and at the same time of contemplating such an
exquisite scene” (125). He finds that the “feelings of an aëronaut during a balloon ascent are
almost impossible to describe. To the contentment of finding oneself floating high above the
miseries of mankind, is added the feeling of a strange and absolute calmness, such as is never
experienced upon the earth” (130). In the sublime, Brady argues, “we become a mere
ingredient in the landscape, but we are at the same time aware of ourselves as overwhelmed,
humbled by particular qualities in nature” (181). Though the balloonists are aware of their
presence as a “mere ingredient” in the vastness of the skyscape, they give themselves over to
the pleasure of being overwhelmed. They note the difficulty of describing their feelings and
the spectacles, but it is more of an observation than a concern, being a kind of ecstasy, a
relinquishing of the ability to fully describe what is happening.
The sublime in ballooning accounts relates not just to the scenery and its descriptions
but also to the emotional effects of elevation on the balloonists. The newness of the flight
experience compels the balloonists to explain how they feel and what they see, but sometimes
this seems to prove inadequate, as the skyscapes are incomparable to any experience on earth.
They feel their emotions enlarged through flight. For example, they are not just happy; they
are ecstatic, full of joy. Eduard Spelterini, a Swiss pioneer of aerial photography and
ballooning noted that “for the most part, the air travelers abandoned themselves to a sense of
amazement and admiration incomprehensible for those left behind earthbound” (qtd. in
Kramer 11) and that most passengers “could utter only regular exclamations of amazement
and delight. At times, learned men of science became intoxicated with joy, a sense of
inexpressible bliss” (qtd. in Kramer 11). The scenes are so vast and unusual, that the mind is
pushed to a state of limitation trying to comprehend the uniqueness of such scenes, not in a
negative way, but in a positive way that causes the balloonist to stop and gaze about, in awe
of the stupendous sights. Another useful way of thinking about how the sublime operates in

91

ballooning accounts is Shaw’s explanation that “we resort to the feeling of the sublime” (15)
when “words fail and points of comparison disappear” (15). We have seen the effects of
flight on the balloonists and how they convey this to their audience. The sense of awe is
palpable and the balloonists do not fear this lack of words or feel inadequate that they feel
they cannot express what they see in adequate terms, but they do comment on it to show the
difficulty. Flammarion believes that there is no description which
can convey the impression produced by such a magnificent panorama. Those who
have endeavoured to describe it have fallen into a naïve and ridiculous style of
writing. The grandest and most sublime view seen from the summit of a high
mountain on an exceedingly bright day bears no comparison to the beauty of nature as
seen perpendicularly from the regions of space. Thus only can we perceive the beauty
and grandeur of nature in all its sublimity, and that creation is one immense
expression of harmony. (125)
He avers that only from the air can one see the interconnectedness of nature and that one
must be adrift from the earth to conceive of it properly. He comments on the difficulty of
writing the sublime and that it is often beyond words to describe it the extent of feeling. I
earlier showed how Cavallo had compelled his readers to think about the sensation that
balloonists would feel in this “immense space” and how one’s mind would react to this new
experience. It seems apparent, through these texts, that a balloonist’s mind is overcome with
this sense of the sublime and that they realise the limits of language and the function of the
ineffable in such situations. Brady writes of “the overwhelming quality of the sublime, and
the sense of ‘otherness’ often associated with it” (180) and that it is “an aesthetic response of
nature as something much greater than ourselves” (180). The ‘otherness’ of the sublime, of
the ballooning experience, and the difficulty in relating this in terms understandable to those
on the ground, is evident in the balloonists’ accounts. The sublime emerges “as a new sort of
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aesthetic quality in nature” (Parsons 15) and can be understood as “a distinctive aesthetic
experience” (Brady 182). The newness of this experience of the aerial sphere, of relating the
sublime to skyscapes as well as landscapes, is a powerful example of how ballooning
narratives form the beginning of a discourse of flight, of which elements repeat themselves
over multiple experiences of flight over multiple generations.
We have seen how clouds feature throughout Travels, as an aesthetic element and as a
component in sublime scenes. Glaisher was first attracted to meteorology because of the
visual appeal of clouds and throughout his account he frequently describes clouds in terms of
their beauty. Clouds, like balloons themselves, are both visually appealing in all of their
varying forms, as well as scientifically useful. He depicts how “we passed into a magnificent
cumulus cloud, and emerged from it into a clear space, with a beautiful deep blue sky, dotted
with cirri, leaving beneath us an exceedingly beautiful mass of cumulus clouds, displaying a
variety of magnificent lights and shades” (48). Here he combines the correct scientific
terminology of the various types of cloud with a poetic responsiveness to their visual
appeal.49 Similarly, Flammarion responds to the clouds in front of him, writing,
[i]t is truly a magnificent spectacle that we have before us when suspended as it were
in a vast vacuum above an uninhabited ocean formed of immense undulating cloud
heaps, the hills and valleys of which continue to the furthest points of the celestial
horizon. The earth is completely hidden from sight, and men live down below
enveloped in dreary fog or relative darkness without dreaming of the splendid
sunshine which reigns here above. (223)

49

Sometimes, within the discourse of the ballooning sublime, there are moments that could be read as belonging
to a discourse of the beautiful. However, as I have shown on the previous pages, the balloonists are in constant
danger on viewing these beautiful scenes from the balloon, so the element of the latent terror of the sublime
discourse is always present. Parsons’ use of ‘aesthetic qualities’ rather than the concept of beauty is useful here,
as it shows that beauty is part of the aesthetic component of flight, which in turn is part of the sublime discourse
of flight.
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Brady’s idea of decentring is evident here, with the vastness of the immense clouds, “celestial
mountains” (95), rolling into a never-ending cloud configuration dwarfing the insignificant
balloonist. The balloonist is not disheartened at this insignificance; indeed Glaisher’s sense of
joy is expressed in the expansive words he uses to describe the clouds. In one scene he writes
that
[w]e were in a basin of cloud, whose sides extended far above us all round. We slowly
rose, and when we reached its boundary the sun rose, flooding with light the whole
extent of cloudland beyond, which glistened like a golden lake under his beams. The
scene all round possessed a reality and grandeur far exceeding sunrise as viewed from
earth. (96)
Freedgood argues that the “scene of adventure in this telling of it is paradise; indeed, it
closely resembles nineteenth-century biblical illustrations of heaven, with ‘flooding light,’
‘golden lakes’ and ‘shimmering vapour’” (“Groundless” 74). Though biblical allusions are
evident here and at other times with references to the heavens and celestial elements, there is
no reference to a god or a sense of the balloonists feeling a religious connection to the
experiences they have in the balloon. However, the sublime can induce awe at the majesty of
the power of nature, what Williams calls the “the inherent force which directs…the world”
(219) and Maureen McNeil, the “overarching and guiding agency” (236). These intuitions
might be semi-spiritual or semi-sacred or even be a displaced religious awe, so we cannot
discount these possible implications entirely, even though they are not explicitly expressed,
as the balloonists seem focussed on evoking the scenes as celestial and otherworldly. There is
a hallucinatory appeal when Glaisher writes that the clouds seem so like mountains that the
“white hills and valleys beneath us appeared solid enough to invite us to step out of the car
for a promenade among them” (177). He is so immersed in the scene that the clouds seem
like landscapes and he becomes fanciful. He remarks that
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[s]ome clouds seem built up of quartz, or even diamonds; some, like the immense
cones, boldly rise upwards; others resemble pyramids whose sides are in rough
outline. These scenes are so varied and so beautiful that we feel that we could remain
for ever to wander above these boundless planes. But the sun, which still silvers the
highest of these celestial mountains, begins already to decline. (94-95)
Glaisher seems lost in his own world of clouds, wanting to remain in it indefinitely. These
scenes are transient, the balloonists note that they wane in front of their eyes and cannot be
captured. The transience of the scenes magnifies their impact and the feelings that these
produce can only ever be transitory; they cannot be sustained. The flyer must always return to
earth and its constraints and the flyer would not be able to withstand such feelings of pleasure
over a sustained period of time in this heightened sense of awareness. The beauty of the scene
lies in its very transience, in its lack of stability or being able to be captured.
The light as seen from a balloon is unlike the light seen from earth. Flammarion
portrays the light associated with sunrise as a “celestial whiteness” (165) which is “so
exquisitely pure” (165). The morning dawn light
fills the entire atmosphere and incorporates itself with its molecules. The air, the
mountains, the valleys, all imbibe it; it penetrates the trees of the forest and the grass
of the fields. Everything appears animated by it, and Nature seems to claim it as the
universal cause of the life, force, and beauty of all created things. (original emphasis
170)
Williams’ definition of “Abstract Nature, the essential inherent force” (220) and an
“amorphous but still all-powerful creative and shaping force” (221) is operative here; the
penetrating light manifests ‘Nature’ as this force. Light here is not just the illumination of an
area to enable the medium of seeing, but palpable itself. It materialises, like a substance that
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infiltrates everything, producing a joyous affect. The coming of sunrise is depicted as pure
and heavenly. Flammarion details how the balloonists’ sight is affected as the balloon
carries us into more luminous regions. Our eyes…are now keenly affected by the
increasing luminosity which surrounds us. On all sides, above and below, the same
white light envelopes us…It is difficult to describe our situation at this moment: we
are in the midst of a kind of white ocean…the light increases rapidly, and now the sun
appears in the white sky like an immense beacon-light placed upon layers of
snow…The earth lies far below us, underneath a veil of clouds; here we breathe in a
bright atmosphere, radiant with light and heat, whilst the soil we have quitted seems
shrouded in deep mourning. (174)
He again points out the difference between light in the sky and on the ground, highlighting
the sky as a different sphere where they are breathing in light in a luminous, heavenly sphere.
This is another example of where heaven with its overwhelming white lights is alluded to, but
not overtly expressed. They are enveloped in “extensive radiance” (178) and sky’s colour is
referred to as “pure blue” (222) numerous times.50 Flammarion is entranced by the light and
colours, describing how “the sky presented a magnificent spectacle. The sun, hidden by the
higher clouds, lit up the rain, making it appear like molten metal…In a few moments the
whole of Nature was illuminated and vigorously coloured by this curious glare…In a short
time the sun burst forth like an enormous sphere of red-hot metal” (200-01). He is euphoric in
his descriptions. He represents sunrise as “golden fires” (211) with “glorious rays” (212).
Tucker notes that “[i]n the eyes of many, the balloon, like the microscope, was a tool that
allowed access to a new world of wonders” (145) and in these descriptions we are privy to
the newness of the scenes encapsulated by the balloonists and how the balloon was an
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Leaving the earth and entering the sphere above can be seen as purifying and a rhetoric of cleanness and
social distance is invoked. Ekström relates how a reporter ascending in a balloon remarked that “you can bathe
your body and soul in an atmosphere that is not besmirched by the millions of human and animal bodies and
other living and dead organisms to be found below” (193).
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instrument that could show details previously unseen to the human eye, opening up the world
to a new perspective. Through this new world, the flyer is struck by scenes that are
impossible to resist.
The balloonists experience strong emotions while looking upon the scenes visible
from the balloon. Tissandier details how
a thousand golden rays shoot forth and dazzle the eye…No poet has ever dreamed of
such a brilliantly radiating spectacle, nor imagined such dazzling lines of fire…We
rise…in the midst of this splendour, whilst absolute stillness reigns throughout
Nature…What a sublime harmony of colours, light, and silence! Thus suspended in
the infinite realms of space, we cannot sufficiently admire, nor contemplate without
considerable emotion, the last glorious rays of the setting sun, and the splendour of
the clouds as they receive its celestial illuminations. It is with a sort of ecstasy that we
turn our eyes towards the earth. (341)
Tissandier declares that the colours are too luminous, the silence otherworldly and the visual
effects too spectacular that not even poets and visionaries could have imagined this reality. It
is beyond what was expected by those who had imagined flight for centuries beforehand. His
experiences relate to Romantic nature poetry in aspiration and imagination, reminiscent of
Wordsworth, and seem imbued with a Romantic outlook. Goldstein asserts that the “ascent
into a landscape of clouds belongs to the Romantic fascination with distance and the beyond”
(original emphasis, Flying 95). Flammarion believes that humans are ignorant of the aesthetic
wonder of nature above and are oblivious of the world above them. Only the balloon was able
to grant access this space:
We who inhabit the earth’s surface have scarcely any more perfect notion of Nature,
of the grandeur and active work of the atmosphere, than the fish which swim at the
bottom of the sea can have of the surface of the ocean…The aërial ocean contributes
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largely to the life and beauty of the globe. We vegetate on its shoals and in its shallow
waters, and remain ignorant of the grand spectacles afforded in its greater depths. The
contrast between this state of ignorance and the richness of their higher regions is so
great that I cannot understand how it is that man has not become domiciled above the
clouds, in that pure and beautiful region where it never rains, where snow is never
seen, and where the soft light breeze wafts our car along without making itself
perceptible. (217-18)
Flammarion has an imaginative flight of fancy to reside in the space above, in a kind of
utopian possibility. This sphere, with its splendour and sublimity, its newness and pureness,
decentres humanity’s achievements at a time of imperial expansion, the Industrial Revolution
and the myriad changes occurring within the Victorian Age. There is a recognition of
humanity’s insignificance in this sphere, its ignorance of the atmosphere and all that it
contains. Flammarion seems almost embarrassed at humanity’s lack of awareness about so
great an area of the earth, but through his writing is rectifying this, showing readers what can
be seen from the air.
Turnor quotes Henry Thomas Buckle’s History of Civilisation in England on the need
for imagination and creativity in the invention of new forms of technology:
predecessors of the seventeenth century, by using hypotheses more boldly, and by
indulging their imagination more frequently, did certainly effect greater things, in
comparison with the then state of knowledge, than our contemporaries, with much
superior resources, have been able to achieve (qtd. in Turnor 4).
Buckle states that there are too many facts, observations and experiments without the ideas
necessary to do anything with them and implores that we need to “incorporate the spirit of
poetry with the spirit of science” (original emphasis, qtd. in Turnor 5). The balloonists in
these texts are examples of the union between poetry and science. This fusion of poetry and
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science, and that both need to be united to achieve anything meaningful with all of the data
that people had accumulated in relation to flight, is evident with the narrative of ballooning.
Scientific knowledge combined with poetic prose, and the new technology and the creativity
needed to develop it are linked with human emotion, which describes the feelings associated
with this new creation and spreads its news, making others want to explore it and make it a
worthwhile invention for humanity. If people were not interested in this form of transport
then it would be much more difficult to sell it as a commercially viable form of transport in
future years. By writing of this emotion linked to flight, it made the wider population want to
fly as well. This link between science and imagination is again evident when Glaisher writes
of the formation of the Aëronautical Society: “it is evident that many minds are taxing their
ingenuity to discover a mode of navigating the air; all kinds of imaginary projects have been
suggested, some showing some great mechanical ingenuity” (xiii). Flight had long been a
major topic in poetry and literature, but it was a technological invention that finally enabled
it. The beginning of human flight, as Sadler also pointed out, needed the interaction of
imagination, creativity, technology and science to bring about an invention that would
capture the attention of the world. Ballooning provided that, with its freeing some humans
from the bounds of earth, making real the imaginary wish to fly, and the writings of
balloonists showed another world, full of spectacular scenes.
Writing about our current context, Andrew Ross points out that “a cult of enthusiasm”
(343) can accompany the introduction of new technologies and that sometimes “evangelical
rhetoric” (343) is employed in what he calls
the genre of the technological sublime. The tendency to view technology as a
transcendental vehicle of non-material yearnings is long-standing. Some historians see
a fundamental basis for this cult in Christianity’s dream of recovering humankind’s
fallen divinity…As a result, each wave of technical invention in the West has been

99

underpinned by an essentially religious belief in the improvement, redemption, or
perfection of the human condition. (343-44)
The discourse of ballooning, we could say, falls into this genre of the technological sublime.
We have seen how the balloon was co-opted into so many aspects of society, the ensuing
balloonomania, Carlyle’s hailing of it as an emblem of the age of hope, a general belief that it
would influence society for the better. Indeed, Flammarion concludes his account by
asserting: “When the conquest of the air shall have been achieved, universal fraternity will be
established upon the earth, everlasting peace will descend to us from heaven, and the last
links which divide men and nations will be severed” (229). This is a demonstration of Ross’
point and is a common refrain in writings on flight. The conquest of the air is seen in a
broader hope of conquering the world, of becoming emancipated from the earthly life, of a
sense of unlimited freedom from a world of many earthly problems. Ballooning was a
lightning rod for so many aspirations and hopes and enabled the world to be seen anew.
Unlike Sadler, however, Glaisher is aware of the limitations of the balloon and no
longer believes that it is the machine that will achieve the guided flight that humans
anticipate. He asserts that the balloon, as a
philosophical instrument, although rude, costly, and most unmanageable…had so
many good points about it, that I was hopeful…that its use would be attended with
varied and important benefits to science. But an invention, however beautiful or
interesting, unless it commends itself to some definitely expressed interest, or fulfils a
purpose generally understood, is apt to languish. The balloon is a case in point. (v)
He acknowledges, as Sadler did, that even though it had its benefits and had caught the
public’s imagination, it had not reached its potential, due to its limitations. He looks to the
next phase of flight, sure that it will be a different machine that allows controlled human
flight. He concedes that balloons were “useless for commercial enterprise” (1) in their present
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form and that the balloon “so little adapts itself to our necessities that it might drop into
oblivion to-morrow, and we should miss nothing from the conveniences of life” (1). After the
initial joy, it was clear that an alternative would be needed for the future. Glaisher recognises
that balloons have “done for us that which no other power ever accomplished; it has gratified
the desire natural to us all to view the earth in a new aspect, and to sustain ourselves in an
element hitherto the exclusive domain of birds and insects. We have been enabled to ascend
among the phenomena of the heavens” (1). Ballooning opened up the world to a new
perspective and enabled balloonists to write of its aesthetic pleasures, as well as creating a
cultural craze. Eventually, though, beauty for its own sake was not enough to keep ballooning
at the focus of the pursuit for human flight and alternatives for the future were pursued. It has
been useful in some aspects – the view from above, the feeling of those who fly in it, its
utility in respect to scientific experiments, its impact on the cultural life below and its effect
on life in general, but another invention will need to come along to make another form of
flight. Glaisher moves here from an aesthetic to a utilitarian mode of thought and wants the
balloon to be put to practical, commercial use. The French balloonists differ from Glaisher,
who struggles to accept the balloon as an unruly, ungovernable object not just literally, but
theoretically. Fonvielle, Tissandier and Flammarion are unperturbed by its contradictions and
indeed seem to enjoy them. At the conclusion of Travels, and throughout, the limits of
ballooning are acknowledged. Almost sixty years earlier, when Sadler was writing about his
experiences, he outlined his hopes for ballooning. It becomes clear that the balloon will not
fulfil its hopeful idealistic image as the emblem of hope of which Carlyle writes. Fonvielle
and Tissandier declare that their “atmospheric crusades have given us profound faith in the
future of aërial navigation” (396). Though ballooning has its limits, Glaisher, Fonvielle,
Tissandier and Flammarion are hopeful of the future of flight and look to its next phase.
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Chapter Four – The Aeroplane and Air-Mindedness

[High above] soared the lovely monoplane…before the background of a rising
thundercloud against whose black the beautiful white wings and the flashing
propellers stood out as a dream of pure loveliness.
– Anonymous51

With the realisation that a new form of air travel would need to be invented to create a
controlled form of flight, in the years following the end of the age of ballooning, just as
Sadler, Glaisher, Fonvielle, Tissandier and Flammarion had hoped, there was a new cohort of
people working on the next era of flight. Once more there was rivalry between countries,
particularly the United Kingdom, France and the United States, and also Italy, Germany and
Belgium, to be the first to invent a new aerial machine. The new technology would have its
first (very short) controlled flight in December 1903, one hundred and twenty years after the
first balloon ascent. It was an inauspicious and clumsy beginning, a stark contrast to the first
balloon flight in Paris, with Sara Wheeler noting that the American Wright brothers, Orville
and Wilbur, “fixed a small engine on the gossamer frame of a machine they called simply the
Flyer” (49) and “hauled it out to the dunes of Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, and got it to stay
up, with Orville in it, for twelve seconds” (49). It was “painfully unglamorous” (220) and had
taken many years of work to achieve this brief airlift. Aeroplane flight, Richard P. Hallion
explains, was “an international achievement born of the attitudes, technological outlook, and
previous accomplishments…that was at once exploratory and optimistic” (xxi). As Sadler had
asserted, ballooning was not a failure because future new forms of technology would build on
what had been achieved and learned about during the ballooning age. Hallion contends that
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An anonymous journalist quoted in Wohl, Passion 108.
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the development of the aeroplane “demanded rigorous analysis, keen insight, very hard work,
physical courage, and an unflinching willingness to subject oneself to frequent criticism,
ridicule, and even derision, knowing – and accepting – that one was working ‘outside the
mainstream’ of conventional scientific and popular wisdom” (xxi). Andrew Curry points out
that “[a]t first, the airplane’s potential beggared the imaginations of the most progressive
scientists…the Wrights’ machine was laughed off as frivolous” (n . pag.). Both Sadler and
Glaisher linked technology, creativity and imagination as factors necessary to develop the
next era of flight, and Charles-Edouard Jeanneret-Gris – better known as the Swiss-French
architect Le Corbusier – posited that “[t]he airplane mobilized invention, intelligence and
daring: imagination and cold reason” (original emphasis, qtd. in Hallion 184). One designer,
after studying the work of the Wright brothers, concluded they had made an “essentially
perfect engineering achievement” (qtd. in Hallion 208) using “available art and science” (qtd.
in Hallion 208-09). Further aviation milestones occurred quickly in the following years with
Orville Wright making the first flight of over half an hour in 1905, the first powered hopflights by Alberto Santos-Dumont in Paris in 1906, the first over one minute flight by
Frenchman Henri Farman in 1907 and the first public flight in 1908.52
At the beginning of Chapter One I detailed the initial reactions to human flight as the
first balloonists ascended, and outlined the ensuing cultural phenomenon of ballooning that
was referred to as ‘balloonomania.’ Subsequently, there was a lull in the mania for flight until
it was then reinvigorated and reawakened with the arrival of the aeroplane. The aeroplane
equivalent of ‘balloonomania’ was being ‘air-minded’, a term I noted in the Introduction,
which was invented to describe this enthusiasm for aeroplanes. When aeroplane flights were
opened up to public viewing, the response of the public was remarkably similar to that of
those seeing the first balloon flights. Echoing Jacques Charles’ reaction to balloon flight, Le
52

See p.347 in The Genesis of Flight: The Aeronautical History Collection of Colonel Richard Gimbel for the
chronology of early aviation milestones.
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Figaro correspondent Frantz Reichel, watching Wilbur Wright demonstrate aeroplane flight
in France in August 1908 expressed, “[n]othing can give an idea of the emotion experienced
and impression felt, at this last flight, a flight of masterly assurance and incomparable
elegance” (qtd. in Wohl, Passion 7). Another writer who had been a passenger with Wilbur
Wright at the controls in the same year exclaimed, “I have known today a magnificent
intoxication. I have learnt how it feels to be a bird. I have flown. Yes, I have flown. I am still
astonished at it, still deeply moved” (qtd. in Wohl, Passion 35). Le Corbusier, on seeing the
first aeroplane flying over Paris in 1909 exclaimed, “It was miraculous, it was mad!” (qtd. in
Hemmings 283). Writing of the first aeroplane flight by the Wright brothers, Joseph J. Corn
exclaims that “[a]fter centuries of earthbound dreaming, the impossible had happened. Man at
last could really fly!” (5) It was as though ballooning, the outpouring of emotional reaction to
it, and the texts that it had generated, had not occurred. Over a century later since the first
balloon flight, more than a lifetime beyond someone who may have been alive to witness the
first balloon flight in the eighteenth century or even Sadler’s flights in the nineteenth century,
there did, however, remain a tenuous link to the wild enthusiasm for ballooning. It was still
within a possible human lifetime for someone to have witnessed a balloon flight of Glaisher,
Flammarion, Fonvielle or Tissandier, or to have read their accounts in Travels in the Air
when it was first published near the end of the ballooning era, and then to have witnessed the
beginnings of aeroplane flight. But since those who witnessed the first balloon ascents were
no longer alive to see the first aeroplanes in the sky, the perception was that this excitement
for flight was new. It is tempting to think that the advancement of technology shown in the
aeroplane over the balloon would also show a difference in its reception, but the beginning of
ballooning and the beginning of aeroplane flight show the same wonder, awe and excitement
and once again writer-aviators sought to explain its significance through writing about their
experiences.
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The beginning of aeroplane flight brought with it high excitement. There were many
prizes offered by newspapers to create firsts in aviation. This stimulated and encouraged
aviation developments and progress, while also creating a constant supply of news stories
which they could then publish in their newspaper. The Daily Mail offered many prizes from
1907 until 1925, with one of its most famous the one announced in October 1908, offering
£1,000 to the first aviator who crossed the English Channel.53 In the next decades the public’s
excitement for flight had not waned. Anne Herrmann explains that after his record-breaking
New York to Paris transatlantic 1927 flight, Charles Lindbergh “released the ‘greatest torrent
of mass emotion ever witnessed in human history’” (Amelia 83). M. Christine Boyer observes
that “[d]uring the 1920s and 1930s, the aviator was laden with dreams of grandeur soaring
beyond mundane reality into the heavens beyond. Yet returning to earth, he was expected to
be an exemplar and leader of men” (96-97). Crowds were full of strong emotional responses
to flight, and, to the flyer. Marc Dierikx describes how “[a]ir meets established aviation as a
heroic activity and pilots as a breed unto themselves” (4), themes I explore further in the
following chapter on Saint-Exupéry’s writings. Aviation was particularly popular in the
period between the two World Wars, an era which was known as the Golden Age of aviation.
People in the 1920s and 1930s were fascinated with flying and were “aviation-mad”
(Moolman 61) akin to the period when balloon flights commenced in the 1780s and society
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This crossing, particularly, seemed to highlight the revolutionary way that the aeroplane would change the
world and was quite alarming to the English, who realised that their island was no longer impregnable, that its
expanse of surrounding water that had given them a sense of security, was no longer a barrier to those who
could reach them from the sky. Tom D. Crouch, in his introduction to The Genesis of Flight notes that Blériot’s
achievement “shocked the English nation” (“Introduction” 26) which had previously considered itself an island
safe from being breached by unexpected visitors. H. G. Wells declared that “[i]t has been raining warnings on
us…Never was a slacking, dull people so liberally served warnings of what was in store for them…In spite of
our fleet, this is no longer, from a military point of view, an inaccessible island” (qtd. in Crouch, “Introduction”
26). In “The Island and the Aeroplane: The Case of Virginia Woolf”, Gillian Beer asks what happens to the
nations considered islands when the aeroplane is invented. Previously, islands were only accessible by water.
With the advent of the aeroplane, a whole new set of anxieties arose. Beer illustrates the importance of the
aeroplane in Virginia Woolf’s writing, particularly in her later novels.
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was saturated with accounts of flights.54 After the First World War the public embraced
flying with an almost religious fervour. The trait of ‘air-mindedness’ was so highly valued
that in 1930 an article in Literary Digest even suggested that marriages between air hostesses
and pilots might produce “a race of superior Americans” (qtd. in Crouch, Wings 340). In an
“aviation-mad” world Paula Amad believes that the Wright brothers’ invention “transformed
planes, pilots, and flying into major modern symbols of technological progress, superhuman
achievement, borderless internationalism, and boundary-defying experience” (71). Similarly
to Keen’s depiction of how ‘balloonomania’ manifested in society, the aeroplane featured as
a signpost for many of the societal changes happening below and its cultural influence
appears in diverse areas such as literature, painting, aerial photography, cinema, architecture
and industrial design. Robert Wohl writes that the aeroplane’s invention was “first perceived
as an aesthetic event with far-reaching implications for the new century’s artistic and moral
sensibility” (Passion, original emphasis 1). Rosemary Wakeman illustrates that the “popular
fascination with the airplane was the ultimate expression of the bond between technics,
power, and modernity that was essential to emerging mass cultural values” (790). In
literature, Wohl outlines “an extraordinary variety of cultural artifacts ranging from manylayered modernist novels and poetry to comic books and especially films” (“Bards” 30304).55 In art, Stephen Kern describes how the “Cubist reduction of depth, elimination of
essential detail, composition with simplified forms, and unification of the entire picture
surface are pictorial representations of the view of the earth’s surface from an airplane in
flight” (245). Politically, the aeroplane was a significant factor in changes to how sovereignty
was thought about. Kern asserts that
54

Aviation was a dominant theme in popular culture between the wars. Classic films such as Wings (1927),
which won the first Best Picture of the Year Academy Award in 1928, Hell’s Angels (1930) and Christopher
Strong (1933), reinforced the awareness of flying so that it was instilled in the public psyche. In the 1930s
aviation-themed films rivalled those of the Westerns in terms of popularity and number of films produced. See
Michael Paris’ From the Wright Brothers to Top Gun: Aviation, Nationalism, and Popular Cinema for a history
of aviation films.
55
See Wohl’s “The Bards of Aviation: Flight and French Culture 1909-1939” for examples of French literary
culture influenced by aeroplanes.
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[i]n the years before World War I the airplane did not have the range to link East and
West, but it did begin a revolution in geopolitical relations among the nations of
Europe, as, for example, Blériot’s flight diminished England’s strategic advantage as
an island and required that its statesmen be more intimately involved with continental
affairs. (247)
Aerial photography, although first able to occur with ballooning, took on a greater role.
Boyer explains that it “recorded in precise detail the realistic shape of land-masses,
coastlines, seas, deserts, and mountains, perfected the process of mapmaking and enriched the
documentary archive of the planet” (94).56
As I showed earlier in relation to the balloon, Michael R. Lynn explains that the
general public were encouraged to be involved in the spectacle of ballooning, and so they
were, too, with the aeroplane. Robert Hemmings asserts that “in the first decade of the
twentieth-century the airplane was a figure of transfixing spectacle” (283). In September
1909 “[h]uge crowds flocked to inspect the flying machines exhibited at the Grand Palais
during the First International Exposition of Aerial Locomotion” (Wohl, “Bards” 304). There
were many aerial demonstrations and flying competitions were held “to generate public and
business interest in flying with the hope of creating a market and attracting investments for
airplanes” (Wakeman 772). In early 1909, crowds wanting to see Wilbur Wright fly became
“so large that tickets of admission had to be sold” (Wohl, Passion 23). Air races, Wakeman
points out, also had another function. In Toulouse, France, they “were a matter of civic pride,
a chance to associate the city with technological progress” (772). Likewise with Lynn’s
descriptions of balloon shows in the 1780s, in 1910 Toulouse, the air show “quickly became
a media event of extraordinary magnitude. Publicized weeks in advance by the newspapers,
56

Boyer also shows that the aeroplane “not only internationalized cartography; it was a tool for exploring and
controlling the colonies” (94). She demonstrates that “[a]lthough the air was technically indivisible, still each
nationality was intent on assuring that their aerial routes served their own national interests” (94). She notes that
the aeroplane’s “bird’s-eye aerial view surveyed every nook and cranny throwing a net of surveillance over the
world” (98).
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the meeting has all the characteristics of a modern urban spectacle” (original emphasis,
Wakeman 772).57 Tickets were sold and security and transportation organised. Wakeman
shows how the air races “rapidly became a modern expression of the city’s collective public
life” (775) and “were a form of mass entertainment in which all of Toulouse could
participate. The record-breaking crowds witnessing the novel machines shared a realm of
association and experience that molded aeronautical events into urban rituals” (775). 58 As
with balloons, the media was a major part of informing and inflaming the desire for flight.
Corn shows that
[a] new branch of journalism, specializing in aeronautics, grew out of public
fascination with airplanes. As early as 1910 the New York World employed a fulltime reporter to cover the aerial beat, and soon major dailies everywhere inaugurated
regular columns devoted to aviation. Magazines simultaneously met the demand for
articles and stories about flying. (9)
Amelia Earhart had a feature column in Cosmopolitan in the late 1920s and the editor of
Cosmopolitan wrote about the importance of keeping up with the world of aviation, “[f]or
flying is so much a part of life today that whether or not one wishes actually to fly one owes
to oneself an intelligent well-informed interest in the subject” (qtd. in Herrmann, Amelia 94).
The MacRobertson International Air Race in 1934 from Mildenhall in the United
Kingdom to Melbourne, Australia, organised to celebrate Melbourne’s centenary, provides an
example of the scale of excitement and crowds amassing to witness aeroplane flight and how
elements such as an air race, public attention, media reporting, large crowds watching and
waiting and its entertainment aspect combined, similarly to those watching balloons over a
century earlier. Di Websdale-Morrissey, in her book about this race, On a Wing and a
Prayer: The Race That Stopped the World notes that “[a]ir races were not new and had
57

This is similar to Sadler’s balloon flights.
See also Nathalie Roseau’s article “Reach for the Skies: Aviation and Urban Visions: Paris and New York, c.
1910” for further examples.
58

108

already prompted advances in aeronautical engineering. As early as 1913 a series of air races
named after their trophy, the Schneider Cup, had animated the flying fraternity” (38). These
organised air races prompted more technological innovations and improved the next
generation of aeroplanes. Websdale-Morrissey describes how
[s]ome of the fliers had agreed to write for certain papers and magazines about their
preparations, and their words sang to the hearts of their adoring fans. Newspapers
around the world published column upon column of statistics and profiles, often the
full route map spread across double pages. The public…looked for more. Radios
across the world were readied for long hours of updates. (84)
In a similar scene to Sadler’s descriptions of the crowds who gathered for his balloon takeoff, there were “heaving masses” (85) wanting to see the start of the race and when “an 8000vehicle traffic jam” (85) ensued, the crowds descended from their cars and walked to the
aerodrome. Echoing the need for crowd control seen with Sadler’s ascent, “[p]olice
reinforcements had been brought in but they could only gaze on this sea of humanity and
wonder if they would have control once the inevitable surge began as the planes trundled out
onto the field for the start” (85). As the aeroplanes readied to leave “more than 60,000 voices
roared” (88) and
[t]housands surged onto the field, surrounding the planes, grabbing at them and
reaching up to shake the pilots’ hands…Police on motorbikes and horseback, aided by
co-opted RAF cadets, apprentices and aircraft mechanics, desperately tried to regain
control, but it was not until fire trucks and police cars, their sirens blaring, sped
towards the melee, that the crowd fell back. (88-89)
The global interest in this one race is shown with crowds across the world gathered at the
stop points across the world, where “hundreds of Middle Eastern tribesmen rode their horses
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at speed, day and night, to gather at vantage points to watch the show” (88) and at the Aleppo
and Baghdad airports. Reaching Allahabad in India, more crowds waited:
some say that hundreds of thousands of spectators formed a river of people flowing
towards Allahabad aerodrome in the hours leading up to the first plane’s landing.
Some say a million. Whatever their number, they travelled there on foot, horses or
bikes, in buses, cars and carriages. The procession, spanning the full width of the road
and snaking back for miles, was an excited chaos of blaring horns, clanging bells,
shouts and singing. (113-14)
On the other side of the world, when most of the aviators had finally reached Australia,
“more than sixty thousand cheering Australians and overseas guests lined Bourke Street, one
of Melbourne’s main thoroughfares, to watch the aviators make a slow procession in opentopped cars” (192). This one race is an indicative illustration of the worldwide spectacle
surrounding aviation.
Aeroplane flight was viewed as a sign of modernity, of prowess and advancement. At
the beginning of the twentieth century, transport had changed dramatically. Hallion details
that
[h]umanity entered the nineteenth century moving at about 6 miles per hour – the
speed of a horse-drawn coach. It entered the twentieth moving at 60 miles per hour –
a whole order of magnitude – the speed of a steam locomotive, and a new invention,
the automobile, had already appeared in practical form in Germany, France, England,
and America. (183)
Boyer explains that there was an awareness in the 1920s and 1930s “about the prodigious
new world that modern technology and science had created, as evidenced in the marvels of
the steamship, the automobile, and the airplane” (95). Kern details how
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[t]he technology of communication and transportation and the expansion of literacy
made it possible for more people to read about new distant places in the newspaper,
see them in movies, and travel more widely. As human consciousness expanded
across space people could not help noticing that in different places there were vastly
different customs. (34)
The aeroplane was a technology, but it had an additional element to it. As a mode of
transport, it was different to the other ground-breaking new forms of transport that had
changed the landscapes with roads and train lines. They remained on the earth, the aeroplane
soared above it. As A. Bowdoin Van Riper succinctly puts it, “[w]e know that aircraft are
‘just’ technology, but the stories we tell about them are laced with suggestions that they are
something more” (8). We know,
because we have seen them evolve, that aircraft are ‘just’ advanced technology. We
know, at a basic level at least, how they work. We know that like all machines they
require routine maintenance and that, even so, they suffer occasional
breakdowns…Still, for all our knowledge, it is difficult to watch an aircraft leave the
ground without a suspicion that some kind of magic is afoot. (8)
The effects of this new revolution of human flight were seen not only in a novel mode of
transport but also in new ways of perceiving the world. There was a somewhat naïve
expectation that air travel would bring about world peace. Many believed that “aviation
would reorder human society and promote world peace by breaking down isolation and
distrust. When everyone took to the air, society would be transformed along the lines of
democracy, freedom, and equality” (Ware 62). Charlotte Perkins Gilman wrote in 1907,
[t]his coming conquest of the air offers an absolutely new element in progression; we
enter, as it were, the third dimension…The introduction of a new medium of
communication which will throw all mankind together so much more freely carries
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with it the necessity for a general rising of standards. When it becomes possible for
rude or dangerous persons to flutter to our windows by night or day, we must simply
see to it that there are no rude or dangerous persons. (qtd. in Herrmann, Amelia 83)
In 1923 Major W. T. Blake asserts that
[t]he development of aeroplanes should prove a potent factor in the fight for universal
peace. The immense speed of which civil aircraft will be capable…will enable people
to travel much further afield than had hitherto been the case, and with increased
knowledge of other countries, and more intermingling of differing peoples, may come
a greater desire for peace. (215)
Additionally, during this period aviators were pioneering air routes and making record-setting
flights that had never before been attempted. Boyer argues that
[t]he rapid growth of aviation during the interwar period was mercurial, dramatically
reshaping perception of the world and of space. There were daring flights of aviators
challenging the breath of oceans and deserts, the heights of Everest, the length of
Africa, the uncharted terrain of the North and South Poles. (94)
As Goldstein points out, it was an era of “stupendous technological progress” (Flying 76) in
aviation. This idea that humanity would improve, or set higher standards for itself because of
flight shows the expectations that came with it. There was an unrealistic expectation and
utopic vision that flight would change everything for the better. The aeroplane was supposed
to “diminish the importance of distance and lead toward the unification of the world” (Wohl,
Passion 81). Air races, for example, did unite the world in a way that people hoped, but only
for certain periods. Showing the optimistic attitudes to aeroplanes, the MacRobertson
International Air Race’s sponsor, Sir MacPherson Robertson, said to the winners,
[y]our native land and the whole world is indebted to you for demonstrating the
ability of aviation to draw closer together peoples of the Earth in aerial ties,
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facilitating the exchange of ideas, speedier commercial arrangements, and increased
trading, all of which must result in better international understanding and enhance
friendship throughout the world. (qtd. in Websdale-Morrissey 162)
This hope that aeroplanes would unify the world had already been seen with balloons, when it
was the emblem of hope for its era. But aeroplanes would not unify the world; they would be
used by nations to secure victories in war.59 It was naïve to think that a new technology with
so much power would be solely peaceful.
Similarly to Carlyle’s view of the balloon as the emblem of the age of hope, Le
Corbusier states that the aeroplane “carries our hearts above mediocre things” (qtd. in Hallion
184) and is the “symbol of the New Age…The airplane arouses our energies and our faith”
(qtd. in Hallion 184). Hallion asserts that the Wrights had “set the conditions for a
transformation of the world” (210) and that “the success at Kitty Hawk created the conditions
that have in turn spawned a complex, challenging, and fast-paced global village that
constitutes the world of the present day” (210). Like Carlyle with the balloon, the aeroplane
was seen as a peaceful invention, but it had two aspects. Its two sides were peace and war,
hope and death, utopian and dystopian. Kern suggests that the aeroplane’s
cultural impact was ultimately defined by deeply rooted values associated with the updown axis. Low suggests immorality, vulgarity, poverty, and deceit. High is the
direction of growth and hope, the source of light, the heavenly abode of angels and
gods. From Ovid to Shelley the soaring bird was a symbol of freedom. People were
divided in their response to flying; some hailed it as another great technological
liberation and some foresaw its destructive potential. (242)
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Balloons had also been used in wars for military surveillance, and aeroplanes would be used in the two World
Wars, but this aspect of flight is not within the scope of this thesis or at the forefront of the texts that I explore.

113

The ability to leave the earth and travel vast distances did change the way humans perceived
the world. It brought about an enormous cultural shift. Railway travel, journalism and the
telegraph, as some examples, had already begun this change. Similarly with the balloon,
in comparison with other technologies, such as electricity, the telephone, the
automobile, the cinema, or radio, the airplane had little or no immediate or direct
impact on the way that most people lived their lives; yet its invention nonetheless
inspired an extraordinary outpouring of feeling and gave rise to utopian hopes and
gnawing fears. (Wohl, Passion 1)
Unlike Wohl, Dierikx asserts that “[f]rom that first decade, aviation, and thereafter air
transport, went on to touch the lives of just about everyone on the planet, no matter how
remote from the urban centers with which we associate air transport generally” (viii).
Aeroplane flight may not have changed the everyday lives of most people straight away, but
it changed the consciousness of humans and the possibility of what was overhead. It changed
the mentality of nations and societies who once felt safe, but now wondered about the threat
from above. While ballooning was the beginning of humanity’s aerial adventures, it was the
aeroplane that significantly changed our perception of the world. Wohl observes that “[t]he
airplane was destined to transform within three decades the way that the peoples of the
Western World transported goods and people, waged war, and conceived of time and space”
(“Bards” 303). Its usefulness had been recognised and tested by the military establishment,
commercial interests were planning its trade potential, and even though aeroplanes were still
regarded with amazement, their place in the skies above many countries was becoming more
commonplace. Airlines were being formed and passengers were being taken up into this
newly accessible realm. No longer was controlled flight an impossibility; finally, after
centuries of dreaming of it, and having experienced uncontrolled flight with ballooning, it
had become a reality.
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It is important to note that the ideas outlined in Chapter One, such as Cavallo’s
thoughts of how it felt to leave the earth in an aerial machine, and the importance of
‘sensation’, are all relevant to the aeroplane era as well. Bown’s notion of how inventions
“transform our imaginary visions” (48) still applies and remains important across the two
forms of flight. The aesthetic dimensions of flight are as relevant for aeroplane flight as for
ballooning, as I shall show. Crawford’s point about the significance of the perspective of the
observer, and his argument that the influence of aesthetics “is relative, quite literally, to the
point of view of the perceiver” (322) is useful in thinking about the distinctive aesthetics of
aviation. There were certainly differences between the balloon and aeroplane in terms of how
the flyers experienced the world above, with Paul K. Saint-Amour explaining that
[t]he airplane undoubtedly altered the context of aerial viewing with its greater
velocity and navigability, its louder and more turbulent ride, and its very
unballoonlike aesthetic of loud engine, propeller, struts, wheels, flaps, levers,
instrument panels. (352-53)
The speed and noise of the aeroplane compared to the balloon created a different experience,
but was still predicated on the point of view of the flyer. While balloonists remarked on the
silence of their flights and aviators on the noise, the altered context of the aeroplane, with its
differences as outlined by Saint-Amour, is still experienced within Parsons’ concept of
‘aesthetic qualities’ and sensory experience, even as significant aspects of the technology of
flight changes. Emphasising the way that flight affects the entire body, Saint-Amour observes
that
[i]f fast, navigable, motor-driven, heavier-than-air flight didn’t exactly deliver an
unprecedented view of the earth, it at least provided a different set of procedures by
which to achieve and manipulate the view and a novel array of sensations to
accompany it. To the extent vision is informed by the body’s full sensorium –
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mechanical vibration, engine noise, strong wind, pressure changes in the ear, nausea
induced by changing gravitational forces, the euphoria of high speed – the airplane
did alter aerial perception. (353)
The view from above was not unprecedented, as Saint-Amour points out, because it had been
available since the beginning of ballooning. Paul Virilio believes that “[t]he ambition… of
most balloonists was not so much to fly as to see from on high’” (original emphasis 40).
Certainly, when balloonists first went up into the sky, one of the main attractions was to look
down on the world from above, and this is as true for aviators. But it was the yearning and
fascination for flight, primarily, that led to ballooning, with the ability “to see from on high”
a secondary feature. With the aeroplane, the aesthetics is closely linked to the idea of the
world above as another sphere and how this affects the aviator, extending the aesthetics of
flight into a separateness felt in the air to that found on the ground. The sensory experience of
this and how it affects their sense of self and a state of mind is linked to being in the
aeroplane. The sensation of being aloft and what this evokes involves a unique aesthetics
related to being up in the air.
Boyer employs an aesthetic discourse to describe how landscapes are viewed from the
aeroplane when she explains that
[e]very technological invention opens up new routes of discovery – such was the case
of the airplane and the aerial view in the twentieth century. The polar opposite to the
microscope, which visually explored the realm of the infinitely small, the aerial view
revealed space so vast that its comprehension could not be absorbed in a single
glance…From the air a new geometry rearranged the image into new representational
forms: boundary lines of fields slashed zigzags across the terrain, linear traces of
canals, roads, and railways left their sharp clear marks; elevated plateaus and
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depression stood out in relief, windswept deserts and ice fields appeared as serrated
expanses while mountains turned into heavily creased folds. (100)
According to Boyer, aeroplane flight was for Le Corbusier an instrument of cultural critique
that enabled political and social insights. From the air he sees the way that human structures
have changed the landscape. He sees “row after row of houses without hearts” (qtd. in Boyer
100) and “soulless streets” (qtd. in Boyer 100). Saint-Exupéry uses flight for a cultural
critique too, as does Markham. Goldstein, commenting on how the aerial view is shown in
aeroplane literature, asserts that the
[a]erial perspective enjoyed a vogue in the literature, as in the painting and
photography, of the 1920s and 1930s. In turn, the expansive forms of aerial
perspective were introjected into the literature of terrestrial perspective, so that
grounded observers increasingly looked upward to the airplane as a symbol of the
liberated consciousness they might enjoy if and when aloft. (original emphasis, Flying
132)
Sidonie Smith notes that with the aeroplane,
a new genre of aviation narrative had taken shape with its own conventions: dramatic
stories of life-threatening incidents, commentaries on the land and people passed over,
autobiographical information in the context of the flight, a record of emotional
responses in flight, and a description of the reception upon landing. (Moving 78-79)
The literature related to flight has common themes, but there are differences between the
experiences of balloonists and aviators. With the promise of heavier-than-air flight fulfilled
by the Wright brothers, flying was a more common occurrence. Stacy Schiff points out that
“[t]he pilot of the 1920s was less a scientist or an engineer than an adventurer” (130). They
were identified as separate to other earthbound humans. Though the innocence of flight had
been lost, with aeroplanes being used as a military weapon in the First World War, the
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excitement attached to it remained. There was an insatiable appetite for flight stories from the
public. Many flyers wrote books about their flying experiences to raise further money to be
able to continue to fly and these books became best sellers.60 Lindbergh wrote a number of
books (including “WE”, 1927 and The Spirit of St. Louis, 1953) as did well-known female
aviators such as Beryl Markham (West with the Night, 1942), Jean Batten (Solo Flight, 1934;
Alone in the Sky, 1938; My Life, 1938), Amelia Earhart (20 Hrs 40 Mins, 1928; The Fun of It:
Random Records of My Own Flying and of Women in Aviation, 1932; Last Flight, 1937) and
Amy Johnson (Sky Roads of the World, 1939). Amongst these flyer-writers were those who
were considered to be literary flyers and to have written books that reflected on the
experience of flying in a way that was evocative and described the aesthetic qualities of
flight. Many of these flyers undertook historical flights that made records during the Golden
Age of aviation between the First and Second World Wars.
Wohl proposes that flight literature was “a literary genre that would prove to have
remarkable staying power…a mass public awaited those aviators capable of narrating their
adventures in the air” (Passion 271). David McCullough observes it to be “most
remarkable…how many of them proved to be writers of exceptional grace and vision” (Brave
126). Aviation writers “represented a new movement, a collective leap into a new era vastly
different from anything previously experienced” (Bell 10). Encouraged by Saint-Exupéry to
write about her experiences, Markham is also part of a group of aviator authors who “made of
their pioneering time and its aftermath a body of literature like none other” (McCullough,
Aviator 81). The similarities between the reactions to the beginning of balloon flight and
aeroplane flight echo the similarities between the texts I examine, even though this is across a
period of one hundred and thirty years and spanning across two centuries. My argument that
there is a literature of flight which exhibits commonalities across this time frame, no matter
60

Flying was an expensive exercise and Mike Walker notes that in the US in 1928, “a pilot’s licence cost $500.
The average annual income for a woman was $800” (5).
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the form of flight, comes into focus as we see the similar reactions and themes that emerge.
The next chapter focusses on Saint-Exupéry’s Wind, Sand and Stars and the final one on
Markham’s West with the Night.
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Chapter Five – Wind, Sand and Stars

I live in the realm of flight.
– Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry (1900-1944) was born in Lyon, France into an aristocratic
family, the third of five children. He had an idyllic childhood, living in a château with his
mother, brother, three sisters and extended family (his father died four years after his birth).
His mother, Marie, “developed her son’s literary and aesthetic sensibilities and encouraged
his imaginative nature” (Rees viii) and he had a “happy, protected upbringing in a privileged
environment” (Rees viii). He was educated in elite schools but was an unremarkable student
and in 1918 decided to join the army with a view to flying, “but the war ended before he
could put the plan into practice” (Rees x). Saint-Exupéry was introduced to flight at an early
age, when, as a child of nine, “he shared in the surge of French pride and enthusiasm when
Blériot flew the Channel and in the national craze that followed” (Rees ix).61 This must have
created an impression on him, for in the following years he spent many hours observing
flyers at an airfield that had been established near to his home, and in 1912 he had his first
flight, when one of the pilots briefly took him up into the air. In 1926 Saint-Exupéry
commenced working for the airline company Latécoère, a pioneering organisation which was
formed to open up airmail routes across Europe, Africa and South America.62 The work was
highly dangerous and the company experienced significant loss of life in its mission – by
1930 over 120 Latécoère employees and passengers had perished in its planes “but they had

61

Frenchman Louis Blériot was the first to fly across the English Channel from France to Dover in 1909 on the
first international overseas flight. The Daily Mail offered a prize of £1,000 to the first aviator who achieved this
crossing.
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The Latécoère company became Aéropostale in 1927 before collapsing in 1931.
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played their part in creating the global village that we now take for granted” (Rees xii). 63
Latécoère was “a pioneering company of airborne adventurers” (Rees xii) and although it was
a company dedicated to carrying mail, it naturally attracted pilots who savoured the adventure
of establishing its ground-breaking airmail routes, focussed on the adventure and the
camaraderie of their fellow pilots who risked their lives for their work. After the collapse of
the company in the early 1930s, Saint-Exupéry flew intermittently and had a number of
accidents, almost drowning in 1932 after capsizing a seaplane, surviving a crash in the desert
in Libya in 1936, and sustaining numerous injuries after crashing in Guatemala in 1938 while
attempting a record flight from New York to Tierra del Fuego. Saint-Exupéry died during a
reconnaissance flight in 1944.
Saint-Exupéry was perhaps the best-known and most prolific writer of flight to
emerge from this period when commercial possibilities for aviation were being developed.
His was the first generation to experience flight primarily through aeroplanes, rather than
balloons, and he grew up with aeroplanes in his imagination, knowing that he wanted to fly.
The act of flying, and themes relating to it, were a major focus of his books, and he was an
award winning author.64 Ben Daley explains that Saint-Exupéry was a “celebrated author
who described his piloting experiences and the relations between aviation, society and human
development” (127). Saint-Exupéry was a passionate flight evangelist. He wanted to make
63

Ben Daley states that expanding these airmail routes “was driven by the economic imperative to out-compete
rail and shipping companies, and it represented a crucial part of the development of the world economy” (143).
This shows why Latécoère was willing to risk so many lives – the outcome was considered to be worth it. SaintExupéry believed that opening up the mail routes advanced “human destiny” (29). Laurence Goldstein explains
the importance of the air mail routes and their perceived significance for improved international relations: “two
thousand tons of letters passed between Europe and South America each year, but at such a slow rate of progress
(an exchange of letters between Paris and Buenos Aires required fifty days by boat) that cultural and
commercial relations suffered considerably. Air mail, then, increased peaceful traffic among nations, and
promoted closer relations between people whose happiness could be imagined as dependent upon the speedy
delivery of correspondence” (Flying 141).
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His books with flight as its focus included Courrier sud (1929; Southern Mail 1933), Vol de nuit (1931; Night
Flight 1932, winner of the Prix Femina in 1931 and also made into a Hollywood film in 1933 with Clark Gable
starring as the pilot), Terre des hommes (1939; Wind, Sand and Stars 1939, winner of the Grand Prix du roman
de l’Académie française in 1939 and the US National Book Award for Nonfiction in 1939) and Pilote de guerre
(1942, Flight to Arras 1942, winner of the Grand Prix Littéraire de l’Aéro-Club de France). He is also renowned
for his extensively translated fable of Le petit prince (1943; The Little Prince 1943). He explores his personal
philosophy in the posthumously published Citadelle (1948; The Wisdom of the Sands 1950).
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people aware of the other world above where different possibilities and experiences existed,
and to expose his readers to it through his books. Saint-Exupéry’s writings of flight were
influential and had real-world effects, with William Rees stating that in the year after the
publication of Saint-Exupéry’s best-selling Night Flight in 1931, “applications for pilottraining doubled” (xiv). Saint-Exupéry “made adventure, danger, and commitment to his
profession part of his poetic voice” (Koo 30) and made the aviator’s life appealing to a
certain type of person. Goldstein believes that “[t]hroughout the 1930s the most famous
Galahad of the air corps was Antoine de Saint-Exupéry who in worldwide best-sellers like
Night Flight and Wind, Sand and Stars articulated a mystical vision of aviation that inspired a
whole generation” (Wings 478). Saint-Exupéry’s flight writings revealed the world above to
those in the world below, and played an important part in bringing the flight experience to a
wider reading audience. Daley asserts that his writings “contain vivid representations of
landscapes, places and people from the novel perspective of the airborne observer” (127). For
Saint-Exupéry writing about flight was an exploratory activity; he examined the multifaceted
experience of flight and sought to make sense of its importance. Flying was an integral part
of his life and formed his character and purpose; it was both his identity and his subject.
Many have commented on the interconnection between his identity and his flying. Rees, in
the introduction to his translation of Wind, Sand and Stars, notes that for Saint-Exupéry, it
was “clear to him and to his friends that his flying and his writing were mutually nourishing,
and indeed that they were inseparable aspects of his creativity” (xi). Stuart Gilbert, translator
of Saint-Exupéry’s posthumously published Citadelle (1948; The Wisdom of the Sands 1950)
refers to him as an “airman-poet” (viii) and asserts that Saint-Exupéry saw in flight “far more
than a means of access to the thrills of speed and altitude; it had for him an almost mystical
significance” (vii). Hallion calls Saint-Exupéry an “aviator-philosopher” (184). Corn refers to
Saint-Exupéry as an “airman-writer” (82) and Piero Boitani states that for Saint-Exupéry,
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“[h]is whole life, death, and writing are bound up with flight, which in his hands becomes
existential, dramatic, literary, ethical, political, and metaphysical” (172). He lauds SaintExupéry as a “true pilot” (xi) asserting that he stated that “as far as he is concerned, flying
and writing are one and the same thing” (175). Saint-Exupéry viewed flight as a tool for
finding one’s truth and flying gave him a sense of purpose and camaraderie that he had
lacked before he found that world. The aeroplane “enabled him to escape from the
monotonous and unpleasant world of contingencies into what he considered the free world
above” (Knapp 100), and to fly “endowed him with a sense of liberation” (Knapp 100). Rees
asserts that “as a pioneering young flier Saint-Exupéry had been driven by a Nietzschean
search for fulfilment through self-surpassing adventure” (vii). Saint-Exupéry wanted to go
beyond the everyday, to challenge himself and to find meaning through adventure. Through
flight, he found a way in which to test himself, and to be, even become, himself. Smith points
out that “[p]owerful technologies became the engines of transformation, transcendence, and
perfection” (Moving 73). In aeroplanes Saint-Exupéry found the perfect machine to transform
and transcend himself and attain a kind of perfection that he could not find on earth. It is clear
that he viewed flight as a fundamental part of his character and life. He declares, “I live in the
realm of flight” (72).
This chapter focusses on Saint-Exupéry’s book Terre des hommes (1939; Wind, Sand
and Stars 1939).65 The work contains eight non-linear chapters titled The Airline, Comrades,
The Aircraft, The Plane and the Planet, Oasis, In the Desert, At the Heart of the Desert, and
Men. Some of the chapters comprise an emphasis related to ideas of his personal philosophy
rather than a focus on flight, and give the book a disparate structure. Much like the flying life
itself, which is comprised of many varied flights, Wind does not have a traditional narrative
or plot but is an episodic account of various flying experiences and personal reflections which
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Hereafter referred to as Wind.
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form an overarching account of Saint-Exupéry’s interpretation of flight. It is his first-hand
account of some of his pioneering days, condensed into a “lyrical and absorbing synthesis of
a five-year experience” (Rees xiii) which “narrates a physical, spiritual, and psychological
adventure” (Knapp 100). Wind is, according to Adrian Tahourdin, “a transcendent
autobiographical meditation on flying” (8), which “many consider his best work” (8). Rees
describes Wind as “essentially a gripping adventure story” (xiii) written “in a distilled and
non-linear form that defies genre classification” (xii). It contains “remembrances of a heroic
era in the history of flight” (McKeon 1084) and Rees explains the book as a “poeticized
evocation” (xiii) of his time with Latécoère. Rees acknowledges that Saint-Exupéry has a
romantic view of flight and of that time in his life and that the mundane aspects are mostly
left out, stating
all of that is obliterated by the literary memory or passed through a creative filtering
process, and the finest times in those five years are synthesized into a story of heroic
flights and rescues, magical encounters and elemental, transforming experiences in
the desert and the Andes…Wind, Sand and Stars is a magnificently crafted prose
poem, not a report. An essence, not a log-book. (xiii)
Saint-Exupéry’s experiences with flight are given form in Wind in a way that reshaped and
transformed them to distil what he saw as the essence of his flying life. It allowed him to
expound his views on flight and the aeroplane and to show others what might be possible if
new technologies and machines were embraced and how they were changing the world and
could change the lives of those who were open to them.
Wind was an exceptionally popular work, “ranked among the best-selling books of the
century” (Rees xv). Reviewers at the time of its publication found the book very appealing.
Clare Leighton, reviewing Wind in The New York Times Book Review in June 1939, asserts
that it “is no ordinary travel book of the air” (79) but that “through each recorded happening,
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runs a broad thread of philosophy” (79) making a book that “is drenched clean of all the petty
cloying values of the earth” (79). She avers that it should be read “that we may retain our
pride in humanity and our excitement in this modern age. For should we not infuse into our
literature the distillation of new dimensions, seeing that our world now stretches not only
across the mountains to the distant horizon but dances among the stars?” (79). Leighton’s
notion of a “distillation of new dimensions” shows the efficacy of Saint-Exupéry’s synthesis
of the aspects of flight that he thinks are the most important, highlighting how aerial literature
conveys this new aerial dimension to readers. An anonymous reviewer in The Scotsman in
September 1939 writes that Saint-Exupéry “has found words to express the poetry of flight”
(13) and is “a philosopher, an artist, a visionary” (13). He argues that his account of going
through a hurricane “must be one of the finest impressions of aerial adventure ever written”
(13) and that it “is a profound and passionate book. The dignity of its thought is matched by
the distinction of its writing” (13). Cecil Lewis, reviewing in The Spectator in October 1939,
believes that “[t]here is no profession so magnificent, so lonely and so responsible as that of a
pilot” (478) and that the pilot is “something of a hero” (478). He states that Saint-Exupéry
“has seen the grandeur and insignificance of the earth and evolved the detached philosophy of
all pilots who think – a God-like tolerance for the pettiness and folly of mankind” (478). He
asserts that “[n]othing in this book is written up: it is all lean, vivid and true” (480) and that
Saint-Exupéry “may be a pilot by choice, but that he is a writer by instinct” (480). The
reviewers show the appeal of Saint-Exupéry’s texts and how the idea of the pilot as different
from the everyday human and how they may have access to truths about life that those who
do not fly may not be able to know, highlights a mythologising of the aviator as heroic and
distinctive.
In this chapter I critically examine Saint-Exupéry’s representation of the flyer as a
different figure from the grounded human because of their access to the sky above and what
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they experience there. I analyse Saint-Exupéry’s juxtaposition of the aviator to the
bureaucrats and humans on the ground, his views of the aeroplane, his aesthetics of flight,
and his depiction of the separate sphere of the world above with its dangers and differences
from the world below. The disparity he perceives between those who fly and those who do
not, who he feels have not been awakened in the way he has been through flight, is similar to
what Goldstein asserts, that “[w]hen men become as birds they look down upon the earth
with the kind of cruel condescension appropriate to a ‘scorner of the ground,’ as Shelley calls
the skylark” (Flying 11). Saint-Exupéry aggrandises the pilot, particularly in his first books,
and though this does start to diminish as he becomes a more seasoned aviator, the image of
the pilot in Wind “retains a certain haughtiness” (McKeon 1084). It is because of the mode of
transport that this grandeur exists. The aeroplane elevated, literally as well as psychically, the
human who flew, and the act of being above the earth, above other humans, experiencing the
world in a new way that was impossible for the majority of humanity at that time, separated
the life of the flyer from the lives of other humans. Saint-Exupéry’s focus on the flyer is an
extension of an idea from Chapter One, when Cavallo urges us to “[i]magine a man elevated
to such a height…with spectators, attentive to him alone (qtd. in Turnor 45) and with Sadler’s
theme of the construction of a contrast between the earth-bound spectators to the sky-bound
balloonist in Chapter Two. Saint-Exupéry’s elevation of the aviator repeats the notion of the
sky as another world with its own unique aesthetic qualities. He was proud to be an aviator
and in his books he centres his writing not only on flight but also on the flyer. He does not
merely describe his flying life; he constructs a mystique of flying and posits the flyer as
different from the everyday human because of their access to flight and of their panoptic view
of the world.
Goldstein argues that Saint-Exupéry “wrote the most profound personal accounts of
flight” (New Histories 748) and that when he cannot fly for some time, “[h]is misery as a
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demobilized spectator he deploys against humanity in general” (Wings 479). Goldstein
believes that these passages “are a cautionary reminder of the dark pathology of flight.
Elevated above mankind in a machine of miraculous design, one experiences a sense of
superiority, a sense of purpose and consequence, which one denies too glibly to the benighted
masses crawling like insects over the earth” (Wings 479). The image of the aviator as an
elevated human is an element of flight literature of which to be cautious. Goldstein warns
about the way flight can enable a sense of superiority in a flyer and one that frames the
aviator as uniquely purposeful and consequential in a way which negates the lives of those
humans living their regular existences below.66 Many aviators were ascribed otherworldly
qualities as though they were different from the everyday human, indeed that they were
superhuman, because of their access the sky and all that it entailed.67 The balloonists show
that the sky above is another world, and Saint-Exupéry populates it with an heroic flyer,
extending the idea of the pilot as someone who, with this access to this other sphere, is
somehow more alive and worthy than those below. This is problematic because it creates an
idolatry of aviators where the pilot, because of their access to the sky, becomes exceptional,
someone to be revered above others because they also exist in this other world. This idea was
not by any means limited to Saint-Exupéry.68 Readers of accounts of flight were taken on an
imaginative foray into the world above and read about experiences they would never have on
the ground. But this did not mean that they were diminished humans because they did not
have access to this sphere physically. Reviewers, critics and readers often seem to overlook
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Charles Lindbergh’s description of himself above the earth is an example of Goldstein’s caution. Lindbergh
clearly shows an example of how he feels different from the general population because he flies. He writes, “I
began to feel that I lived on a higher plane than the skeptics on the ground; one that was richer because of its
very association with the element of danger they dreaded, because it was freer of the earth to which they were
bound. In flying, I tasted a wine of the gods of which they could know nothing. Who valued life more highly,
the aviators who spent it on the art they loved, or those misers who doled it out like pennies through their antlike
days?” (262)
67
Saint-Exupéry, Beryl Markham, Lindbergh, Amelia Earhart, Jean Batten and Amy Johnson are some
examples of aviators who have had this aura described about them. However, though this was attributed to them,
this did not mean that they ascribed to this idea themselves.
68
For example, the veneration of Lindbergh took this to another level too.
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this aspect of Saint-Exupéry’s texts and to accept his depiction of the aviator or to set it aside
to focus instead on their reading of Saint-Exupéry’s idealistic view of flight and humanity
and the idea of flight as a noble pursuit.
Saint-Exupéry’s entry in The New Oxford Companion to Literature in French
describes him as “[o]ne of the most important French metaphysical novelists of the inter-war
years” (Hewitt 732) who “used his novels to raise flying and the figure of the pilot to a
symbolic status by which they represent heroic transcendence of the human condition”
(Hewitt 732). It also remarks that “[i]n spite of a disturbing tendency, at its most marked in
Vol de nuit and Citadelle, to…concentrate upon the pilot as a figure apart from the rest of
humanity, Saint-Exupéry was clearly aware of the ethical problems involved in a celebration
of the hero, as is indicated in…Terre des hommes” (Hewitt 733). It describes Wind as a
“general reflection on the aviator as standard-bearer of humanism” (Hewitt 733). Viewing an
aviator as an exemplar of humanism further inculcates an idea of them as somehow superior,
as though because of their flights they should be looked up to as having access to a kind of
knowledge that sets them apart. Joseph T. McKeon asserts that Saint-Exupéry “wreathes the
pilot with a celestial aura: angel, archangel, heavenly emissary” (1085) in all of his novels.
He believes that by Wind, his third book, the imagery associated with the pilot becomes “less
and less pretentious” (1084) compared to in Southern Mail, where the “legend of the pilot is
at its apogee” (1084) with the pilot a “hero akin to the conquering Caesar” (1084) and SaintExupéry ascribing to him “the attributes of a magician, an archangel, a sorcerer, or a god”
(1084). McKeon states that Saint-Exupéry “fashioned such an exaggerated picture of the
person and the adventure of his heroes that it earned for him, for a short period of time at
least, the resentment if not the animosity of many of his flying colleagues” (1084) when he
first started writing about flight. He asserts that his exaggerations “offended the sensibilities
of men who undoubtedly preferred understatement to overstatement, particularly literary
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overstatement, when it applied to an occupation as deadly and as serious as their own”
(1084). Saint-Exupéry was sometimes prone to hyperbole in his writings. He was cognisant
that in his books his representations of aviators could be provocative. Near the end of Wind
Saint-Exupéry declares,
[a]ll through this book I have held up as models some of those who seem to me to
have obeyed a sovereign vocation, who chose the desert or the airline as others would
have chosen the monastery; but I have betrayed my purpose if I have aroused
principally in you an admiration for men themselves. What is admirable above all is
the ground in which they have their foundations. (104)
Yet even in this assertion that he does not seek to principally arouse admiration of the flyer,
his evocation of a “sovereign vocation” and comparison of aviators to monks, again separates
them from everyday humans and posits the aviator as a chosen figure who had a special
calling to the sky. It is unsurprising that Saint-Exupéry suggests that the aviator is in the same
category as a monk. He does view flight as his calling, remembering the morning of his first
mail flight where he considers himself and other flyers “as we who had been fortunate to be
called” (117). He refers to “the sacred rites of my profession” (11), flight as “a miracle” (12)
and his “professional baptism” (12). He writes of his trainee pilot time at Latécoère as
“passing in my turn through the novitiate before being granted the honour of piloting the
mail” (5). Words such as ‘sacred’, ‘baptism’ and ‘novitiate’ imply a religious association, and
are used to raise the flyer to a member of an elect group who must go through a certain
pathway to become one of those able to follow this vocation. He is secularising a religious
discourse to equate an aviator to a monk, suggesting the special character of this vocation. It
also suggests a kind of sacrifice needed to become an aviator, of having to give up an
everyday life and to be upheld to a different standard, with flyers having to give up their
individuality to become part of a greater whole, much like a monk sacrifices certain elements
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of life to become part of a religious community. Here Saint-Exupéry is again aggrandising
the pilot, even as he says he is not, making the possibility of becoming an aviator seem like a
vocation set aside for a select few. Saint-Exupéry was fortunate to be able to have the means
to become a pilot but most men had no choice but to toil in the industrial world below and did
not have the freedom to choose a vocation that they felt they had been called to. However, the
reality of the aviator mailman was that all he was doing was delivering mail by a different
mode of transport. The work itself was not overly more significant than train drivers
transporting goods, or ship captains piloting sea liners, but it is the medium of flight that
changes the situation. Saint-Exupéry elevates the flying mailman to a place of veneration.
My earlier reference to Goldstein’s assertion of Saint-Exupéry being “the most
famous Galahad of the air corps” (Wings 478) is important to examine further here alongside
Saint-Exupéry’s use of a religious vocation discourse, as it incorporates an element of the
knightly tradition of seeking adventure within his texts. In its simple form, the Oxford
English Dictionary defines adventure as “a course of action which invites risk; a perilous or
audacious undertaking the outcome of which is unknown; a daring feat or exploit”
(“Adventure,” def. 4a) and by going on one, “[t]o risk oneself, to venture, to dare to come or
go…to dare to undertake” (“Adventure,” def. 1b). Developing this definition, the idea of an
elect, a superior caste, is linked to the ideology of adventure and the adventurer. Michael
Nerlich, in his book Ideology of Adventure: Studies in Modern Consciousness, 1100-1750,
explains that
[t]he first more or less systematic ideology of adventure, which demands and
celebrates voluntary daring, the quest for extraordinary events…the ‘enduring of
danger-filled adventures’…is the courtly-knightly ideology. This ideology developed
around the end of the twelfth century in France as the courtly romance, especially in
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the verse romances of Chrestien de Troyes (ca. 1150-90) about King Arthur and his
Round Table, Yvain, and Lancelot. (5)
Wind contains elements of this chivalric tradition translated into the twentieth century, but
based on real-life characters in an airborne, modern, technological setting, continuing a
French literary tradition of the concept of adventurer as hero in chivalric romances. Although
the knightly existence is often linked to “the demonstration of all knightly virtues like bravery
or loyalty to a revered lady” (Nerlich 7), and the expectation of a good marriage, SaintExupéry’s loyalty is to his fellow pilots, the sky and his aeroplane, and his bravery is
illustrated in his texts through his facing the dangers of flight and surviving. This concept of
flight as adventure does not contain an earthly element; it exists solely in the sky and even
when the flyers are back on earth, their bravery and loyalty are related to the sky. There are
no revered women in Wind. Nerlich writes of how “the glorification of adventure, of the
quest for adventure, of the adventurer (that is, of the person who goes out to seek the
adventure)” (3) becomes more prevalent in the Middle Ages and Renaissance. He claims that
at this later time a new conception of the adventurer arose, one fundamentally
different from that of classical antiquity. The essential hallmark that distinguishes it
from the classical conception is that adventures are undertaken on a voluntary basis,
they are sought out (la quête de l’aventure, ‘the quest for adventure’), and this quest
and hence the adventurer himself are glorified. (original emphasis 5)
Saint-Exupéry and the flyers he writes of are very much in this mould of voluntary
adventurer and hero, aviators who sought out the adventure of flight because of their desire to
fly and who believed that their skills in the air were powerfully contributing to significant
changes in the world with their opening up of air routes. Nerlich describes that
[c]lassical antiquity certainly knew and gave literary form to the person who, like
Odysseus, experienced and endured adventures…but in antiquity the (voluntary) quest
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for adventure was not elevated to the meaning of life, nor was the (voluntary)
adventurer or seeker after adventure considered an exemplar, a model human being.
(3)
Saint-Exupéry’s voluntary quest for adventure and the importance of flight to his sense of self
is seen in Wind, where it is so intertwined in his life that it becomes his meaning.
Saint-Exupéry himself reveres flyers so it is unsurprising that the way he writes about
aviators seeks to extend this reverence and to construct this mystique. He is proud of himself
that he belongs to this world too, now that he has joined their ranks. From the beginning of
the book he shows his own admiration for pilots and this sometimes escalates into denigrating
those who do not fly. Saint-Exupéry idolises the pilots he observes at the beginning of his
flying career and wants to be like them. McKeon asserts that
[u]ndoubtedly, a pilot at the time of Saint-Exupéry was a young man who assumed, in
the eyes of the uninitiated, an impressive posture peculiar to those who practiced a
profession to which few seemed called, and fewer chosen, but all of whom seemed
wreathed in an aura of glory. It is not surprising that the pen of the young writer
would express in heroic and legendary terms the qualities of so select a group to
which he now belonged. (1085)
Saint-Exupéry has a “reverence for our elders” (5), for “those veterans” (5) who, by being
“[g]ruff and a little distant” (5) and passing on “condescending advice” (5) maintain their
status. He writes that, “from time to time one of them, revered for eternity, did not come
back” (5). From the beginning of Wind, Saint-Exupéry differentiates those who flew and
those who did not, juxtaposing a pilot, “shoulders still hunched from his exertions” (5) who
had a “strange nobility; through his rough hide he had let us glimpse the angel who had
vanquished the dragon” (6) with the “humble clerks repairing the petty wear and tear of the
day” (6). Saint-Exupéry is immensely proud to be an aviator and he places his occupation in a
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higher regard than many other professions, positing the flyer as a unique individual who is
separate from the humans who do not fly. To Saint-Exupéry, “[s]een through the eyes of a
fledgling aviator and neophytic novelist, the pilot was a knight in shining armor, a demigod”
(McKeon 1084). He portrays the pilot as being truly alive and, through flight, as being able to
understand something about the world that others cannot know. He revels in the world of
flight. He is patronising to those who do not fly, believing them to be asleep and not fully
awakened to the world as they have not seen what he has. Tom Wolfe, in his novel The Right
Stuff, describes Saint-Exupéry as “the most gifted of all the pilot authors” (40) and that as
he gazed down upon the world…from up there…during transcontinental flights, the
good Saint-Ex saw civilization as a series of tiny fragile patches clinging to the
otherwise barren rock of Earth. He felt like a lonely sentinel, a protector of those
vulnerable little oases, ready to lay down his life in their behalf, if necessary; a saint,
in short, true to his name, flying up here at the right hand of God. The good Saint-Ex!
And he was not the only one. He was merely the one who put it into words most
beautifully and anointed himself before the altar of the right stuff. (40)
Saint-Exupéry’s gift is to write the pilot as a heroic figure with ‘the right stuff’, a flyer who
somehow becomes emblematic of heroic men who give up their lives for the betterment of
society, becoming analogous to a god-like being. Where Nerlich writes of voluntary daring
and presents a history of the ideology of adventure, Paul Zweig, in his study, The Adventurer,
focusses on the moral and psychological qualities of the adventurer, elucidating the values
enshrined in the figure of the adventurer. He explains that
[b]y hero, we tend to mean a heightened man who, more than other men, possesses
qualities of courage, loyalty, resourcefulness, charisma, above all, selflessness. He is
an example of right behavior; the sort of man who risks his life to protect a society’s
values, sacrificing his personal needs for those of the community. (34)
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However, the aviators themselves, through their seeking of adventure, are acting selfinterestedly to sate a part of themselves that needs adventure and risk to feel alive and to
challenge themselves. Although ostensibly Saint-Exupéry is working for companies or the
government, he flies for himself, but overlays it with a heroic edge, creating a narrative
around flight and inserting himself into the story. His portrayal of a community of heroic
individuals assimilates his need for an individualistic discourse with the desire for the
communal. He does emphasise the camaraderie and profession of flying, but this does not
negate from the point that the flyers themselves want to be a part of this, to be a member of
an idea of a community of flyers, for themselves. There is another type of hero that Zweig
outlines and they are the ones who “share all the qualities of the ‘moral’ hero, but one: they
are not loyal, nor are they disloyal. The question simply does not arise for them. Their loyalty
is directed towards the turns and chances of their own destinies. We call such a hero an
adventurer” (original emphasis 36). Saint-Exupéry and critics may suggest that he and other
aviators are heroes, but they are in fact a particular type of hero, an adventurer. They are seen
as heightened men in the heroic sense because they are courageous and resourceful in ways
that other men are not and they do risk their lives, but it is as adventurers that they do so. And
although the aviators do have a sense of there being a community of flyers to which they are
faithful, this is a nebulous perception, as they are all individual adventurers on their own
destinies. There may be similar characteristics between flyers, but their loyalty is to the sky
and to their aesthetic of adventure, not to the selfless sacrifice of their needs to protect
society’s values.
The reverence which Saint-Exupéry feels for the pilots he first encounters does not
leave him. He sees them as “comrades” (5), a word that is echoed throughout all of his texts,
describing a brotherhood and a profession to which he seeks to belong. Saint-Exupéry
attempts to refute claims that he writes to glorify the pilot in Wind, however there are
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meaningful inconsistencies in his texts that suggest that this refutation is not fully sustained.
Wohl observes that Saint-Exupéry has a “vision of aviators as a heroic brotherhood” (Passion
3) and there is a clear sense that in his vision of a “heroic brotherhood” he sees aviators as
separate from humans in general. Writing of three of Saint-Exupéry’s colleagues in Wind,
McKeon asserts that “they seem to quit the heights they normally inhabit with a certain
reluctance if not condescension, to live but a while amongst men” (1086). They exist in a
world where the everyday human cannot and Saint-Exupéry separates himself as a flyer from
the general population. He needs to be “initiated” (7) by his “comrade Guillaumet” (7) before
the first flight where he is “responsible for a cargo of passengers, and for the African mail”
(7) and he feels “a childish pride” (7), as well as a “great sense of humility” (7). He feels
pride that he has this responsibility, that he is unlike everyone else in the town, and then
when he thinks of this he is humbled. He is honoured to be given the responsibility and takes
it seriously. The night before, he walks in the town,
proud to be brushing past those strangers with my secret in my heart. They knew me
not, those barbarians, but it was to me that they would be entrusting their anxieties
and their passions, come daybreak and the loading of the mailbags. Into my hands
they would be delivering up their hopes. Among them then, wrapped in my coat, I
walked as a protector, but they knew nothing of my care for them. (8-9)
Saint-Exupéry is self-mythologising here, constructing a story of heroism around his flight
and the mail that he is carrying. He emphasises the personal dimension of the mail, the love
letters and personal destinies that the mail might contain, not the bills or catalogues or
elements of commerce. He aggrandises himself and his importance, elevating the flying
mailman to a position of heroics. Without the mail, airmail pilots would not be flying because
they owe their flying to the mail and to its safe passage. Its safe arrival is fundamental to their
being able to continue to fly. Saint-Exupéry himself is in the technical apparatus of modernity
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where enterprises wanted to prove that commercial mail flights were profitable and better
than the slower boat or train. The setting up of the mail service was more important than the
individual human lives of the airmail pilots. The mail is the most important aspect of the
flights and it must arrive safely and on time. Proving that airmail was profitable, reliable and
available was more important than the pilots’ lives. The pilot is merely its chaperone. In this
way, the flyers are as much a part of a cog in modernity and bureaucracy, where the
individual is not important and functions within the world of administration and work, as the
bureaucrats he disparages below. The only different element is the flight aspect. But to
counter this, Saint-Exupéry crafts a story around his flying activity, making it meaningful and
putting himself into the middle of the story, as the hero of the quest to fly the mail. He is the
unseen knight who, instead of riding on a horse and fighting against others is instead in an
aeroplane fighting storms and distance to protect and deliver their secrets. He sees himself as
going into battle, the people he walks amongst were not
aware of the messages I was receiving from the night. For my physical being itself
was affected by the snowstorm that might be gathering to trouble my first flight. Stars
were disappearing one by one, but how could those walkers have known it? I alone
was in the secret, receiving the enemy’s positions before the battle… (9)
He wants them to recognise his bravery but he also enjoys them not knowing, wanting to be
their anonymous protector and hero. Saint-Exupéry sees himself as somehow protecting those
below, but we are not sure what exactly he is protecting them from. He “tasted the proud
intoxication of renunciation” (9) highlighting Zweig’s notion of sacrifice and selflessness in
the heroic heightened man as he sees the shop windows in the town filled with shiny worldly
goods, Christmas presents and the normality of town life. He sees himself as “a warrior in
danger” (9) with the physical items not mattering to him anymore. He is leaving the material
world behind. That was frivolous compared to what he was about to do, the danger he was to
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imminently face. He feels comfort knowing that “[s]o many comrades before me, on their
ordination day, had expressed the same wait, this tightening of the heart” (9). He is proud,
nervous and excited, but he is also scared. He is an adventurer, unsure of what lies ahead.
The aviator accesses a part of the world that those who do not fly cannot experience.
Saint-Exupéry pities an
[o]ld bureaucrat…no man ever opened an escape route for you, and you are not to
blame. You built peace for yourself by blocking up every chink of light, as termites
do. You rolled yourself into your ball of bourgeois security, your routines, the stifling
rituals of your provincial existence, you built your humble rampart against winds and
tides and stars. You have no wish to ponder great questions, you had enough trouble
suppressing awareness of your human condition. You do not dwell on a wandering
planet, you ask yourself no unanswerable questions; lower-middle-class Toulouse,
that’s you. No man ever grasped you by the shoulder while there was still time. Now
the clay that formed you has dried and hardened, and no man could now awaken in
you the dormant musician, the poet or astronomer who perhaps once dwelt within
you. (11-12)
He criticises and devalues the lives of the bureaucrats and the bourgeois, viewing them as
complacent. He contrasts pilots as part of a noble profession, with freedom and passion, not
one of desk-bound plodding bureaucracy. Nerlich’s work is again relevant here as he asserts
that
[t]he quest for adventure, la queste de l’aventure, is thus a distinctive hallmark of a
class: among other things, it distinguishes the knight from the vilains, the ‘man who
does not belong to the nobility,’ and especially from the borjois, the ‘city dweller,’ for
whom the knight in principle has nothing but contempt and hatred, as the words for
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the borjois show: vilenaille, chien enragié, pute servaille (roughly, ‘bourgeois rabble,
rabid dog, servile whoresons’). (original emphasis, Nerlich 6)
Saint-Exupéry’s scornful depiction of a bourgeois bureaucrat echoes this. By pointing out the
perceived faults of the bureaucrat, he imagines the adventure aviator as his opposite, an
‘awakened’ man who somehow is fully humanised through flight, a man so distanced from
the bureaucrat that they are of a different category. Yet though he posits the mail pilots as
free individuals who are somehow creating a life far more important and fulfilling than others
on the ground below, they too can be seen as pawns in bureaucracy, and their lives as the
sacrifice that individuals make to further these administrative mail routes. Saint-Exupéry
disparages bureaucracy and romanticises the world of flight, but at its heart, flying the mail is
also part of the bureaucracy. He expounds that “[t]he magic of my profession is revealing to
me a world where within two hours I shall confront the dark dragons and the crests crowned
with a mane of blue lightning; and then, set free by the coming of the night, I shall chart my
course in the stars” (12). Rees’ link between Saint-Exupéry and Nietzsche emerges again in
these sections of the book, with Nietzsche’s assertion that “[t]he man who has become
free…spurns the contemptible sort of well-being dreamed of by shopkeepers, Christians,
Cows, women, Englishmen and other democrats. The free man is a warrior” (original
emphasis, qtd. in Hollingdale 271). Saint-Exupéry is scornful, like Shelley’s skylark, of the
ground dwellers. Flying gave him the opportunity to escape an ordinary life and he pitied
those who had to live the urban, repetitive life. He critiqued modernity as bland and
mediocre. Flight offered him a freedom that he could not find in the industrialised life below.
The rigid working lives, the aspirations for conspicuous consumption and the comfortable
urban life were not for him. The flyer feels free from all of that; they exist in a world where
this does not matter and where they can escape, unfettered by material concerns. For SaintExupéry, flying was freedom. His desire for flight was a desire to escape the world below and
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what it had become, and he expresses exasperation about the conditions of industrial
modernity, where workers were doing repetitive work which he viewed as dehumanising and
pointed out the chasm between human potential and human actuality. His enthusiasm for
flight, and for portraying aviators as he did, may have been his way to try and inspire people
to look up and to seek another life.
With his use of the aeroplane, Saint-Exupéry is able to craft a persona and a new life
through his interaction with them and the world that they give him access to. For SaintExupéry, the aeroplane is not just a machine, it is a tool with which he can be his true self in a
way that he cannot be on the ground. He is fervent about the aeroplane and what it can do.
Flying is a new beginning for Saint-Exupéry, who believes that flight awakens within him his
true self, his true calling, giving him a new life, and he feels so awake that he pities those
who do not seem to have the same thirst for life and adventure that he has. He shows the
aviator as walking amongst men, and then changing into a different and distinguishable
being:
the airline pilot in the midst of those bureaucrats was at first scarcely
indistinguishable from them…now the rattling old bus had become a grey chrysalis
from which that man would emerge transfigured. Every comrade before me, on such a
morning, had sensed a birth taking place within the young man’s vulnerability as it
endured that inspector’s surliness, the birth of the Spanish and African Mail pilot, the
birth of the man who in three hours would be confronting the dragon amid the
lightning storms of the Hospitalet…who after his victory in four hours’ time would be
deciding in complete freedom, and in possession of all his powers, between a detour
over the sea and a direct assault on the Alcoy range, and whose dealings were now to
be with storm, sea and mountain. Every comrade before me on such a morning…had
felt the growth within him of that monarch who, five hours later, leaving behind the
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rains and snows of the North, repudiating winter, would throttle back his engine and
begin his descent through a midsummer sky into the dazzling sunlight of Alicante. (910)
Saint-Exupéry views the aeroplane as a tool for self-discovery. The aviator sitting on the bus
before his flight is like any other man but when he starts to fly he is transformed into another
version of himself. Above, he is in “complete freedom,” a very different figure from the one
on the rattly bus and completely separated from the bureaucrats.69 He escapes the greyness
into the glittering sunlight. In a physical metamorphosis understandable to those who have
observed nature, his being is converted from the immature chrysalis to a fully formed moth.
The flyer is depicted as an autonomous being in charge of his destiny. 70 Saint-Exupéry
imagines that flight taught him what it is to be human and saw the aeroplane as a tool for selfdiscovery, enabling him to reach his full potential.
For Saint-Exupéry, the aeroplane is a powerful tool. He twice asserts that “the
machine is not an end in itself: it is an implement” (30) and that the aeroplane is “a means,
not an end” (97). Nerlich argues that “indeed, it is only in experiencing aventure that the
(knightly) human being realizes himself in his true ‘essence’” (original emphasis 5-6). SaintExupéry uses the aeroplane – ‘a means’ – as a way of finding his true self through his ‘selfsurpassing’ adventures of flight – his ‘end’ or purpose. Through his experience of adventure
with his aeroplane he finds his essence, exemplifying the “glorification of aventure as the
highest meaning of human existence” (original emphasis, Nerlich 11). Flight, and his writing
of it, is inextricably linked to his purpose. He is an evangelist for the aeroplane, believing that
if one could experience the world of flight, the camaraderie that it has given him, the view of
the world and the belief that there are other ways of living, there will be more understanding.
He fervently believed in the capacity of flight to change the world. Dierikx notes that it was
69
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Pioneering mail pilots had the freedom to choose the best routes.
Except this is not true – they are at the mercy of nature and the technology of the aeroplane.
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“his firm belief that air travel, partaking in the enchantment of flight, would create bonds of
friendship between all humans inhabiting the Earth, and thus contribute to a new and better
society” (1). This is a utopian view of what flight can achieve. At the end of his foreword,
Saint-Exupéry implores his readers to “seek unity. We must surely seek to communicate with
some of those fires burning far apart in the landscape” (3) and asks, “among these living
stars, how many closed windows, how many extinct stars, how many sleeping men…”? (3).
In the chapter titled ‘The Plane and the Planet’ Saint-Exupéry asserts that “[a] plane may be
just a machine, but what an analytical instrument it is! It has revealed to us the true face of
the earth. Through all the centuries, in truth, the roads have deceived us” (33). No longer
constricted by roads, through flight the true extent of the earth is witnessed, “our perspective
has sharpened” (33) and “[i]t is only then, from high on our rectilinear course, that we
discover the essential bedrock, the stratum of stone and sand and salt where life, like a patch
of moss deep in hollow ruins, flowers here and there where it dares” (33-34). With the
aeroplane comes access to places never before visited, perspectives never experienced, new
ideas about the unity of the world, and the aviator finds a new way of interacting with the
world below. The world could now be seen from above, with no need for a road, and there
was a realisation that the world was bigger than previously imagined and that the aeroplane
could breach this distance, and also, that humankind was more united and connected than
previously thought.
Lowell B. Ellis asserts that through the aeroplane Saint-Exupéry “feels that he can
penetrate the secrets of the universe. The plane itself is no more than a tool, though
necessary” (172). In his foreword to Wind, Saint-Exupéry outlines his belief in the
importance of the aeroplane to the world in its ability to get to the truth of life, writing,
[t]he earth teaches us more about ourselves than all the books in the world, because it
is resistant to us. Self-discovery comes when man measures himself against an
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obstacle. To attain it, he needs an implement. He needs a carpenter’s plane, or a
plough. Little by little, as he walks behind the plough, the farmer forces out a few of
nature’s secrets, and the truth which he uncovers is universal. In the same way the
aeroplane, the implement of the airline companies, brings man face to face with all the
old problems. (3)
Saint-Exupéry uses the aeroplane to discover himself and with the aeroplane as his
implement, shows how progress requires overcoming the resistance put up by nature or the
material one works with. Saint-Exupéry explains that we must push against barriers to see
what is beyond them and what is possible. He implores those who have not sought to push
against life, to do so. On returning from a flight adventure, Saint-Exupéry longs to open the
eyes of others to alternative existences in the world. He recalls exclaiming to his
housekeeper,
I’ve seen beyond our park! If only you knew how insignificant these leafy shadows
are! How lost they seem among the sands, the granite rocks, the virgin forests and the
swamplands of the earth. Do you even know that there are lands where men instantly
raise their rifles on meeting you? That there are deserts where men sleep in the icecold night with no roof, Mademoiselle, no bed, no sheets… (40)
He wants everyday people to know what exists beyond their own sphere. He implores them to
be open to these possibilities. He wants his housekeeper to know that the world is large, much
larger than the confines of her contained domain of life and that her park is dwarfed into
insignificance by other areas of the world that he has now observed from above. He judges
those who have not had the opportunities that he has, those who he deems are not living as
largely as he does, and who have not seen what he has seen. When criticising and pitying the
bureaucrats shown in previous passages he made allowances for the conditions of their
existence, but he does not initially do that for his housekeeper. Saint-Exupéry diminishes her
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life, her work as a housekeeper, devaluing her role, ignoring the impossibilities of a woman
like her being able to experience life like he could, a woman who does not have his privilege
of the aviator-adventurer. He writes that he “pitied her humble destiny, for it made her blind
and deaf…” (41). He is self-satisfied here, ignoring the realities of everyday, earthbound
lives. Yet he almost immediately seems to regret his talk and “that night…I rendered justice
to her” (41). He comes to acknowledge the importance of the idea of a home and what it
provides: “Ah! the miracle of a house is not that it shelters or warms you, nor that its walls
belong to you. But that it has slowly deposited in us all those stored resources of gentle joy.
And that deep within the heart it forms the shadowy range of hills in which our dreams, like
spring waters, are born…” (41). He seems to realise that her care in creating a home has
provided the environment that enables the future adventurer the space in which to nurture
those ideas. He wants readers to know what he has seen and to be inspired by it.
By accessing the sky, by using the aeroplane, Saint-Exupéry believes that he
discovers fundamental truths about life, namely that to risk oneself through adventure, to dare
to undertake something different or unknown, will show one’s truth. By pushing beyond the
earth/sky barrier, the world is seen anew and this changes the world for all of those below, in
ways that at that time would have been impossible to predict. Saint-Exupéry is searching for
something else through flight, not just the mechanics of it. He views the aeroplane as a tool
for self-discovery and more than just a machine. Saint-Exupéry believes that we need to have
resistance to learn, that there needs to be an obstacle to overcome to know oneself. Through
earth’s resistance humans are called to invent, imagine and create ways to break through the
resistance and in so doing, new technologies are invented. In his writing, and indeed in his
life, Saint-Exupéry uses the aeroplane as a machine with which he exceeds himself. He
escapes the grounded world to find another one above, and also finds a world of like-minded
men within the aviation community to which he belongs. The aeroplane, and the self-
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discovery that it provides him, is fundamental to his sense of self and Wind offers an insight
into its importance to him. However, he comes to understand his ties to the earth and that he
cannot exist outside of them, when he crashes in the desert. The aeroplane takes him to places
only reachable through it, far away from humanity and when his plane crashes, deep in the
Sahara and there is nothing but sand all around, he knows he is alone. Saint-Exupéry
remembers, somewhat incredulously, “Good God, this planet has people on it…‘Hey there!
Mankind…!’” (89). He is like one of the inconsequential specks of sand surrounding him, an
insignificant human alone in an area where few live or survive without other human contact
or knowledge. Aeroplane flight gave access not just to the sky but also to places on earth that
had never before been seen or stepped upon by humans. 71 In one place, Saint-Exupéry
experienced a perhaps childish joy in marking with my footprints a territory unsullied
until then by any man or beast…I was measuring out an infinitely virgin desert. I was
the first to let that dust made of shells stream from one hand to another like a precious
gold. The first to disturb that silence. On that kind of polar ice-floe, where through all
eternity not a single blade of grass had formed, I was the first evidence of life, like a
seed brought by the winds. (37)
He takes delight in speculating that he is the first to be in this area, positing himself as unique
to the rest of humanity, speculating that he, amongst all the humans of the world, may be the
first and only person to have been in such a place. He presents himself as special. He weaves
himself into nature’s cycle, seeing himself as a seed that by chance has arrived at that
location, knowing that it is only through his taking risks that he arrived there. To fly means to
distance oneself from the earth such that if something goes wrong, it can be fatal. Being in
closer proximity to humans and cities means that if something goes wrong, help can be given.
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This is his claim: he asserts that “[n]o Moor could have stormed that fortress. No European had ever explored
that land” (37). Even though the desert tribes did live in these areas, there would have been certain areas too
remote, where areas “ended in a vertical cliff that plunged like pleated cloth into the abyss” (37) where humans
had never been before.
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Out there, beyond humanity, this safety net is not available. Humans are intimately bound
with the earth and all that it provides. By moving too far away from it, or too far away from
nature’s capacity to sustain us, we realise that we are not free, that we are tethered, and that
we have needs that cannot be met anywhere else. Saint-Exupéry cannot exist outside the
realm of everyday needs; he is still human. He comes to realise that there is a limit to which
he can push against reality. On one flight where he is disoriented and not sure if he will reach
the airfield, he acknowledges that “in the heart of danger a man retains his needs; I was
thirsty, and I was hungry” (14). Remembering being on the verge of death in the desert after
crashing there Saint-Exupéry writes,
[i]t is not my fault if the human body cannot last three days without drinking. I did not
believe myself to be such a prisoner of flowing springs, or suspect that independence
is so brief. We think man can walk straight ahead, that man is free…We cannot see
the rope that attaches him to the well, that binds him like an umbilical cord to the
womb of the earth. If he takes one step too many, he dies. (96-97)
Even the heroic adventurer is restrained by ‘his needs.’ This is another fundamental truth that
Saint-Exupéry learns. Similarly to being in the air away from the ground, reaching places by
aeroplane where those not accustomed to living in certain places land, they need to be
intimately connected with that place to know where to find sustenance, and to not know
where to find it, is a deathly risk.
Saint-Exupéry seeks to understand, and to communicate, the aspects of flight that are
integral to an understanding of what it means to be human in a changing world, in a world
where humans can now fly. Through aeroplane flight, the scale on which the world was
viewed changed and this influenced the way humans moved and existed in the world.
Previously closely encircled lives were broadened. In this newfound perspective, SaintExupéry asserts, “[t]hus do we now assess man on a cosmic scale, observing him through our
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cabin windows as if through scientific instruments” (34). Before flight, it was not possible to
see the earth from this angle. The world could only be experienced from the ground, without
the grand perspective of the aerial view. Flight provided a different way of seeing the earth,
of experiencing it and of exploring it. Flight gave a greater understanding of the planet and
deserts, mountains and previously inaccessible areas were opened up. The safe, small world
perspective was shaken. Though the aeroplane is a machine, it is imbued with another
quality, as it was the machine that allowed humans to realise the long held ambition to take to
the sky and afforded a new perspective on human life. With this new machine humans could
now access this space. Life and earth could be seen from another perspective and humans
could view places previously not possible to be reached. No physical structure has to be built,
no roads, just the machine and the ability to land, as one must always come back to earth to
access its infrastructure, to refuel the aeroplane and to recharge oneself. One cannot live up in
the sky, but one can visit. Roads could not go everywhere, as it would have been impossible
to build them and
[d]eluded by curves as if by so many indulgent lies, moving on our travels past so
many well watered lands, so many orchards and meadows, through all those years we
embellished the image of our prison. We thought that we lived on a moist and tender
planet. But our perspective has sharpened, and we have taken a cruel step forward.
Flight has brought us knowledge of the straight line. The moment we are airborne we
leave behind those roads…Set free now from beloved servitudes…we head for our
distant goals. (33)
Flight makes Saint-Exupéry’s life meaningful and he uses it to seek his truth, to find the
essence of life. It involves a technology that is sophisticated and it takes him far outside of his
quotidian existence. Yet he declares
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[f]lying is not the point. The aeroplane is a means, not an end. It is not for the plane
that we risk our lives. Nor is it for the sake of his plough that the farmer ploughs. But
through the plane we can leave the cities and their accountants, and find a truth that
farmers know…We are in contact with the wind, with the stars, with the night, with
the sand, with the sea. We try to outwit the forces of nature. We wait for dawn as a
gardener waits for spring. We wait for the next port of call as a promised land, and we
seek our truth in the stars. (97)
Nerlich observes that adventurers “are not the same afterward; they have changed” (4).
Through his flight adventures, Saint-Exupéry is irrevocably changed. By risking his life and
undertaking an unknown path, he gains a new understanding. He does not risk his life for the
aeroplane, but to find himself, and the aeroplane is the means by which he does so. The
farmer does not plough only so that he can use the plough. He uses it because of the results he
attains afterwards. By using the plough he prepares the soil to plant seeds which in turn
creates new life. With his use of the aeroplane, Saint-Exupéry uses a machine to access parts
of the world that were inaccessible, he pits himself against nature and its dangers and creates
a different life. He “realizes himself in his true ‘essence’” (Nerlich 6). Saint-Exupéry is in the
world of the adventurer here, in contact with nature and the natural world, and believes it is in
the wider world where he will find meaning, not in the industrialised one of cities and
commerce. I said earlier that flight was intricately linked to his character and was also his
subject. For Saint-Exupéry, flight was more than the physical experience. It was a way of
understanding the world and he existed to fly. By this I mean that without flight, he did not
feel as though he was whole. He viewed those who flew as being able to gain access to a
greater truth of what life was. His passion for flight made him come alive and influenced
every sphere of his life.
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Putting aside the critics’ views of the way Saint-Exupéry presents the flyer and his
sometimes troubling portrayal of the aviator highlighted at the beginning of the chapter,
Saint-Exupéry does accurately identify the pilot as a unique figure in society. The flyer does
have access to different experiences to the grounded human because they have access to the
world above. This sets them apart. They are physically separated from other humans. They
are psychically separated. They experience different worlds to other humans. They are
exposed to dangers that other humans are not. They see new places that other humans do not.
They experience weather and nature in ways that other humans do not. They see beauty
previously unseen. They feel completely shut off from the world below. The reality was that
what Saint-Exupéry, and other aviators like him, experienced was outside of the realm of
ordinary human experience. The danger that they faced, the storms, the being alone, is
unique. Through using the technology of the aeroplane to reach the skyscape aviators did
have access to a new world that most of humanity did not. They saw “the unearthly landscape
above the clouds that no previous generation of writers had witnessed” (Hughes 132).72 When
Saint-Exupéry writes about flying, recurrent themes of flight literature, such as the world
above like no other, the unique aesthetics of flight, and the metaphysical realisation of being
alone in a kind of existential space, are again presented. There are however differences in his
representation of flight, notably his exploration of flying in terms of adventure, which is
unique. He describes what he sees from above while flying during the night: “occasional
scattered lights glittering like stars on the plain” (3) and that “[e]ach one, in that ocean of
shadows, was a sign of the miracle of consciousness” (3) and he imagines what the
inhabitants are all doing in their lighted homes, which he sees as “small flames” (3) which
“shone far apart in the landscape” (3). High above he enters a kind of reverie, musing that
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This assertion is not completely true, as the balloonists had witnessed and written about this very same
‘unearthly landscape’ in the centuries before. However, it was not uncommon for those who were themselves
experiencing reading about or witnessing flight for the first time to be unaware that this phenomenon of
excitement and wonder had already occurred in relation to ballooning.
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“[i]n a plane you let yourself go when the night is too beautiful, you are scarcely flying at
all…” (50). In a letter to his mother Saint-Exupéry writes, “[y]ou cannot imagine the calm,
the solitude, one finds at twelve thousand feet alone with one’s engine” (qtd. in Rumbold and
Stewart 29). He shows how flying is like being in another world and that it is also sometimes
effortless. Saint-Exupéry writes of “those moments when you pass beyond the borders of the
real world” (13) and declares that “[t]he sea is part of a world that is not my world” (71). As
he flies over endless desert he exclaims:
God, how empty this planet is! Once more, the rivers and the shady woods and the
habitations of men seem to exist through conjunctions of happy chance. There is so
much rock and sand! But all of that is foreign to me, for I live in the realm of flight. I
can sense the coming of the night, in which I will be enclosed as in a temple.
Enclosed with the secrets of fundamental rites, in a meditation that is beyond help.
Already this profane world is fading, and it will vanish entirely. The whole landscape
is still nourished with golden light, but already something is evaporating from it. And
I know nothing, absolutely nothing, to rival this time of day. Those who have
experienced the inexpressible love of flying will understand me fully. (72-73)
This suggests an intense experience more real than ordinary life and the ‘inexpressible’ points
to an experience of the sublime. Saint-Exupéry seems to be in an ecstatic reverie. He uses the
present tense, suggesting that he is reliving the experience as he remembers and writes it, and
places the reader in the scene with him as well. He enjoys the perspective from high above
but the earth below seems foreign to him, as he exists outside of it. With the coming darkness
his link to the world below dissipates and he relishes watching the fading light, feeling safely
enclosed within it. He is struck by the indescribable beauty of his realm, a feature of the
sublime, which can only be understood in its complete form by other flyers. He notes that
“[n]ights in the air, nights in the desert…those are rare opportunities, offered to few men”
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(104) and on another flight asserts that “[t]he sea is part of a world that is not my world” (71).
He articulates the notion of another world above that is completely separate to the one below
in a similar way to that also expressed by the writers in previous chapters. It is a separate
world with its own aesthetics, a theme that will be taken up again in the next chapter.
Like the ballooning sublime, aeroplane flight has a corresponding element. This world
above is portrayed in sublime terms as both beautiful and dreadful, welcoming and
inhospitable, life-giving and deadly, peaceful and violent. Saint-Exupéry describes “that
tranquil world” (6), a “world of such simple harmony that you discover as you rise above the
clouds” (6) but that “all that gentleness became a trap…Beneath it reigned neither the
restlessness of men nor the living tumult and motion of cities…but a silence that was even
more absolute, a more final peace. That viscous whiteness was turning before my eyes into
the boundary between the real and the unreal, between the known and the unknowable” (6-7).
Similarly to the balloonists, Saint-Exupéry reaches for the vocabulary of the sublime to
account for scenes that are unknowable in the sense that language cannot describe them and
no earthly comparison is available. The imagery here also suggests death, invoking the
sublime in the fearful sense as well. He expresses how “unbridgeable distances now separated
our vessel and that inhabited earth. All the riches of the world were held in a speck of dust
wandering amid the constellations” (15). Saint-Exupéry’s sense of the sublime views the
world as a “speck,” and himself “a mere ingredient in the landscape” (181) as Brady
describes it. Acknowledging his smallness in the universe, he wonders about his place in the
world, the vastness of the space and what it signifies. This ephemeral tranquil world conceals
dangers and angst. The danger of flight is part of the sublime and the aesthetics of flight. A
flyer cannot experience one and not the other; they must experience both.
Aviation is clearly a dangerous profession, and of the death of a fellow pilot, SaintExupéry writes, he was “one of those hundred colleagues in the company who one foggy day
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or night retired for eternity” (10). Rees identifies the value of danger to Saint-Exupéry, the
paradoxical nature of danger in relation to flight that Saint-Exupéry found in Latécoère, “his
true métier and milieu; despite the dangers of the work, and in a sense because of those
dangers, the next five years were to be the happiest and most secure of his life” (xi). The very
danger of flight was an attraction for Saint-Exupéry; it was an all or nothing type of pursuit
that gave him a purpose and to put his life at risk for his ideal. He asserts that “[i]t isn’t a
matter of living dangerously. Such a pretentious phrase. Toreadors don’t thrill me. Danger is
not what I love. I know what I love. It is life” (98). The aesthetics of flight contains a kind of
menace. In the aeroplane a boundary is crossed that can seem final with no real sense of a
possibility of return from their separate world. Saint-Exupéry remarks that he and his fellow
aviators “have all known flights when suddenly, in the light of a particular perspective…each
of us has felt our remoteness…a remoteness beyond hope of homecoming” (13). During one
flight, he and his radiotelegrapher are dangerously off course and they lose their senses,
“already deaf, we were becoming progressively blind” (13-14) as the night fell. The “moon
was fading to nothing, like a pallid ember, in a fog that resembled a snowdrift. The sky above
us too was filling with clouds, and we flew on and on between cloud and fog, in a world void
of all light and of all substance” (14). Trying to find the airfield lights so that they could land,
they “felt ourselves lost then in interplanetary space, among a hundred inaccessible planets,
searching for the one true planet that was our own, the only one with landscapes we knew,
houses we loved, all that we treasured” (14). It is like he becomes homesick for earth when
he realises that he may never find it again, or land safely on it. He knows that earth is his only
true home and that though he may wish to live completely in the realm of flight, it is not
possible. The successful ending of a flight is described as though “[g]old has been born out of
Nothingness: it shines in the lights of the airfield” (13). Outside of the world, the technology
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of the machine is the only physical thing holding them up in the sky. They are beyond the
reach of the earth:
We have neither moonlight nor radio to help us. No link, however slender, will bind
us to the world now until we fly into the thread of light that will be the Nile. We are
outside the world, and our engine alone suspends us and sustains us in this asphalt.
We are travelling through the great dark valley of legend, the valley of ordeal. There
is no help here. No forgiveness for errors. We are in the hands of God’s discretion.
(75)
When a mail pilot goes missing, two aeroplanes are sent out to search for him. It “seemed to
us that a hundred squadrons flying for a hundred years would not have explored the whole of
that vast range” (23). The world seems unending and impossibly limitless. The world in
which Saint-Exupéry exists is both small and large; sometimes the world is reduced solely to
the aeroplane, which becomes his entire world:
I switch on a light to look at the engine dials, not all of which are luminous, but for
the most part I am wrapped in darkness, among my miniature constellations which
give off the same mineral glow as the stars, the same inexhaustible and secret light,
and which speaks the same language. Like the astronomers, I too am reading in a
book of celestial mechanics. Like them I feel studious and uncorrupted. Everything in
the external world is eclipsed…The engine drones on gently and in front of me, on the
instrument panel, there are all those peaceful stars. (75)
He likens flight to a language, and this idea of the close environment which envelops him in
his aeroplane is taken up in the next chapter, in a discussion of Martin Heidegger’s concept of
Umwelt. Saint-Exupéry seems content in this world, but there is always another side of flight
that will reveal itself.
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Night flying added another layer of danger and sense of alienation already associated
with flight in general. In many ways, flying at night became another world within a world of
flying. Flying with the sense of sight during the day meant that aviators could at least look
over the side of the aeroplane to navigate, to pick out key navigational objects and to feel
some kind of contact with the earth. Flying at night was like a form of blindness. This is a
theme first outlined in Peter Wilkins with the gift of flight linked to sight, and which is
echoed with the balloonists. Saint-Exupéry, by his own account, explains, “I will see no light,
benefit from no landmark, and with no radio I will receive no human signal until I reach the
Nile. There is no point in looking at anything other than my compass and my artificial
horizon” (74). Saint-Exupéry articulates a feeling of being deserted by the earth and a sense
of alienation and aloneness. He writes,
[l]ittle by little, then, I am giving up the sunlight. I give up the broad golden surfaces
that would have welcomed me if my engines had failed…I give up the landmarks that
would have guided me. I give up the outlines of the mountains against the sky that
would have warned me of dangers ahead. I am entering the night. Sailing. Nothing
left to me now but the stars…This death of the world takes place slowly. Little by
little, I am abandoned by light. The earth and sky merge gradually. The earth rises and
seems to spread like a mist. (73)
He starts to feel completely alone, abandoned and leaves all that he knows behind; he leaves
the safety of the known world below. He is “giving up” safety and security for the unknown.
Saint-Exupéry knows that he is on his own, that what could save him, if something goes
wrong, is slowly leaching away, leaving him by himself, blind and fully reliant on the
weather and his plane, both in some ways aspects he does not have total control over, so
dependent on luck and skill. To be alone in the sky at night must be the ultimate sense of
dislocation from earthbound humans and gives rise to existential thoughts. He describes the
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lack of sight, that “[t]he visibility under that cloud is precisely nil. I press my face to the
window, trying to read what is beneath me, trying to find lights or signs. I am a man raking
through ashes, a man struggling to find the embers of life in the bottom of a fireplace” (77).
He is completely removed from the world, in his own separate world, wondering where life
is.
Saint-Exupéry viewed nature as sublime, being both beautiful and dangerous. Its
scenes are awe-inspiring, yet they also need to be read by the flyer for danger. They are a
scene that holds the key to their flights and their ability to navigate, and to correctly read its
signals is the difference between their life and death. There is a sinister aspect to what others
unversed in reading the scenes may be oblivious to, but the aviator, with their skills of the
trade, are attuned to its language. Saint-Exupéry acknowledges that he and his fellow flyers
“lived in fear of the yet unknown Spanish mountains” (5), mountains “filled with traps and
snares, with cliffs that loom up suddenly and whirling currents that could uproot cedars. Dark
dragons guarded the valley gateways, sprays of lightning crowned the mountain crests” (5).
Nature is full of danger, and the weather plays a significant part in the longevity of an
aviator’s life. For the flyer,
the massing cloud on the horizon is not a backdrop: it will affect their physical being,
it will challenge them with problems. They are aware of it already, measuring it,
forming a bond of language with it. There is a peak ahead, still distant: what kind of
face will it show? In the moonlight it will be a useful landmark. But if the pilot is
flying blind, having trouble correcting his drift and unsure of his position, that peak
will change into a bomb and fill the entire night with its menace, just as a single
submerged mine, drifting at the will of the current, vitiates the whole ocean. (17)
The weather must be read and engaged with, like a language of flight, because it is intricately
involved in the continued existence of the flyer. It is no wonder, then, that the aviator deems
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nature to be something to be fought against, to be wary or fearful of. It is a constant
participant in flight, affecting all aspects of it, weaving its influence into every single flight.
Saint-Exupéry uses the analogy of the pilot as a farmer, who must also deal with nature to
either be a success or failure in their farming. Aligning the pilot to nature shows how
dependent flying is on natural events and how a pilot must read the weather to survive. SaintExupéry further justifies his analogy of farmer and flyer by writing of the link between nature
and flying:
And even if the journey is a pleasant one, the pilot flying along somewhere on his
section of the route is not simply a witness to a scene. He is not admiring the colours
of the earth and sky, the marks of the wind on the sea, the gilded clouds of twilight;
they are objects of his meditation. Just as the rustic farmer walking over his land
foresees in a thousand signs the coming of spring, the danger of frost, the prospect of
rain, so the professional pilot deciphers signs of snow, signs of fog, signs that the
night will be a blessed one. His machine, which at first seemed to distance him from
the great questions of nature, in fact subjects him even more rigorously to them.
Alone within the vast tribunal that is the stormy sky, the pilot is in contention for his
mailbags with three elemental divinities: mountain, sea and storm. (17)
Though he claims the pilot is not admiring the scenes, he cannot help but be aware of their
aesthetic qualities with his contemplation of the colours, textures and lights, which he reads
for signs. He avers that the aviator is “not simply a witness to a scene” and this is true,
because an element of the sublime can only exist where there is danger to the one viewing the
scene, though not so close that the experience is solely terrifying. The flyer is not outside of
the scene; they must necessarily be a component of it when flying, as their aeroplane must
navigate such scenes of cloud and weather. For the balloonists, the sublime comes with an
associated danger, but for them they perceive that the balloon provides a feeling of sufficient
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safety and distance from the danger, and for Saint-Exupéry, the aeroplane serves a similar
purpose, even though in reality it is the impression of safety within the danger of the sublime
that is important, rather than the actuality of safety. As Burke points out, “[w]hen danger or
pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight, and are simply terrible; but at
certain distances, and with certain modifications, they may be, and they are delightful, as we
every day experience” (51-52). Saint-Exupéry invokes the idea of the sky as a tribunal, where
he and Nature are both vying for the mail and he expresses a preparedness to fight for his life
and his mailbags in this challenge. His aeroplane engages with the elements and far from
distancing the pilot from nature, makes him captive to it. Saint-Exupéry contends that the
aeroplane brings him closer to the elements of life, to nature and to an experience of the
world. He believes it brings him closer to the fundamentals of life. In the air he must contend
with natural forces in order to survive. He must read storms and landscapes, as well as know
the intimacies of his aeroplane, so that he may safely land again on the earth, and live. On the
ground, interactions with nature were completely different. One could hide from a storm, take
shelter indoors. In the air, the pilot had to do battle with it for survival.
Weather conditions and nature are seen as a battle. Sensing that the weather may not
be as favourable as anticipated for his first flight he says he is “receiving the enemy’s
positions before the battle…” (9). Walking in the streets decked out in Christmas lights and
gifts in shop windows he says, “[a]ll of the world’s good things seemed to be displayed
there…what did they matter to me, those shining crystals destined for evenings of
celebration, those lampshades, those books? I was already soaked in the spray; an airline pilot
now, I was already biting into the bitter pulp of night flight” (9). The analogy of the
battlefield extends to him referring to himself as a warrior. Even though the sky is full of
danger, Saint-Exupéry believes access to it is priceless: “No sum could buy the night flight
with its hundred thousand stars, its serenity, its few hours of sovereignty” (21). Here night

156

flight signals serenity and welcomed solitude, but it depended on the weather and perceived
safety of the flyer for him to feel like that. At other times it could cause angst and worry and
yearning for a link to the safety of the world below. The danger is so great that he sees the
world anew and appreciates it the more when he comes back to earth. By putting himself in
danger, he feels elated and relieved when he survives: “That fresh vision of the world after a
difficult phase of the flight, those trees, those flowers, those women, those smiles newly
coloured with the life restored to us at dawn, that chorus of small things which are our
reward…money cannot buy them” (21). It is addictive, that feeling of elation that comes after
not knowing if one would survive a flight. The aviator-adventurer goes back to the sky again
and again, seeking that feeling of elation, the satisfaction of having ‘conquered’ nature.
Different components of nature, though, are comforting and welcoming and can also
signal safety, such as the light which accompanies the coming of the dawn. Saint-Exupéry
considers that the flyer, “[l]ike a poet” (30) is
a connoisseur of the first signs of dawn. From deep in the chasms of troubled nights,
you have willed so often the coming of that pale flower, that gleam of light which
rises from the dark lands of the east. Sometimes that miraculous spring has unfrozen
slowly before your very eyes, and healed you when you thought that you were dying.
(30)
This is similar to the balloonist Flammarion, who was a poet as well, and who, in his writing
of flight, has a connoisseur’s appreciation of the aesthetic qualities of flight. Saint-Exupéry’s
depiction of dawn here shows that he is deeply immersed in his aesthetic responses. In
another passage relating to light Saint-Exupéry writes that “[t]he cloud is still very low, but
the light is already breaking through it like a great smile. My eyes enjoy this slow preamble
to fine weather” (71). Nature, an elemental part of flight when Saint-Exupéry was flying, is
both a source of fear and safety. It is both to be fought and to be desired. He must be carefully
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and highly attuned to any slight signal or difference in the weather. He reads nature to
ascertain his risk. Before one flight, Saint-Exupéry experiences trepidation, an unsettling
feeling that something is not quite right. The wind has dropped and he knows that
“sometimes the dropping of a wind that has blown for months can disturb the whole sky”
(52). On the ground before the flight “[f]or the moment everything is all right…But I hear a
crackling sound: a dragonfly has flown into my lamp. I cannot say why, but I feel a
contraction in my heart” (52). He is watchfully attuned to the weather, and this signal does
not bode well. And then a
green moth and then two dragonflies strike my lamp. And once more I feel within me
a muted emotion, perhaps joy, perhaps fear; it is something very deep, very obscure,
scarcely formed. From far away someone is speaking to me. Is it intuition? I go out
once more: the wind has died down entirely. The air is still cool. But I have received a
warning. I can guess, I believe I can guess what I am waiting for: am I right? Neither
the sky nor the sand have given me any sign, but two dragonflies have spoken to me,
and a green moth. (53)
He is thrilled that he believes he has learnt this new language, writing,
[b]ut that is not what stirs my emotions. What fills me with a barbarian joy is that I
have grasped a secret and unspoken language, I have scented a trail like a primitive
tribesman within whom all the future is foretold by such slight murmurings, and I
have read that anger in the wingbeats of a dragonfly. (53)
He is proud of his newfound skill and employs the discourse of primitivism, of feeling
intimately attuned to Nature’s signs, when as a pilot he operates in a mode of modernity and
technology. He believes that he is in touch with his primordial self and can read nature, that
nature and its workings now mean something to him, because it is through nature that he
must navigate if he is to survive.
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In a chapter titled ‘The Aircraft’, Saint-Exupéry further articulates his conviction of
the impact these new machines are having in the world and examines the meaning of
machines in modernity. He understands that they are changing the world and that the
aeroplane has, particularly, shifted the way that humans understand the world. He takes
further the idea of the aeroplane and asks how it, and other machines, are changing the world
and our perception of them. He is cognisant of the trepidation and unease that some feel with
the introduction of a machine that so strikingly alters our way of moving in the world, and its
changes to perceptions of time, space and distance. The introduction of the aeroplane was a
paradigmatic shift. He uses the metaphor of an aeroplane as a new toy that we mould
according to what we want it to do. There is a sense that it is not just a machine:
We are all young barbarians still enthralled by our new toys. What other meaning can
our air races have? A man flies higher, runs faster. We forget the reason why. For the
moment the race itself outweighs its purpose. And this is always so. For the colonial
soldier who is founding an empire, the meaning of life is in conquest. That soldier
despises the settler. But was the goal of his conquest not the establishment of that
settler? In the exhilaration of our progress we have made similar use of men in the
building of railways, the construction of factories, the sinking of oil wells. We have
forgotten sometimes that these structures were meant to be of service to men…No
doubt our house will gradually become more human. The more perfect machines
become, the more they are invisible behind their function…It seems that perfection is
attained not when there is nothing more to add, but when there is nothing more to take
away. At the climax of its evolution, the machine conceals itself entirely. (31)
Saint-Exupéry disparages air races, even though he participated in the pioneering of mail
routes, which were a type of race. He disagrees with the aeroplane being treated as a toy,
rather than imbuing it with meaning and purpose. He can be seen as the soldier, who now
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derides the settler, being the pioneering aviator who is now troubled with the aeroplane
becoming commonplace. His goal, through his work for companies, was to open up the world
and to have the aeroplane become invisible in its function. Sadler observed at the end of his
text that ballooning was not a failure, for future generations could use his and other
balloonists’ machinery and flights to develop a form of flight that would be useable and
different to that of ballooning, and balloonists knew that human, guided flight would come in
a different machine. Linking to this, Saint-Exupéry notes that “[i]t is as if only the
experimentation of several generations can define the curve of a column or a ship’s hull or an
aeroplane fuselage, and give it the ultimate, elementary purity of the curve of a breast or a
shoulder” (31), showing an aesthetics related to technology, and that “in its very functioning
the machine requires less and less awareness of its existence” (32). Once the machine is
created and refined, it ceases to be at the forefront and instead enables the user to concentrate
on other things, taking it for granted, with it no longer being the object of the human’s eye or
at its centre, because it now works so well that it is not the focus, it fades into the background
for other things to take its place. In Saint-Exupéry’s evolutionary model, technology, when
perfected, becomes the means for other achievements.
Changes in technology and machinery have changed the meanings of words. SaintExupéry believes that people are struggling to make sense of the new world around them, full
of new machines and technology. Aeroplanes, and other machines like it, have changed the
way people exist within the world. Saint-Exupéry appeals to his readers not to be scared of
machines and technology. He acknowledges the immense changes that machinery has made
on society, writing,
[i]f we believe that machines are ruining mankind, it may be that we are lacking a
little in distance and cannot judge the effects of transformations as rapid as those that
we have undergone. What are the hundred years of mechanical history when set
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against the two hundred thousand years of the history of man? We have scarcely
begun to settle in this landscape of mines and power stations. Our life in this modern
house has only just begun, and the house is not yet even complete. Everything has
changed so rapidly around us: human relationships, working conditions, social
customs. Our very psychology has been rocked on its most intimate foundations. The
words denoting separation, absence, distance and return remain the same, but the
ideas reflect a different reality. To grasp the world of today we are using a language
made for the world of yesterday. (30)
People were living in a dynamic and changing era with technological changes happening so
quickly and on such a grand scale that they were struggling to comprehend how much
everything had altered. Saint-Exupéry makes the point that language has not caught up with
the changes in the world, much like the balloonists felt they could not express how they felt
in the sky as the language they had could not describe what they could see. While their lack
of language is linked to the sublime, the “language made for the world of yesterday” that
Saint-Exupéry writes of is part of a wider focus on the effects of machinery on humans’
capacity to understand their changing world and how to speak and think of it. He does not
propose that language needs to change to express these new realities, rather he acknowledges
that the way people use it has to catch up to the different world that they now inhabit.
Flight clearly changed Saint-Exupéry and he believed that the ability of humans to fly
changed the world. He writes, “[w]e are living on a wandering planet” (36) and that “[e]very
step forward has removed us a little further from habits barely acquired; truly we are
emigrants, still to found our homeland” (31). This links back to Sadler’s, as well as
Glaisher’s, assertion that flight is a monumental act for humanity, an occurrence that
progresses knowledge and changes humanity. Though humans are still earthbound and exist
in the membrane of the earth and its limits, our relationship to it has changed through flight.
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The aeroplane has changed the relationship between humans and their environment. The view
from above makes us interact with the world differently. Saint-Exupéry acknowledges the
great changes that have taken place – and will continue to take place – as a result of flight.
People like Saint-Exupéry, who achieve something different that only a few can achieve are
singled out, and often admired. Goldstein asserts that “once God’s dwelling is located in a
superlunary direction, those creatures most ‘at home’ in the air become two-way messengers
between the realms of earth and heaven” (Flying 45). Flying sets them apart from ordinary
human beings and from what the majority of humans would ever experience. He was a
pioneer in an age of brief opportunity when there were still new airmail routes to map out and
fly for the first time. Saint-Exupéry’s writings about flight give us the opportunity to
experience the nature of flight and explain to us its possibilities and its meanings. SaintExupéry believed that flight was not just a simple mechanical form of transport. The human
body, encased in the mechanical apparatus, is physically transferred to a space where humans
cannot exist independently. This transference opened up a level of thinking and experience
that somehow questions the very essence of humanity and life. If we can now transport
ourselves to a place we had previously only been able to imagine through bird flight, through
poetry, what did this mean? He believed that aeroplane flight brought about a new
understanding of the world, giving humans a new perspective of it which now incorporated a
view from above. He saw the aeroplane as a modern tool of technology that aided in
expanding our world view and our place in it. In his airborne world the adventurer faces
danger, and as the hero has the ability to overcome it to continue living. He is in a heightened
state, needing to judge his exposure to danger and to feel that he possesses a level of control
and mastery over the situation, even though he is aware that he is not fully in control of it. He
recognises the limits of human power when he faces danger, and senses his smallness in the
world. He must learn the language of weather and read the cues of Nature. The sense of
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danger deepens the effect of the sublime and in Saint-Exupéry’s writing, adventure and the
sublime coincide, with the aviator finding himself in these intersections.
Saint-Exupéry remembers the days when he began to fly, when the world had not
been explored by flight, when it was an adventure, as I have argued. He laments that
[t]oday it has been thoroughly explored; the pilot, the engineer and the radio operator
aren’t embarking on an adventure now, but shutting themselves in a laboratory. They
respond to instrument needles, not to the unfolding of a landscape. Outside their
capsule the mountains are immersed in darkness, but they are not mountains now.
They are invisible powers whose approach is reckoned mathematically. The radio
operator notes down figures reliably in the lamplight, the engineer checks the maps,
and the pilot changes course…That is how they fly today, with no sense that they are
in motion. (12)
Even in such a small timeframe, the changes in aviation have been large. It is no longer an
adventure, but a clinical exercise. The mountains are not the sublime danger they once were.
Flying is not what it used to be and Saint-Exupéry seems to be implying that it is no longer a
way to finding one’s truth, that it has become too mechanised and reliable, that the pioneering
days can never be regained. He is glad that he was able to experience it and almost pities
those who now never will. Saint-Exupéry experiences a sadness that these pioneering days
are over. His was the ‘real’ type of flight, he believes, he faced the reality of danger and luck.
The advances in technology have made flight less of an ordeal, one which made him and one
which he relished. Although flight had opened up a new world and the access to this world,
Saint-Exupéry laments that there is
[n]o more mystery in the names: Cape Juby, Cisneros, Puerto-Cansado, Saguet-ElHamra, Dora, Smarra. The horizons of our journey have faded out one after another,
like those insects that lose their colours once caught in the trap of warm hands. But
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the seekers were not the playthings of an illusion. We were not deluded in our quest
for discovery…We were nourished by the magic of the sands, and now others will
perhaps sink their oil-wells there and grow rich on their commerce. But they will have
come too late, for those forbidden palm groves and that virgin shell dust gave up their
most precious essence: they offered just an hour of exaltation, and we are the ones
who lived that hour. (70)
His imagery of these places is exotic and romantic, and he is savouring his memories of these
places that no longer exist in the same way for others now, like they did for him at that time.
He again takes delight in being unique in experiencing these one-off pleasures. He feels that
he has captured the best of the areas he has flown to, before commercial interests move in,
even though he was part of organising the system of modern international travel, trade and
commerce. He is again the soldier who laments the arrival of the settler, despite the fact that
he was part of the brigade of aviators who opened up these places to those who will exploit
the source of his nourishment. His time was but a brief moment in history, never to be
experienced by others, but one that was so important, and one that others would never
encounter in the same way. Saint-Exupéry believed that people needed to think about what
this machine meant to their understanding of the world. He shows the pilot in this position of
new awareness and seeks to explain how this feels, what he sees, what this means, and how
flight produces a new awareness of the world. There is a fervour with which Saint-Exupéry
describes flyers and flight and he creates a world of adventure and meaning. In the end SaintExupéry did succumb to the dangers of flight. He and his aeroplane disappeared, presumed
shot down, and with no body found. Saint-Exupéry portrayed flight as a struggle against
many elements and showed that it was only through the pitting oneself against these that one
could successfully fly and know oneself.
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Chapter Six – West with the Night

Flight is but momentary escape from the eternal custody of earth.
– Beryl Markham

Beryl Markham (1902-1986), author of West with the Night,73 was born in the United
Kingdom, and at age three moved with her family to what was then known as British East
Africa, where her father, a former lieutenant in the King’s Own Scottish Borderers, had
bought a farm overlooking the Rift Valley in Njoro. Her mother and brother did not stay long,
but Markham remained in Africa with her father. Markham had an unusual childhood in that
she lived across two cultures, and this gave her a certain degree of freedom to explore and to
be unhindered by cultural and gender boundaries in either of them. The Oxford Dictionary of
National Biography74 notes her “wild childhood” (Nicholls n. pag.) and Markham writes,
“[w]hen I was a child, I spent all my days with the Nandi Murani, hunting barefooted, in the
Rongai Valley, or the cedar forests of the Mau escarpment” (51). Swahili was her first
language, and Nicoletta Brazzelli confirms that Markham was “[w]edged between two
cultures, the African and the European” and that “she refused to conform either to African or
to European conventions and social rules” (365). Marianna Torgovnick also notes this,
pointing out that Markham “is of the European world, and not; of the African world, and not”
(74) and Mary A. McCay asserts that “in Africa she had escaped the confines of Edwardian
society which would have required she behave in a much more conventional manner” (63).
73

Hereafter referred to as West.
Markham’s entry in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography is troubling in its emphasis on her
sexuality. It is something that female aviators had to contend with, this focus on their character instead of their
skills. C. S. Nicholls details her “possibly…promiscuous early adolescence” (n. pag.), speculates on the
paternity of her child – “she had been so free with her sexual favours that any of a number of people could have
been responsible” (n. pag.), and notes her physical appearance – “5 feet 8 inches tall, of willowy build, with blue
eyes, fair hair, slightly wide-spaced teeth, and slim, boyish hips. Her beautiful long oval face had a determined
chin. She was exceptionally promiscuous, but retained the loyalty of her male friends. Women found her often
ruthless and selfish, although they admitted her stamina, physical prowess, courage, and ability to withstand
pain” (n. pag.).
74
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She hunted with the Nandi Murani males when the females of the same group were not
permitted and she engaged in roles in the pioneer society which were unusual for females at
that time.
At the age of eighteen Markham was already a successful racehorse trainer in Kenya
and in her twenties she learned to fly. She then became a professional pilot. Anne Herrmann
explains that Markham was “a pioneer in her own right: she was the first woman in Kenya to
be granted a horse training license (not available to women in England until 1966), a ‘B’
pilot’s license (for passengers and transportation of goods), and the first person to offer aerial
elephant scouting commercially” (Queering 41). Martha Gellhorn acclaims Markham as “a
woman of action” (n. pag.). British East Africa “offered Anglo women of a certain colonial
class a freedom they could never have achieved in Europe, and Markham extended the
boundaries of that liberation both as a child and as an adult” (McCay 64). Karen Tranberg
Hansen points out that there was “admiration for the eccentrics like Karen Blixen and Beryl
Markham who stood out from the crowd, daring…to flout accepted standards of ‘white
civilization’ and received patterns of respectability” amongst “[c]olonial white women”
(247). Janet McIntosh writes that Kenya was “a place where remarkable women – the writers
Karen Blixen…Beryl Markham…and Elspeth Huxley…for instance – enjoyed freedoms
unusual for their time and documented their adventures” (39). As an adult Markham lived for
brief periods in the United Kingdom and the United States, however she resided in Africa for
the majority of her life. She spent many years “both before and after she learned to fly, as the
colony and country’s most renowned horse trainer” (Herrmann, Queering 45).
Markham was in a celebrated category of pioneer aviators who achieved notable
records of flight between continents and over the seas. Markham’s record was to be the first
person to fly solo over the Atlantic Ocean from east to west, in 1936. West, first published in
1942, is named for this famous record-breaking night flight. It is variously referred to as a
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“travel narrative” (Smith, Moving 106), “a mixture of log, diary, memoir” (Brazzelli 366), “a
kind of ‘bildungsroman’” (Brazzelli 367), and something “between autobiography and travel
writing” (Brazzelli 366). Gellhorn describes it as “an episodic account of some thirty Africa
years” (n. pag.). It is all of these, with Markham combining her childhood growing up in
Africa, her travels in her aeroplane, her training of horses, and other notable life events into
the text. West is an episodic memoir, “a series of remembered incidents with no strict
chronological order” (Lovell 226). Mary S. Lovell notes that “it was acclaimed by the critics”
(234), with one reviewer endorsing it as showing “a poet’s feeling for her land; an
adventurer’s response to life; a philosopher’s evaluation of human beings and human
destinies” (qtd. in Lovell 234). Another reviewer asserts that Markham “has made a real
contribution to the literature of flight” (qtd. in Lovell 234). Brazzelli states that West is
described as “a work that is considered a masterpiece of aeronautical and travel literature”
(366).75 With its publication during the Second World War, “though it earned critical praise,
that was the low ebb year of World War Two and people’s minds were not free to revel in a
golden Africa. In 1943, when West with the Night came out in England, paper rationing
buried a book after one small edition and curtailed newspapers had little space for book
reviews” (Gellhorn n. pag.). Lovell states that the book “should have been a great success. It
was not. Timing is everything in publishing. With the United States firmly committed to the
war effort the public taste for works of a poetic nature seems to have waned” (235-36).

75

Though there has been speculation that Markham did not write West entirely by herself, her biographer Mary
S. Lovell addresses this in Straight on Till Morning, asserting that Markham was the author. More recently
Paula McLain, who wrote an historical fictional memoir based on Markham in 2015 called Circling the Sun,
argued that speculation that her third husband Raoul Schumacher had written it was not true as Markham “had
already delivered the bulk of the manuscript before the two met” (“Hero”) and that the “overwhelming evidence
attests that Beryl had shown her publisher a large portion of the book (eighteen chapters out of twenty-four)
before she met Raoul” (Circling 364). My focus is on the representation of flight within the text, not its
authorship, however I accept the views of Lovell and McLain. For the contrary argument see Errol Trzebinski’s
The Lives of Beryl Markham: Out of Africa’s Hidden Free Spirit and Denys Finch Hatton’s Last Great Love.
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Remarkably, as a result of an accolade in Ernest Hemingway’s personal letters, 76 it was
republished in 1983, when it was again well received and “much lauded” (Smith, Self 18).77
The Washington Post claims that West is “a book of such beauty, humour and wisdom that its
virtual disappearance for nearly four decades is in equal measure shocking and mystifying”
(Yardley n. pag.). On its republication, Lovell goes so far as to say that it was “received by
critics in the USA with rapture” (329). It certainly sold well, reaching “thirteen best-seller
lists” (Nicholls n. pag.).
Critical analysis of West has primarily focussed on its relation to ideologies of gender
and colonialism. As noted earlier, as a white woman living in Kenya, Markham enjoyed
freedoms unusual for her time, so it is understandable that scholars concentrate on these
aspects of the text. Brazzelli, Torgovnick, McCay, Hansen and Gillian Whitlock, as
examples, all discuss Markham through analyses of gender and colonialism.78 Sara Mills, in
her Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of Women’s Travel Writing and Colonialism,
points out that for critics such as Edward Said, Peter Hulme, Rana Kabbani and Gayatri
Spivak, “travel writing is essentially an instrument within colonial expansion and served to
reinforce colonial rule once in place” (Difference 2). This can be extrapolated to West, in that
it was published in English-speaking countries for an Anglophone reading audience and
achieved best-selling status in these countries, and its popular culture media, such as
Hollywood, sought to translate it into other forms of media such as film. West also often
features beside works by Karen Blixen and Elspeth Huxley, both authors who write within
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Hemingway had written, “[s]he has written so well, and marvelously well, that I was completely ashamed of
myself as a writer. I felt that I was simply a carpenter with words, picking up whatever was furnished on the job
and nailing them together and sometimes making an okay pig pen” (qtd. in Petry 10).
77
In a rather improbable but true story, George Gutekunst, a Californian restaurateur, succeeded in having it
republished after hearing of Markham from Ernest Hemingway’s eldest son, with whom he was on a fishing trip
(MacNicol n. pag.)
78
For further examples, see also the article “My Airplane/Myself: Aviatrices’ Narratives” by Eleonora Federici,
Mary Cadogan’s Women with Wings: Female Flyers in Fact and Fiction, Effie Yiannopoulou’s article “Autistic
Adventures: Love, Auto-Portraiture and White Women's Colonial Dis-ease,” Sidonie Smith’s chapter “The
Other Woman and the Racial Politics of Gender: Isak Dinesen and Beryl Markham in Kenya” and Maria Rosa
Giordani’s chapter titled “West with the Night: Beryl Markham’s Flight Across Africa.”
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the colonial framework. Smith, in her book Moving Lives: 20th-Century Women’s Travel
Writing, asserts that “[o]n a culture’s frontiers, formalized arrangements of gender often
surrender to practicalities” (114). Markham’s living across two cultures means that embedded
notions of gender and colonialism are inverted, or are at least unstable. By this I mean that
Markham, as an active, participatory woman in perceived male domains, both with the
technology of flight and of colonialism, is, as Smith shows, outside of entrenched constraints.
She was able to create a kind of liminal space for herself. While Markham’s gender will not
form a major focus of analysis for this chapter, it is necessary to note that female aviators
were viewed very differently from the male aviators. Although there was a brief period in
aviation history when female aviators were in a very public position and fêted alongside the
male aviators, Dean Jaros asserts that “until very recently, female pilots of this period
virtually disappeared from public view, and...vanished from literature and popular culture.
The airwomen are nearly absent from aviation history” (6). While it is still easy to find books
by male aviators, those of the female aviators are often out of print and difficult to source.
Markham’s book was only reprinted because Hemingway commended it to his publisher in
his letters. Though female flyers are often overlooked, Robert Viking O’Brien asserts that
“[t]hose interested in the history of aviation had never forgotten Beryl Markham” (16) and
that “[m]any of them argued that her feat was more impressive than Lindbergh’s, since
Markham flew against prevailing winds, through storms and, for most of the flight, in the
dark” (16). Smith notes that the “period of the celebrated female aviator was a short-lived
one, spanning from 1927 to 1940” (Moving 118). She articulates the sky as a masculine
domain signifying “male territory and its conquest a male prerogative” (Moving 79) and that
“[a]viator narratives and films and popular discourses of aviation projected the sky as an
imaginary domain uninhabited by women and thus far removed from the crises in gender
identity roiling down below” (Moving 80). Smith asserts that West has “Homeric structures of
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adventure, travel, and contest” (Moving 107), miming “with haunting elegance and
incontestable narrative power, the masculinist logic of traditional Western travel narratives”
(Moving 113). McCay believes that “[u]ltimately, understanding the place of flight in
Markham’s life is to understand one woman’s struggle to escape the limitations imposed
upon her by colonial society” (62). This is one way of approaching the topic of flight in West,
but Markham does not emphasise her gender in this book. Indeed, Kristi Siegel notes that
“the reader has no clear indication that the author is a woman until page nine, when Markham
writes simply, ‘So far as I know I was the only professional woman pilot in Africa at that
time,’ and then resumes writing about her activities in a nearly genderless fashion” (1). The
lens of gender, and of colonialism, are relevant contexts in which to understand Markham’s
flight writing, but this chapter will emphasise different aspects of the text.
This chapter switches focus from the well-covered interpretations of West, and
Markham, and instead analyses those parts of the narrative that are dedicated to Markham’s
representation of flight. Although the experience of flight was vastly different in an aeroplane
than in a balloon, like the balloonists in the previous chapters, Markham finds that the sky
above is another realm entirely, where the aviator is in their own world, more part of the
skyscape than the earth below. This recurring aspect echoes the flight aesthetic seen with the
balloonists, showing the uniqueness of the embodied experience of flight, the affecting
encounter which occurs when high above the earth and the sometimes indescribable position
of being completely disconnected from the world below. Markham shows how the experience
of flight involves adventure, risk and existential questioning. For her, flying has a significant
physical dimension involving intuitive instincts, honed by the intense studying of a practical
body of knowledge, which cannot be fully captured in language. This chapter is an
exploration of Markham’s depiction of various facets of flight, specifically her introduction
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to flight, her interpretation of flight as akin to a trade, the way she views her aeroplane and
how being in this separate sphere above the earth while aloft, alone, affects her.
The cover of the book shows a photograph of Markham, in aviator’s cap and goggles,
gazing into the distance. This, along with the way that flight opens the book and concludes it,
shows its importance to the narrative. Similarly to Markham living across two cultures, she
also travels across two spheres, the earth and the sky, and her position as an aviator is critical
to the success of West. She says, “I learned to wander. I learned what every dreaming child
needs to know – that no horizon is so far that you cannot get above it or beyond it” (163).
Zweig asserts that “[t]he oldest, most widespread stories in the world are adventure stories,
about human heroes who venture into the myth-countries at the risk of their lives, and bring
back tales of the world beyond men” (vii). The aviator writers brought back to earth accounts
of their experiences in the unknown world of the sky for those who would not be able to – or
want to – travel there themselves. Zweig notes that “adventures are precisely what few of us
know from experience. Our familiarity with them tends to be ‘literary’” (3) and the flyer
writers were in a position of importance, as they alone could give readers the lived experience
of traversing into the sky. By flying, Markham bridged two worlds and was mobile in a way
that most people were not. She explains that “it wasn’t easy to get a plane in East Africa” (4).
Markham is in a privileged position of freedom because to fly as she did was to belong to a
select few; flying was not commonplace. Jeffrey Weeks’ definition of freedom, the “absence
of restraints or restrictions” (132) where “[i]ndividuals are free when no one stops them from
pursuing their goals or doing what they wish to do” (132) can be applied to Markham, who
describes her ideal of freedom as “a world without walls to live in” (209). Markham’s attitude
to life is that of an adventurer, taking risks, and believing that a “life has to move or it
stagnates…Every tomorrow ought not to resemble every yesterday” (209). Zweig argues that
“[t]he world may or may not harbor spacious possibilities, but the adventurer’s magnificence
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lies in the going itself” (252) and Markham personifies this, with the act of each flight
representing an unknown possibility and the taking of a risk, yet confidently going anyway. It
is this adventurous quality of flight that Markham finds so alluring. Flying transforms her
into “a wanderer” (212) and when she lands her aeroplane she feels that, “[f]reedom escapes
you again” (15). Markham’s cover photo codes her as an aviator, setting her apart and
positioning her as an adventurer, one who has seen the world beyond and whose adventures
we can vicariously experience through the reading of her account.
Axiomatically, to gain entrance to the sky Markham needed access to an aeroplane.
To operate an aeroplane, she needed to learn the skill of flight. Only with the aeroplane and
the skill could she ascend and access the aerial sphere and the adventures it contained. I
opened this chapter with Markham’s statement that “[f]light is but momentary escape from
the eternal custody of earth” (249). She acknowledges that flight is transitory in nature and
that she is constantly drawn back to the earth. The earth is our customary environment; the air
is foreign to us and we cannot reach it on our own. The concept of a site of resistance can be
applied to the accessing of the sky. By this I mean that there is a barrier that must be breached
to leave the “eternal custody” of the earth, and to then gain access to the air. Richard Sennett,
in his work The Craftsman, uses the example of “two sites of resistance” (227) in terms of
“cell walls and cell membranes” (227) when discussing how humans interact with the built
environment. Thinking of flight, the barrier between earth and sky can be seen as a “cell
membrane” where the “membrane is a container both resistant and porous” (227) that must
somehow be breached in order to break free of the earth. In another way of thinking about it,
in terms of natural ecology, Sennett shows that, for example, a “boundary can be simply an
edge where things end, like the tree line on a mountain that marks the boundary above which
trees cannot grow” (227). In terms of flight, this idea can be used to explain the distinct
boundaries between the earth and the sky. Humans are earth dwellers, and we survive on the
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ground. There is a boundary beyond which we cannot live, and which we cannot breach,
unless we have access to a technology that works as a kind of prosthesis which we can use to
rupture it. It is only with the aeroplane that Markham can leave the earth and act on her desire
for freedom.
Markham was introduced to the idea of flight by Tom Campbell Black, the man who
taught her to fly. She first encounters Campbell Black in a broken-down car on a dusty road
while she is horse riding and he speaks with her about aeroplanes. She writes,
I had heard of aeroplanes…People talked about them, my father had talked about
them – most times with a shake of his head. They were interesting inventions, it
seemed, and there were men who got into them and went from place to place – why, I
never knew. It seemed such a far step away from the warmth and the flow of life and
the rhythm of flowing with it. It was too much outside of the things one knew – to
like, or even to believe. A man was not a bird. (135)
Meeting Campbell Black, the idea of flying grows in Markham’s mind. She describes how he
“had left me a word, tossed me a key to a door I never knew was there, and still had to find”
(136) and with that, “[a] word grows to a thought – a thought to an idea – an idea to an act”
(136). One word can lead to a change of life and she wonders, “[h]ow can the course of a life
be changed by a word spoken on a dusty road – a pin-scratch of a road, itself short-lived and
feeble against the mountain-calloused crust of Africa? Where would a word fall except on the
wind?” (133). To Markham it seems incredible that a chance meeting can lead to the mastery
of a new skill that will take her all over the world and enable access to a new world. In a
chapter titled ‘Birth of a Life,’ she details her first forays into the air. The title of the chapter
is revealing, as it creates a distinct start, imbuing the learning of flight as a new beginning for
her, the birth of a new part of her or perhaps even of her real or true self. She begins to fly “at
the first hour of the morning. We began when the sky was clean and ready for the sun and
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you could see your breath and smell traces of the night” (163). As the day dawns, so too does
Markham’s flying life. The sky is “clean” like a new slate upon which to imprint herself, and
similarly, Markham begins a new part of her life, an aerial life that will again see her moving
between two spheres.
Although the uttering of a word grows into an act of flight for her and flight becomes
an integral part of Markham’s life, when she first encounters it, its foreignness troubles and
unsettles her. She is sceptical of flight and of aeroplanes when first introduced to them and
before the beginning of her flying life she cannot see the use of aeroplanes. As she says in the
passage previously quoted, flying “was too much outside of the things one knew – to like, or
even to believe. A man was not a bird” (135). The arrival of flight into Markham’s life is an
incursion that she does not seek, and one that she initially resists. She details an aeroplane’s
arrival in a region unused to them. People drive out from town “compelled by the new
romance of a roaring propeller” (154) to witness its landing. Markham notes that this was a
rare occurrence and that while the “rest of the world may have grown complacent by then
about aeroplanes flying in the night…our world had barren skies” (153). She sees the plane as
“the intruder” (153) and its sound “like a white light prying through closed eyes, disturbing
slumber I did not want disturbed. It was the slumber of contentment – contentment with a
rudimentary, a worn scheme of life…I had curiosity, but there was resentment with it. And
neither of these could be translated into reason” (154). She realises that the aeroplane is a
harbinger of change and that it will have an impact on both her world and the world in
general.79 She understands that the aeroplane is a machine of consequence, and that it
signifies change on lives and a land that has as yet been untouched by flight. She is
suspicious of this “intruder” which disturbs her “slumber,” her contentment with her life.
Markham’s description of slumbering suggests that the coming of the aeroplane awakens her,
79

Although this chapter is not focussing on colonial aspects of the text, the aeroplane, as described here, can be
seen as an extension of imperial conquest, intruding into a country without invitation.
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bringing a part of her to life and into a state of action that she was not expecting. Markham’s
ambivalent reaction of both “curiosity” and “resentment” shows a struggle within herself, not
wanting change, but also intrigued by it. Markham watches the pilot, who appears to see
flight as common and ordinary, who “had accepted what seemed to me a major triumph as
anyone else might accept the tedious dependability of daybreak” (154). She marvels how he
could treat flight as so mundane. She starts to realise that she wants to fly, to access this other
world. She muses that “[s]omething about that irreverent contrivance of fabric and wires and
noise, blustering through the chaste arena of the night, had stirred the course of my thoughts
to restless eddies” (155). The aeroplane itself changes from an intruder to an intriguing
possibility with its loudness and ability to disturb “chaste” arenas, to access a world unknown
to her, and the idea of flight takes hold in her thoughts, swirling them and her life around,
unsettling her until she acts and starts to fly.
Flying is akin to a craft, a profession upon which one must spend many hours to
achieve the necessary knowledge and skill. Markham is a dedicated student of flight. She
works hard to gain her credentials:
About eighteen months after I began to fly, I was granted my ‘B’ licence. Under
British regulations, this is the ultimate diploma. I had nearly a thousand flying hours
to my credit at the time and, if my eyesight had failed me during my preparations for
the examinations, it would have been due to the additional hundred or two hours I
spent studying navigation out of books whose authors must have been struck dumb in
the presence of a one-syllable word. (167)
The aeroplane is a technology, with mechanics that can be understood and taught, but
Markham also believes that one must have what she calls an instinct for flight and an innate
quality to be a successful aviator. It is not enough to simply learn the mechanics of flight; one
must also understand and be in tune with oneself and with the equipment. Learning to fly is
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like learning a craft and Sennett asserts that “[c]raftwork establishes a realm of skill and
knowledge perhaps beyond human verbal capacities to explain…Here is a, perhaps the,
fundamental human limit: language is not an adequate ‘mirror-tool’ for the physical
movements of the human body” (original emphasis 95). Markham is taught to fly not only
through books, but by practice. She learns the skill and theory, the verbal aspects that
Campbell Black can tell her, but it is only through placing her physical body in the aeroplane
and risking her life, that she can learn the physical techniques of flight. She needs close
interaction with the aeroplane in order to master it; she needs to work with it. It is through
doing, repeatedly, that Markham learns how to fly. It becomes intuitive, more of a feeling of
instinctively knowing what to do. It is a skill that increases with practice and must be learned
in order to survive. Sennett alludes to the limit of language to adequately explain “the
physical movements of the human body” and this connects both the craft and physicality of
flight to the insufficiency of language when trying to explain a new technology that moves
through another, unknown realm. Flight and flying is a form of action, which through
practice becomes instinctive with the movement of the body through an entirely different
space to that which is usual.
Confirming Sennett’s assertion above, Markham writes that Campbell Black “had
never taught another soul to fly, and the things he had to teach beyond the simple mechanics
that go with flying are those things that have not lent themselves to words. Intuition and
instinct are mysteries still, though precisely spelled or rolled precisely off the tongue” (163).
Markham reveals how she saw “how a man can be master of a craft, and how a craft can be
master of an element. I saw the alchemy of perspective reduce my world, and all my other
life, to grains in a cup” (163). Craft here can be used in both senses of the word – craft
relating to the skill of flight and of the craft as the vehicle, the aeroplane. Markham not only
becomes an expert on how to fly, but also the master of the aeroplane. The use of words like
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“intuition,” “instinct” and “alchemy” lead to an understanding of flight that is not only about
technology. Markham appeals to an idea of magic, something mysterious and creative,
perhaps not available to everyone, that is necessary in order to fly. In this passage there are
two aspects. One is the control over the aeroplane through the acquiring of the specialist
skills and knowledge of the craft of flying, a skill that is internal and individual and
fundamentally necessary to survive the dangers of flight, and the other is the aeroplane as
craft, the vehicle of flight for travelling through the air which represents the external physical
manifestation of flight. Craft is linked with non-industrial connotations, with skills associated
with making items by hand. The aeroplanes that Markham flew were made “only of flimsy
wood and cloth and hardened glue” (40), materials often used in craftwork. They are
rudimentary and basic, and Markham’s life depends on her ability to have a good instinct of
her craft because “there was no radio, nor any system designed to check planes in and out of
their points of contact” (31) making it “essential for a pilot either to develop his intuitive
sense to the highest degree or to adopt a fatalistic philosophy towards life” (31). Markham
acknowledges the risks that she takes but is pragmatic about them. She asks, “What if I
should fly away one morning and not come back? What if the Avian fails me?...if the engine
fails me, if a quick storm drives me into the bush and sansevieria – well, that is the chance
and that is the job” (211). As Zweig says, “the adventurer’s magnificence lies in the going
itself” (252), regardless of the risk. In his instruction of her, Campbell Black challenges her to
grow as an independent flyer, to develop and have confidence in her judgement and abilities,
and allows Markham to make mistakes in order for her to learn. He tells her, “If you can’t fly
without looking at your airspeed and your altimeter and your bank-and-turn indicator – well,
then you can’t fly. You’re like somebody who only knows what he thinks after reading his
newspaper” (164). Markham needs to trust herself and her training, emphasising the need for
mastery of oneself, an innate quality needed to be an aviator. She must develop her instinct
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for the aeroplane and for the act of flight. Though she must know how to use the technology
of flight and be skilful with it, she cannot trust solely in the instruments or technology; she
must be able to think, to work out what has gone wrong if it has, to know the machine
intimately and how it works. Supporting Sennett’s assertion of knowledge through physical
action, she depends on the quality of her craftsmanship in order to survive.
Intuition and instinct take over when danger strikes in the aeroplane, if the aviator has
learned well the craft of flying. On Markham’s record flight across the Atlantic, her
aeroplane’s engine fails. She describes the silence upon its failure as stunning, that she “can’t
feel any fear; I can’t feel anything. I can only observe with a kind of stupid disinterest that
my hands are violently active and know that, while they move, I am being hypnotized by the
needle of my altimeter” (250). Her hands seem to move without her needing to make them,
trained to take action when disaster strikes. She presents it as an out-of-body experience, as
though she is watching her own reactions to this stalling from outside of her self, while her
subconscious self takes over her survival. It is worth quoting this passage in full to show how
Markham’s instincts automatically take over when her engine fails above the Atlantic.
Markham’s use of the present tense and the second person addresses the reader directly,
drawing them into the scene, putting them in the pilot’s seat to imagine:
If it is night and you are sitting in an aeroplane with a stalled motor, and there are two
thousand feet between you and the sea, nothing can be more reasonable than the
impulse to pull back your stick in the hope of adding to that two thousand, if only by a
little. The thought, the knowledge, the law that tells you that your hope lies not in this,
but in a contrary act – the act of directing your impotent craft towards the water –
seems a terrifying abandonment, not only of reason, but of sanity. Your mind and
your heart reject it. It is your hands – your stranger’s hands – that follow with
unfeeling precision the letter of the law. I sit there and watch my hands push forward
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on the stick and feel the Gull respond and begin its dive to the sea…it is dark in the
cabin…At three hundred feet the motor is still dead…There is some lightning, but the
quick flash only serves to emphasize the darkness. How high can waves reach –
twenty feet, perhaps? Thirty? It is impossible to avoid the thought that this is the end
of my flight, but my reactions are unorthodox; the various incidents of my entire life
do not run through my mind like a motion-picture film gone mad. I only feel that all
this has happened before – and it has. It has all happened a hundred times in my mind,
in my sleep, so that now I am not really caught in terror; I recognize a familiar scene,
a familiar story with its climax dulled by too much telling. (250-51)
The gulf between her two impulses is significant and shows how her learned flying skills,
which have become subconscious, take effect. She feels the pull between two desires to save
herself, the intuitive course that will keep her alive and the wrong instinct that she would
have chosen if she was not so well trained and her skill so ingrained. Markham flies in the
constant knowledge that something like this may happen. She plans for it, training herself to
act on instinct when and if it happens. Pioneer aviators needed to be strong to cope with all
kinds of possible failures of this technology and to have the ability to react like this. They
needed to be a particular kind of person to put their lives at risk in this aerial sphere. Thinking
about her record-breaking flight she writes,
I could ask, ‘Why risk it?’, as I have been asked since, and I could answer, ‘Each to
his element.’ By his nature a sailor must sail, by his nature a flyer must fly. I could
compute that I had flown a quarter of a million miles; and I could foresee that, so long
as I had a plane and the sky was there, I should go flying more miles. There was
nothing extraordinary in this. I had learned a craft and had worked hard learning it.
My hands had been taught to seek the controls of a plane. Usage had taught them.
They were at ease clinging to a stick, as a cobbler’s fingers are in repose grasping an
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awl…and when you can experience a physical loneliness for the tools of your trade,
you see that the other things – the experiments, the irrelevant vocations, the vanities
you used to hold – were false to you. (244)
Markham feels that flying is now part of her nature and that her need to be in the aerial
element outweighs the dangers of flight. Flying becomes so important to her that she longs to
be in her aeroplane and the air. Flight becomes a part of her being. Torgovnick believes that
West has
an aesthetic of silence and solitude…born through action, not stasis…Markham
attuned herself to what was around her. Every nerve in her body was taut, alive,
vibrant. Immersed in silence, she lived intensely in her mind even as her body
performed the actions necessary to complete the hunt, to glide the plane over the
Atlantic: action became a form of meditation. (75)
This conveys the idea of flight as an intuitive skill, which, once it has been learned, allows
the mind to explore other facets of the sensation of flight while in the sky, one of which is the
exploration of the existential aspects of pioneering flight, which I will address later in the
chapter.
Smith observes that “powerful technologies of modernity” (Moving xiii) start to
“generate new narratives of mobility” (Moving xiii). She considers “how these technologies
of motion transform narratives of travel. If the mode of moving a body through space affects
the traveler who moves through space as that body, then the mode of motion informs the
meaning that the traveler sends back home in narration” (Moving xii). Driving in a car, for
example, would not bring about the same narrative as flying in an aeroplane. And although
there are differences in the ways that the balloonists experience flight, such as the silence of
ballooning as opposed to the thundering noise of aeroplane flight and the speed at which they
travel, the aviator flyers and the balloonists are all moving through the sky in a similar way,
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encouraging an emerging discourse of flight. Through their narratives, the balloonists and
aviators create a new form of literature specifically related to how their physical bodies move
in, and experience, the world. Markham, like many pioneer aviators, was encouraged to write
about her experiences of flight. On the final page of the book she states, “[a]ll this had
happened, and if some of it was hard for me to believe, I had my logbooks and my pound of
scraps and papers to prove it to myself – memory in ink. It was only needed that someone
should say, ‘You ought to write about it, you know. You really ought!’” (257). As noted by
Wohl in Chapter Four, there was a large reading audience for those aviators who could
interpret their experience of flight and contribute to the ‘new narratives of mobility’ that
Smith alludes to. Markham’s narrative is positioned as a straightforward progression from
actions to words, one that only needs someone to urge her to do so to bring it into existence,
and to order her memories into some kind of meaning to extend the understanding of flight in
a world that was eager to know what this new form of transport would mean and what it felt
like. In this way, Markham’s flying experiences come full circle from when she meets
Campbell Black on the dusty road and is introduced to the possibility of flight. There, a word
grew into a thought, then an idea, and then an act. In writing her book, Markham reverses this
into act, idea, thought and then words, completing the full journey of words into actions and
actions into words.
Markham’s intuitive, bodily account of moving through space as a flyer informs the
way she writes about her aeroplane. She emphasises her bond with the aeroplane, her
technology of modernity, representing it as a sentient being. However, like Markham’s initial
resistant attitude to flight, when she first encounters an aeroplane she is nonplussed. She is
sceptical and scornful of the “mechanical hybrid with high wings and a body the commonest
jay would have jeered at” (154). This view changes, though, when she begins to fly.
Preparing for her record flight, she relates the making of her aeroplane as a birth:
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almost daily for three months now I had flown down to the factory in a hired plane
and watched the Vera Gull they were making for me. I had watched her birth and
watched her growth. I had watched her wings take shape, and seen wood and fabric
moulded to her ribs to form her long, sleek belly, and I had seen her engine cradled
into her frame, and made fast. (245)
Markham witnesses the process of the aeroplane’s making, cementing her bond to the
aeroplane even further, as she has observed each step of the process until she can take over
and fly the aeroplane away. This creature would not be taunted by a common bird. Goldstein
states that in similar descriptions of the aeroplane in other texts “the airship is often described
by anatomical terminology…as if it were a living being, a new avian creature in evolutionary
history superseding those other bird forms which by 1908 were disappearing as a result of
human technology” (Flying 69). Goldstein’s comment appears over-reaching and too close to
the rhetoric of technological progress. The beginnings of the technology of flight did not
replace the bird in a succession of the natural world. Markham’s use of the analogy of a bird
in describing her aeroplane is a way of explaining this technological wonder with a metaphor
from nature that naturalises flight to make it more understandable. By portraying the
aeroplane as a bird she is able to make it into a living being, and to create a relationship with
it. As a new technology, describing the aeroplane in terms of bird metaphors helped people to
understand how to view it and to explore its meaning and place in the world. As well as
referring to the aeroplane as a sentient being, Markham reveals how she communicates with
it. She writes,
[t]o me she is alive and to me she speaks. I feel through the soles of my feet on the
rudder-bar the willing strain and flex of her muscles. The resonant, guttural voice of
her exhausts has a timbre more articulate than wood and steel, more vibrant than
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wires and sparks and pounding pistons. She speaks to me now, saying the wind is
right, the night is fair, the effort asked of her well within her powers. (14)
The aeroplane is imagined as having muscles, a voice and a character and Markham’s “right
hand rests upon the stick in easy communication with the will and the way of the plane” (14).
Markham describes her interpretation of the aeroplane’s varying character according to the
time of day and its surroundings: “In the daytime she is a small gay complement to the airy
blue of the sky, like a bright fish under the surface of a clear sea. In darkness such as this she
is no more than a passing murmur, a soft, incongruous murmur above the earth” (13). The
aeroplane alters the airspace from its silent state to one full of noise, “her propeller beat[ing]
the sunrise silence of the Athi Plains to shreds and scraps” (163). It takes over the space with
its noise, its “deep drone” (16), a “bullying roar” (164), a “lusty song” (28) filling “the sky
with a boastful song” (153). For an aviator noise was life, silence meant something had gone
terribly wrong. On Markham’s flight across the Atlantic, the “motor coughs and dies, and the
Gull is powerless above the sea. I realize that the heavy drone of the plane has been, until this
moment, complete and comforting silence. It is the actual silence following the last splutter of
the engine that stuns me” (250). When she starts the aeroplane’s engine, it gives “[a] sputter,
a strangled cough from the engine like the premature stirring of a sleep-slugged labourer. In
the cockpit I push gently on the throttle, easing it forward, rousing the motor, feeding it,
soothing it” (12). Again, Markham represents the aeroplane coughing, sleeping, awakening,
feeding and being soothed like a human. Sennett notes that the “attribution of ethical human
qualities – honesty, modesty, virtue – into materials does not aim at explanation; its purpose
is to heighten our consciousness of the materials themselves and in this way to think about
their value” (137). Applying this to the way that the aeroplane is anthropomorphised by
Markham, her descriptions of the aeroplane lead us to an understanding of the aeroplane’s
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significance to her. She feels a bond with the aeroplane and is closely attuned to it as she
relies on it for her existence in the sky. The aeroplane yields to her and they work together:
Harmony comes gradually to a pilot and his plane. The wing does not want so much
to fly true as to tug at the hands that guide it; the ship would rather hunt the wind than
lay her nose to the horizon far ahead. She has a derelict quality in her character; she
toys with freedom and hints at liberation, but yields her own desires gently…The
rudder bar resists the pressure of my feet, the stick inclines against my hand with
almost truculent opposition. But this is momentary. A stern touch overcomes the urge
to disobedience, and presently I settle back, flying with the craft and the craft with
me. (217-18)
Markham feels that she must cast her authority over the aeroplane and she portrays a tussle of
power. She depicts the aeroplane as wanting to play and as having a defiance which could
become uncontrollable if she did not mould it in her favour. By viewing her aeroplane as
alive and with character, Markham forms in her mind the idea of a partnership between
herself and the machine. Her belief in intuition and a kind of magic in relation to flight makes
this psychologically necessary, and endows the aeroplane with meaning beyond its
functionality. The relationship with her aeroplane is described in terms of loyalty and
devotion. When she commences her record flight and she passes the land and flies out over
the sea, her “fear is gone now – not overcome nor reasoned away. It is gone because
something else has taken its place; the confidence and the trust, the inherent belief in the
security of land underfoot – now this faith is transferred to my plane, because the land has
vanished and there is no other tangible thing to fix faith upon” (249). Her fear is transformed
into confidence because her “faith” has been transferred to the aeroplane and she believes that
there is enough of a partnership of trust between herself and the aeroplane to allow this.
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Yet it is only when the aeroplane is airborne that Markham bestows on it its character
and sees its powers as unleashed. When the aeroplane is in the air it is depicted as alive and
full of personality; when it is on the ground, Markham notes that “she looks less like a bird
than like a rare and brilliant insect, dead, and preserved on a cardboard mat” (218). The
aeroplane is not autonomous, it needs the human to make it fly, in a mutually dependent
relationship, and otherwise it is lifeless. Ross Macpherson Smith, an aviator who flew from
the United Kingdom to Australia in 1919, asserts that the aeroplane “is the nearest thing to
animate life that man has created. In the air a machine ceases indeed to be a mere piece of
mechanism; it becomes animate and is capable not only of primary guidance and control, but
actually of expressing a pilot’s temperament” (qtd. in Dixon, Prosthetic 61). We see this in
the way that I have described Markham’s interactions with her aeroplane and the way in
which it is portrayed by her. Returning to the idea of the aeroplane as a kind of prosthesis, as
the technology of flight progresses, so, too, does the feeling that the aeroplane is part of the
aviator’s body. The aeroplane seems alive, but more than that, it feels a part of the aviator’s
body, like a prosthetic extension to the human. When I write of human flight, what I really
mean is mechanical flight. Humans cannot fly; they use technology and machines in order to
fly, but the human body itself is incapable of flight. The aviators must encase their bodies
within the aeroplane in order to fly, in a close interaction between the body and the
technology of flight. Sigmund Freud, in his Civilization and Its Discontents, asserts that
“[w]ith every tool man is perfecting his own organs, whether motor or sensory, or is
removing the limits of their functioning. Motor power places gigantic forces at his disposal,
which, like his muscles, he can employ to any direction; thanks to ships and aircraft neither
water nor air can hinder his movements” (37-38). Sennett’s descriptions of the limits of
natural ecology link in to this idea of humans no longer being hindered by previous
boundaries between earth and sky, through the use of new technologies. The technology of
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the aeroplane enables humans to extend their body’s movements beyond its accepted limits.
Robert Dixon, extending Freud’s analysis, writes that
new technologies such as the aeroplane, the steamship and the camera were
essentially prosthetic, seeming to extend the sensory reach of the individual,
providing a way to imagine a new, embodied relation to modernity, to nation, to
empire: modern man had become a ‘prosthetic god.’ (Photography 157)
The characterising of the aeroplane as a sentient being, Markham’s anthropomorphising of it
and her imagining of a relationship with it provide a way of understanding this new
technology in the age of modernity. Only in its relation to the human is the aeroplane brought
into life. On its own it is merely a machine; when put into the control of a human, it becomes
a part of an imagined new world and then does, literally, take the aviator into a new physical
and sensory environment. As Smith notes, aviators manoeuvred “through this space between
ground and ‘I’ by means of the mechanical prosthesis that was the plane itself, an extension
of the body but not the body” (Moving 78). Markham is reliant on her relationship with her
aeroplane to ascend, and Smith’s point about a liminal space evokes the possibility of rising
beyond reality, or even oneself.
When Markham has learned to fly, and enters the aerial sphere, she finds that it is
unlike anything she has experienced, describing that “the world was as bright to me as if it
were a new world, never touched” (253). She encounters a world that is distinct from the
earthly sphere below. She sees scenes unrivalled by those on earth, echoing ideas of the
aesthetics of flight analysed in the balloonists’ accounts. Fighting a ferocious storm,
Markham writes:
We gained altitude, foot by foot, but it was not like flying – it was like running a
gamut of unseen enemies, their blows falling, even in the dark, with unerring
precision, and the plane groaned under each. At five thousand feet it was still dark,
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and at seven and at eight. I began to think it would never be otherwise, but the
Leopard was true to her name; she clawed her way up the steep bank of the storm
until at ten thousand she found its crest. She found a sky so blue and so still that it
seemed the impact of a wing might splinter it, and we slid across a surface of white
clouds as if the plane were a sleigh running on fresh-fallen snow. The light was
blinding – like light that in summer fills an Arctic scene and is in fact its major
element. (241)
The juxtaposition of the war-like battle imagery followed by peace sees the beginning of the
flight as an upward struggle to ascend, with the lateral travel afterwards taking on an
incandescent light, indicating another world. The description of light as an element is similar
to its depiction in the ballooning chapters and to Williams’ definition of ‘abstract nature.’ The
storm seems never-ending and a threat to her life and she must fight for survival. As the
aeroplane struggles through the storm, it suddenly breaks through and Markham is in another
world of great beauty and light. Goldstein points out that
in the midst of an aviator’s memoirs we are sometimes struck by mystical passages
which point directly toward an unmediated apprehension of divinity made possible by
the solitary ascent of the flying machine…These are significant moments, and form a
subgenre of statement within the sacred literature of technology. (Flying 93)
These moments often emerge as a reward after a long and exhaustive struggle with a storm.
However, while the image of a shining light too bright to look at, similarly with the
balloonists, could cause us to wonder if there are any religious connotations, Torgovnick
asserts that there “is no overt religious sense in Markham’s writing” (75) but that the “energy
of action is rapturously absorbed as the body is risked, allowed to float in pure speed by
which motion transcends itself, achieving silence and stillness” (75). Markham is in awe of
the light and the scenes she witnesses, but she does not equate this to a religious experience.
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She revels in the aeroplane’s fight and mastery of the situation and praises it for getting her to
the light above the storm. Markham credits the aeroplane, not her mastery of it, for clawing
its way out of the storm and finding the different sky above. Smith notes that
“[p]reoccupation with the metaphysical self as locus of knowledge and sovereignty coincided
with the cultural disempowerment of other originary loci of meaning such as religion and
history” (Self 12). Markham’s response to the blinding light is not religious; she describes the
scene in aesthetic terms, as the balloonists in the previous chapters did. She does not refer to
a creator of this colour, stillness and light. Markham presents her struggles with the elements
as a kind of mythic one between the natural elements and the technology and tenacity of
humans – a fight against Nature which is countered with a glimpse of blinding light,
presenting a physical manifestation of her sense of euphoria and immortality. She describes
the aeroplane as “like a scrap of trash caught in a gale” (240) and that she “experienced that
sense of futility all pilots must sometimes feel when the natural forces that rule this planet
reassert their sovereignty (and express their contempt) for Man the Pretender” (240). It is
through the battle of flight that it becomes extraordinary. The rewards at the end of the
struggle could be interpreted as almost heavenly, with the blinding light found after the
stormy conditions underneath like an entrance into Heaven – the peace and light juxtaposed
to the darkness and turmoil which had just been experienced is stunning. But Markham does
not translate this into an apprehension of the divine; indeed, Markham sees it as Nature
reasserting its power over her. After her struggle with the storm, “[t]here were no holes in the
white and endless prairie we sledded upon. It was an infinite prairie built of mist turned ice,
and the shining light and the smoothness, and the stillness of the air made it appear neither
probable nor desirable that down below, or anywhere, there should be another world” (241).
Markham has an aesthetic of solitude and here desires neither an eternal or spiritual nor
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earthly and social world. Her emphasis is on the world she inhabits at that point, an intense
aerial sphere.
When Markham is in the sky, she apprehends a different world. The literature of flight
is distinct from other forms of travel literature, because of this separateness from the earth.
This further establishes the sky as a separate domain. Markham echoes the idea throughout
the text that the sky is “an element altogether detached from the world” (15) and that she is
alone in this space and separate from everyone below. She describes how “[t]he air takes me
into its realm. Night envelops me entirely, leaving me out of touch with the earth, leaving me
within this small, moving world of my own, living in space with the stars” (13). Access to
this world comes with its own inherent dangers and challenges. Although Markham enjoys
her freedom in the aeroplane, sometimes it takes on an existential edge when she evokes the
loneliness of flying, through the experience of night flights, when an encounter with the self
can be confronting. Herrmann points out the strange disjunction between the speed of the
aeroplane and the stationary self, “where immobility, in spite of speed, leads to an encounter
with the self” (Queering 59). Markham is travelling at a high speed, yet is immobile within
this velocity. McCay writes that this access to the core of her self is
Markham’s quest…not for male centrality or escape from female marginality; it is for
knowledge of self, of the stranger walking by your side at night across the African
landscape. She did not learn to know this stranger simply by exchanging one set of
conventions for another, rather by accepting the wholeness of the stranger whoever
she was at the moment. (68)
Her quest for knowledge of her self does not imply that her identity or subjectivity is
unstable, but is instead related to the effects of technology where she is exploring what self
means in this new space where the existential element causes her to question her self.
Through flight, Markham must face every part of her self while she is alone. It is living in
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society that is “an escape from the self-knowledge possible in the solitude of flight” (O’Brien
21). Though Markham recounts these episodes of a metaphysical nature, and acknowledges
that time alone during a night flight evokes a sense of the metaphysical self, she is not selfindulgent with them and they do not hinder her. She is pragmatic in trying to understand the
scenario, and she balances the practical and the philosophical dimensions of flight and carries
on with the task of flying. It is not a matter of simply being alone; there is a quality to this
aloneness that is unlike anything else. Markham finds that she no longer feels part of the
world below; she is detached from, and unseen from, the ground:
to fly in unbroken darkness without even the cold companionship of a pair of earphones or the knowledge that somewhere ahead are lights and life and a well-marked
airport is something more than just lonely. It is at times unreal to the point where the
existence of other people seems not even a reasonable probability. The hills, the
forests, the rocks, and the plains are one with the darkness, and the darkness is
infinite. The earth is no more your planet than is a distant star – if a star is shining; the
plane is your planet and you are its sole inhabitant. Before such a flight it was this
anticipation of aloneness more than any thought of physical danger that used to haunt
me a little and make me wonder sometimes if mine was the most wonderful job in the
world after all. (8-9)
Markham loves to fly, but this experience of feeling completely alone in the world during her
night flights gives rise to a reluctance which is unnerving and unfamiliar to her. Night flights
are another world within the world of the separateness of the aerial sphere from the ground
below. These flights take this idea even further, where the blackness is so infinite, so
definitive, that the flight itself almost ceases to exist, because what shows that she is flying?
She has no context against which to measure her distance, she sees nothing, travelling
through pure blackness. She is completely alienated from everything and this fills her with a
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dread. Her night-time access to the aerial sphere is very different to the daytime flights and
she acknowledges this, but the expectation of this feeling of absolute aloneness does not stop
her from night flying and though it haunts her “a little”, to Markham this haunting is worth it
because, “I always concluded that, lonely or not, it was still free from the curse of boredom”
(9). Markham is in a liminal space, in pure darkness, but perhaps more than that, she is in a
space that provokes an existential angst, as though she is no longer sure of her, or of the
world’s, existence. She seeks to comprehend and to explain what this feels like. The
“unbroken darkness” which is “infinite” seems a terrifying nothingness, a terrible void. It
haunts her as it is more than loneliness; it is an alienation from all that is human. She fears for
her self, that she will ever re-join other humans as she is enveloped in such boundless
blackness and of this feeling of being absolutely alone. It is hard to imagine a situation where
someone in this world could be more alone. The aeroplane is her entire world, her planet, and
a replacement for earth. Markham emphasises what is absent, as though she is in a void and
she suggests the emotional effects of this perception on her. In relation to landscape, Paul
Kane, in his Australian Poetry: Romanticism and Negativity, notes that the “trope of an
absence…can function as a presence” (31). Applying this to the skyscape, for Markham, the
absence of a visible landscape looms as a presence, but a presence which is unnervingly
absent, and which haunts her as she travels through an alien skyscape. From the earth the sky
is secondary to the ground, yet whilst in the sky, there is an inversion. The sky now is
everything, the earth a distant memory, particularly when it can no longer be seen or be
contacted. The absence of the earth is unsettling, and even though it disturbs Markham, her
chief rejoinder is that at least what she is doing is not boring. The lack of boredom is a
positive in a world that seems to negate the existence of anything else. This existential doubt
could have overwhelmed her, yet she thrives on the challenge it presents. She is not selfaggrandising or heroic in facing this challenge; rather she is self-deprecating with a dry
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understatement, creating a narrative where less is more. She would rather be in a slightly
haunted state in the air and free, than on the ground and bored.
The solitude of the aeroplane means that Markham is completely alone and must face
herself. Markham expands on this feeling of a sense of her metaphysical self when she writes,
[b]eing alone in an aeroplane for even so short a time as a night and a day, irrevocably
alone, with nothing to observe but your instruments and your own hands in semidarkness, nothing to contemplate but the size of your small courage, nothing to
wonder about but the beliefs, the faces, and the hopes rooted in your mind – such an
experience can be as startling as the first awareness of a stranger walking by your side
at night. You are the stranger. (248)
The self that Markham encounters in the sky may not be as well known to her, it may well be
a stranger, as she does represent beginning to fly as a birth of a life. This birth can also be
thought of in relation to the genesis of her flying self, by which I mean that this strange self is
another side to her that she only experiences whilst aloft, and that she discovers an aspect of
herself that is only accessible through flight. O’Brien believes that the
solitude of the cockpit provokes an encounter with ‘the beliefs, the faces, and the
hopes rooted in your mind.’ Though rooted in an individual mind, the seeds for all of
these come from the social world. Separation from the physical presence of others
thus simply intensifies our encounter with others, and this encounter in turn produces
an awareness of self. (22)
Markham has only herself on which to rely and to survive and there is no one else with whom
she can immediately discuss what she is encountering. O’Brien observes that “the psychology
in West with the Night sounds existentialist” (22) and it is, with Markham leading the reader
into contemplating the implications of solo flight. The aviator must be mentally strong to
spend this dark time alone in the plane. Markham must have courage and determination to
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continue flying at night knowing that this existentialist angst will present itself again. She
must come back to earth having retained her sense of self in the face of an experience in
which her estrangement from all that is familiar is total. The feeling of night flight, and what
happens during it, does not leave Markham, even when it has ended. It returns to earth with
her and emerges as a sense of dread when she knows she has another night flight. She brings
up the same idea of being able to face herself in this space on another night flight:
Three hundred and fifty miles can be no distance in a plane, or it can be from where
you are to the end of the earth. It depends on so many things. If it is night, it depends
on the depth of the darkness and the height of the clouds, the speed of the wind, the
stars, the fullness of the moon. It depends on you, if you fly alone – not only on your
ability to steer your course or to keep your altitude, but upon the things that live in
your mind while you swing suspended between the earth and the silent sky. Some of
these things take root and are with you long after the flight itself is a memory, but, if
your course was over any part of Africa, even the memory will remain strong. (11)
Though physical distances in a plane can be minimised, the existential gap of the distance of
oneself from the earth and others can be significant and more than can be borne, if one is not
accustomed to it, or mentally strong enough. She has no choice but to look inwards when she
is flying in the night with no communications with, or link to, the earthly world, in complete
blackness. Drawing on the writings of Martin Heidegger, O’Brien states that Markham
believes that in the solitude of flight she finds an existence fundamentally different
from her existence on the ground. The ‘small moving world’ of her cockpit appears to
be a pure version of Heidegger’s Umwelt, ‘one’s own closest (domestic)
environment.’ This environment contains not people, but things, which gain meaning
through their utility: ‘the more we seize hold of [a thing] and use it, the more
primordial does our relationship to it become and the more unveiledly is it
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encountered as that which it is – as equipment.’ In the sky, Beryl lives in a world of
pure instrumentality, using everything that surrounds her. Her environment is the
equipment that keeps her from plunging to earth – a more primordial relation to one’s
Umwelt is difficult to imagine. It is thus unsurprising that Beryl speaks of her
relationship with her plane as a relationship between two sentient beings. (21)
O’Brien’s analysis is particularly useful when we think of Markham and the world she
inhabits whilst in the aeroplane at night. The air is a dangerous sphere, and her instinct to
focus on what she can control – the idea of Heidegger’s Umwelt, her closest environment –
seeks to alleviate a primordial fear of death, not only of her physical body, but also of her
self. It is significant that these feelings arise during a night flight, which is a very particular
type of flight. However, this idea should only be applied to Markham’s night flights. Her
daytime flights do not contain this level of angst or idea of a small world. During daytime
flights her world is enlarged and is not related to this application of Heidegger’s Umwelt.
Markham’s relationship with her aeroplane, and the way they interact together, is crucial to
her ongoing survival. It is unsurprising, as I have shown above, that Markham views her
aeroplane as a sentient being and that they communicate with each other. Her relationship
with her aeroplane sustains her and in a way she must see it as another active participant in
the flight, like the Leopard that claws its way through the storm and into blinding light.
Flying over the desert, Markham sees in the landscape similarities with the angst she
experiences during a night flight:
To me, desert has the quality of darkness; none of the shapes you see in it are real or
permanent. Like night, the desert is boundless, comfortless, and infinite. Like night, it
intrigues the mind and leads it to futility. When you have flown halfway across a
desert, you experience the desperation of a sleepless man waiting for dawn which
only comes when the importance of its coming is lost. You fly for ever, weary with an
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invariable scene, and when you are at last released from its monotony, you remember
nothing of it because there was nothing there. And after the desert, the sea. (221)
Her representation of the desert echoes how she feels during a night flight, the external scene
reflecting her internal emotions. Yet at other times, when she can see scenes which are
clearly inhabited by other humans, the solitude of the aeroplane is a luxury to be revelled in.
As she flies over Ireland on her record-breaking flight, Markham explains,
[i]t is dark already and I am over the south of Ireland. There are the lights of Cork and
the lights are wet; they are drenched in Irish rain, and I am above them and dry. I am
above them and the plane roars in a sobbing world, but it imparts no sadness to me. I
feel the security of solitude, the exhilaration of escape. So long as I can see the lights
and imagine the people walking under them, I feel selfishly triumphant, as if I have
eluded care and left even the small sorrow of rain in other hands. (248-49)
Markham is still attached to the world here and can see lights and knows there are people
below. This comforts her and she feels “triumphant” that she is in contact but out of reach of
the earth and all of its problems. It is only when she has no awareness of the world below that
it can become too much. The times when Markham has nothing to observe externally and
when she concentrates solely on the interior of the aeroplane and what it contains are
infrequent, but are important to analyse as a contrast to daytime flights. When Markham is
flying during daytime flights and can see her external surroundings, she is very aware of the
environment beyond her aeroplane and often elucidates her responses to that larger world.
If an aviator is flying alone, but can see outside of the aeroplane, the feeling is entirely
different. When Markham first meets Campbell Black, her future flying instructor, he
declares to her that
[w]hen you fly…you get a feeling of possession that you couldn’t have if you owned
all of Africa. You feel that everything you see belongs to you – all the pieces are put
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together, and the whole is yours; not that you want it, but because, when you’re alone
in a plane, there’s no one to share it. It’s there and it’s yours. It makes you feel bigger
than you are – closer to being something you’ve sensed you might be capable of, but
never had the courage to seriously imagine. (135)
The optical advantages of flight, with the type of seeing that it allows, can translate into a
possessory attitude to the earth below. Markham’s recollection of what Campbell Black had
told her, about this sense of possessiveness while looking down on the earth below, shows
that she understands this too, and calls to mind Joseph Addison, who in his On the Pleasures
of the Imagination, asserts that
[o]ur sight is the most perfect and most delightful of all our senses. It fills the mind
with the largest variety of ideas, converses with its objects at the greatest distance, and
continues the longest in action without being tired or satiated with its proper
enjoyments. The sense of feeling can indeed give us a notion of extension, shape, and
all other ideas that enter at the eye. (132-33)
He believes that“[o]ur sight…brings into our reach some of the most remote parts of the
universe” (133) and that “[i]t is this sense which furnishes the imagination with its
ideas…such as arise from visible objects” (133). Although Addison lived in a time before
flight, his ideas can be applied to the sensory experience of flight and the imaginings that can
occur when seemingly infinite scenes are offered. He explains that “a spacious horizon is an
image of liberty, where the eye has room to range abroad, to expatiate at large on the
immensity of its views, and to lose itself amidst the variety of objects that offer themselves to
its observation” (134). The description of how it feels when vast scenes are experienced is
similar to the aesthetic qualities of flight outlined in Chapter One. When able to see outside
of the aeroplane, there is a feeling of an enlargement of self and the sense of sight changes
the experience of flight from a closed-in sensation to an expansiveness that feels like
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possession, but is in fact a recognition of the sublime where this sense of vastness can
enlarge, or even surpass one’s self. The vantage point of the flyer is such that the sensory
appreciation of the expanse seen from the air translates into a sense of ownership as there is
no one else to share it with. Markham’s narrative does not concentrate on this possessiveness,
but does acknowledge it. She emphasises the sense that flight gives her access to a world
where the aesthetic qualities are different from those experienced below and gives her a type
of courage that she may not have known otherwise. The ability to access this “spacious
horizon” gives her a freedom to discover the adventures and risks that flying affords her and
of the possibilities that it has provided her. Flying with the world visible below, Markham is
in a different frame of mind and her perspective is enlarged. In this way, flight offers her a
sensory experience which, as Parsons in Chapter One notes, is “pleasing for its own sake”
(16) and similar to the aesthetic qualities of flight seen in the balloonists’ narratives.
The excitement of each take-off does not diminish for Markham. Each flight is a new
adventure and every time she takes off she feels a joy when the plane soars into the sky. She
writes, “I have lifted my plane from the Nairobi airport for perhaps a thousand flights and I
have never felt her wheels glide from the earth into the air without knowing the uncertainty
and the exhilaration of firstborn adventure” (8). The uncertainty of each flight makes it an
exhilarating adventure, with an uncertain ending. Each take-off poses a physical risk and the
air is clearly a dangerous sphere where death is near whenever she lifts her plane into the sky.
Markham clearly undertakes flights of great danger but she accepts this and we are brought
into her world as she writes about her experiences of flight. She is in control, but only when
she is writing after the fact. Markham is very pragmatic about the risks and dangers of flying.
Marc Dierikx claims that
[m]ortal danger was one of the prime attractions of aviation, the magnet that brought
out the masses. It is difficult now to fathom the ring that the term aviator had in the
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minds of those who had never before seen human-made objects in the sky, very
visibly commanded by daring men, and equally daring women, who strapped
themselves atop their feeble constructions of wood, linen, and wire to brave perhaps
the most dangerous and unforgiving of elements: the air. (original emphasis 3)
By the aviators entering this space, they become separate from the everyday human, who will
not place themselves in this danger. Markham encountered these crowds on her recordbreaking flight but she does not view her achievements as extraordinary. For Markham,
flying was something she was compelled to do. As I noted earlier in this chapter, Markham is
very matter of fact about why she flies. She asserts, “a flyer must fly” (244) and that “[t]here
was nothing extraordinary in this” (244).
At the end of Markham’s flights, she details how it is a sudden rupture to come back
to earth and that there “is a feeling of absolute finality about the end of a flight through
darkness” (15). The “whole scheme of things with which you have lived acutely…ceases
abruptly” (15). The aeroplane’s wings “that were a moment ago no less than an eagle’s, and
swifter, are metal and wood once more, inert and heavy” (15). The plane goes through a
transformation in the air and it becomes mundane once on the ground; it changes too, just like
the feeling of the flyer and the thrilling aspect of flight disappears. Markham laments that
[t]he whole scheme of things with which you have lived acutely, during hours of
roaring sound in an element altogether detached from the world, ceases abruptly. The
plane noses groundward, the wings strain to the firmer cushion of earthbound air,
wheels touch, and the engine sighs into silence. The dream of flight is suddenly gone
before the mundane realities of growing grass and swirling dust, the slow plodding of
men and the enduring patience of rooted trees. Freedom escapes you again, and wings
that were a moment ago no less than an eagle’s, and swifter, are metal and wood once
more, inert and heavy. (15)
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There is a sudden disjunction between the two spheres and Markham feels acutely the
difference between sky and earth. Here she “must re-enter the messier world of human
beings, Heidegger’s Mitwelt, the world one shares with others” (O’Brien 21).
Showing how little she thinks of the importance of her record-breaking flight,
Markham leaves relaying this individual voyage, which gives the book its title, until the
concluding pages of the book, prioritising her everyday life and flying in the main part of the
text. The final pages describe Markham sailing on a freighter from Australia to South Africa
to see her father. The ship is “small and slow” (256) with “no speed, nor any sense of
urgency” (256), the very opposite to an aeroplane. Away from the mobbing crowds,
Markham has time to reflect on her record-breaking flight. She “sat on the deck and read
books, or thought about past things, or talked with the few other dwellers in our bobbing
cloister’ (256) and the ship “appeared not to move for nearly a month” (256). She carries with
her “the paper treasure I had gathered – cablegrams about my Atlantic flight from
everywhere, a few newspaper clippings culled out of many, a picture of the Vega Gull, nose
down in the Nova Scotia bog” (256), knowing that she only needs someone to urge her to
write about her flying life, and she will. She mourns her flight instructor, Campbell Black,
who has died in an avoidable accident on an airfield and this has affected her deeply. Her
“Gull too was dead” (257). Unable to afford to buy the aeroplane after her flight, she laments
its loss after it was sold “to a wealthy Indian who might have understood many things, but not
the beauty, nor the needs, of a plane. He left her exposed to the weather on the airport at Dar
es Salaam until her engine rusted and her wings peeled and she was forgotten by everyone, I
think, except myself” (257). Moving across the ocean slowly, she thinks of her aeroplane and
wonders if “some official with an eye for immaculacy, has had her skeleton dragged to the
sea and buried in it” (257). Her aeroplane is still alive to her. Her record-breaking flight has
left her “dazed, in the midst of ringing bells and telegrams and eager people telling me what a
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fine thing I had done” (256). She dismisses the adulation coming from the public after her
celebrated flight, stating, “I was deeply grateful for the warmth and unending kindness of
America, but I had no complaint about the transitory nature of my fame” (257).
This is not the first time Markham writes about ships and the ocean in her book. She
ponders the march of time and technology in relation to the sky and the sea, believing that
[a]fter this era of great pilots is gone, as the era of great sea captains has gone – each
nudged aside by the march of inventive genius, by steel cogs and copper discs and
hair-thin wires on white faces that are dumb, but speak – it will be found, I think, that
all the science of flying has been captured in the breadth of an instrument board, but
not the religion of it. One day, the stars will be as familiar to each man as the
landmarks, the curves, and the hills on the road that leads to his door, and one day this
will be an airborne life. But by then men will have forgotten how to fly; they will be
passengers on machines whose conductors are carefully promoted to a familiarity
with labelled buttons, and in whose minds knowledge of the sky and the wind and the
way of weather will be extraneous passing fiction. (164)
There is, for Markham, a sense of sadness and a feeling of nostalgia for the end of an era, not
just for her, but for the adventure of pioneering flight and the brief time that it lasted before
being subsumed into more technological advances that will, to her mind, remove the
mysterious aspects of flight and make it mundane. She envisions a future flying cohort whose
knowledge of the elements of flight will be cursory, that they will not appreciate the craft of
flying and that they will have lost the ability to read the wind and the sky in ways that were
important to her and which signal a true aviator in her mind, someone who lived for flight
and its freedoms and knowledge. She knows that this period of aviation firsts is concluding
and her realisation that the way she flew would soon be redundant in the face of further
technological change dismays her. The mechanisation of flight seems inevitable to her and
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the vision of flight becoming routine and systematised, with the risk and adventure removed,
disheartens her. She sees a future where the adventure of flight will only be fleeting before
mechanisation sets in and she feels privileged that she has been able to experience it, before it
is no longer possible, or desirable, for many people. Like Sadler, Glaisher and Saint-Exupéry
she imagines the future of flight and how technology will change it. She foretells how flight
will be viewed and that the skills that were needed when she was flying would no longer be
necessary with the overtaking of human skills by the evolution of new forms of technology.
She is resigned to the coming changes but still believes that it is “too much that with all those
pedestrian centuries behind us we should, in a few decades, have learned to fly; it is too
heady a thought, too proud a boast” (247). She asserts that “[w]e fly, but we have not
‘conquered’ the air. Nature presides in all her dignity, permitting us the study and use of her
forces as we may understand” (247). She is an adventurer who refuses the discourse of
conquest. She has a more contingent sense of flying, countering the claim that the air has
been conquered with her belief that Nature still controls access to the sky. West reminds us of
the beginnings of aeroplane travel, of its adventure and how it gave us a different perspective
of the world, one which we take for granted now, but the beginnings of which form an
important part of aerial literature. Markham knew that her experience of flight was unique
and would be but a brief moment in history. Similarly to the way she lived across two
cultures, Markham would experience two cultures of flight within her lifetime with the
advance of technology.
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Conclusion

Throughout this thesis I have examined the representation of flight from the
perspective of the flyer within non-fiction narratives across ballooning and aeroplane
aviation. I have analysed Sadler’s Balloon. An Authentic Narrative, the accounts of Glaisher,
Flammarion, Fonvielle and Tissandier in Travels in the Air, Saint-Exupéry’s Wind, Sand and
Stars and West with the Night by Markham, and these texts span one hundred and thirty
years. My main hypothesis has been that writings of flight across this time frame show
similarities in how the writer-flyers write of the aerial sphere, all related specifically to the
point of view of the flyer. I have argued that flight is a new aesthetic experience and by
linking ballooning and aeroplane texts I have shown the development of a discourse of flight.
I have also examined the beginnings of ballooning and aeroplane flight, highlighting the
similarities in their receptions, and considered the cultural and historical contexts from which
these narratives arose.
Across the thesis I have traced this hypothesis and identified the thread of an aerial
aesthetics that is consistent in these texts. As I outlined in the Introduction, the
commencement of a literature relating to realised human flight after the invention of the
balloon enabled a new perspective of the world. Literature helps us make sense of the world
and the writer-flyers are an important part of understanding the meaning of the space above.
When prevailing ideas of order are challenged, “adjustments of consciousness” (Goldstein,
Flying 103) are needed, an important aspect of flight literature and a central idea in this
thesis. When a new technology that enables human flight is invented, with various updated
iterations appearing as the centuries progress, allowing humans to access the previously
inaccessible sky, it alters human history. The narratives of the writer-flyers are important
because they were part of only a small number of humans able to access the aerial sphere
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during this time and so their accounts record the earliest experiences of human flight. They
occupied a brief period in time and their writings show a momentous shift in the way the
world was navigated and travelled, and of a changing perspective on the world. Humanity
would never again experience the beginnings of flight and aerial literature details its
significance and documents the way that humanity made sense of this. I have demonstrated
how writer-flyers sought to adjust their consciousness and to explain how they experienced
flight, because “[f]lying produces a new awareness” (Boitani 175). In their writings they
show those below what it was like and what it meant, creating an extended awareness of the
world. I have focussed on how they portray the aerial sphere as a unique domain, with
experiences within it only possible from their point of view.
I have shown that a discourse of aerial aesthetics operates across the examined texts. I
have analysed what the flyers feel compelled to express in their writings, showing how each
of them portrays the aerial sphere as another world with unique properties, invokes ineffable
feelings and elucidates flight’s sensory appeal. In Chapter One I explored how
‘balloonomania’ operates and explained how I use aesthetics in relation to flight. The key
components of a discourse of aerial aesthetics include sensuous perception of the aerial
sphere, particularly in relation to the emotions that flight evokes, the interactions with nature,
and the sense that the balloonists and aviators are in a world of their own, completely
separate from the earth. The narratives associated with flight are unique because “the mode of
moving a body through space affects the traveler who moves through space as that body”
(Smith, Moving xii) and “the mode of motion informs the meaning that the traveler sends
back home in narration” (Smith, Moving xii). The texts are only able to be created because of
this access to a different mode of motion and the conditions of that motion shape the writing.
In Chapter Two, the views that Sadler sees and his witnessing of two sunsets in one day is an
occurrence only possible in the air. In Chapter Three, Glaisher, Flammarion, Fonvielle and
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Tissandier can only experience the clouds, lights and colour the way they do from their aerial
perspective. In Chapter Five, Saint-Exupéry depicts the flyer as different from the grounded
human, because of what they encounter in the air, and in the final chapter, Markham’s
existential reflections as a consequence of feeling utterly alone with no other world seeming
to be possible, are realisable solely because of the uniqueness of the aerial domain. The
metaphysical isolation of the night flights detailed by Saint-Exupéry and Markham and the
pioneering adventures related to aviation are all inimitable aspects of an aerial aesthetics.
Examined together, these narratives demonstrate the way the new experience of flight
produced an aesthetic discourse.
In this thesis I have presented a study of the literature of human flight that has
extended the knowledge of flight literature by linking the narratives of ballooning and those
of the aeroplane, showing that ideas linked to flight over the centuries are enduring and that a
discourse of flight has developed, as an important and valuable means of seeking to
understand the world. This study contributes to the scholarship of the literature of flight and
produces new knowledge related to the literary history of flight. It provides new research into
the literary representation of flight from the 1810s to the 1940s, and of commonalities across
this period. My project has examined the particular aerial aesthetics that is portrayed, from
ballooning until the commercialisation of aeroplane flight. I opened my thesis with a
comment about how the fascination and longing for flight has been evident throughout our
human past. The fascination for flight continues today. Now, space flight is seen as a sign of
progress, and many countries strove to be the first when this new arena of flight was
invented, like they had for ballooning and aviation. The elicitation of strong emotions such as
joy, delight and euphoria that many were compelled to write about after the first balloon and
aeroplane flights was again seen in the crowds who witnessed the first moon landing in 1969.
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Although other forms of transport such as the automobile and train also radically
changed the perception of the world, space and time, flying differed in that, though it too was
to eventually become a form of transport, it carried the additional dimension of leaving the
earth, and encompassed an aspect that was other-worldly. In the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries many people could experience travel by train and automobile, but to fly in an
aeroplane was available to few. It required a technological aptitude and access to a
technology that was not readily obtainable and had the added dimension of danger and a real
possibility of death. All of the writer-flyers realise that the way that they have experienced
their forms of flight will not be the same in the future, and will be usurped by more
technological advances. Saint-Exupéry and Markham, particularly, lament the changes that
remove what they see as the romance of pioneering flight. The aerial perspective is now
routine, as is human flight. Boitani posits that “[n]owadays, airline companies do their utmost
to provide travelers with conditions as similar as possible to those on the ground, in a vision
that is essentially vertical” (170). He observes that “[t]he passengers’ happiness, based on the
pilot’s knowledge and our vast array of technological tools, lies in ignorance; their wisdom
derives from abdication and resignation, or even boredom; their essence consists of becoming
– and sensing themselves as – mere objects” (170). Flight is now experienced in a passive
way, not in the sublime way when the writer-flyers perceived themselves as mere objects in a
large universe. Wlad Godzich points out that routine “is the very opposite of the new” (254)
and when flying becomes normalised and commercialised, Christopher Schaberg in his
Airportness: The Nature of Flight echoes Boitani, asking “[h]as the nature of flight become
too banal for its own good?” (50). He notes that now
no one seems to notice that we are hurtling down the runway, heading toward that
point called ‘rotation’ where the landing gear leaves the Earth and we are, at once, in
flight. This feeling has become humdrum for the regular traveler, just another moment
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in the tedious journey from here to there. We barely even register it anymore…it is as
if we are on a bus or any other form of mass transit. (49-50)
Schaberg implies that aerial aesthetics is no longer appreciated, detailing how the
“[m]ountainous terrain unfurls beneath us” (51) but “no window seat occupants seem to be
gazing out at the topography below, or into the cloudscape” (51) suggesting “a diminishment
of the sublimity once assumed to be a natural experience associated with aerial views” (51).
He observes that “[t]he window seat sublime surrounds everyone, but remains largely
unseen” (52). Schaberg is right to question why passengers now seem disinterested in the
aerial perspective. It is possible that because they are not in control of the aeroplane and do
not understand how it works, or have not undertaken the training to learn how to fly one, that
they are distanced from the reality of flight. It as though they exist in an imagined or abstract
world of flight, where they do not really think about what it means to be so high above the
earth.
Although there is a sense of ennui now linked to aeroplane flight, the technological
progress of other types of pioneering flight continues today. The rapidity of change within the
technology of flight has sped up remarkably over the centuries. From the first balloon flight
in 1783, it took 120 years until the first aeroplane flight in 1903. In 1961, a mere 58 years
later, the first human was launched into space. Eight years after that a human was on the
moon in 1969. And just two years after that, in 1971, the first lander touched down on Mars.
Using Sennett’s idea of cell membranes and walls in relation to flight, humans continue to
breach the membrane of our grounded life in our quest for the beyond. Humans seek to
explore beyond, to reach the peaks of the earth through climbing mountains and exploring the
Antarctic, and the progression to exploring above the earth and then beyond earth’s gravity is
a progression that is seen throughout history. Each time we achieve a new record of flight,
from ballooning to the aeroplane, from the moon to other planets, we want more, always
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seeking to go further than the earth on which we were born and on which we are sustained.
Humans will continually strive to go further, to find new places, to explore the unexplored.
This is an area of possible further research, to ascertain if there are similarities in the literary
depiction of space flight to those of ballooning and the aeroplane, and if it is another
extension of the discourse of flight and if it, too, has a commonality in aerial aesthetics.
Further research could also be undertaken on the phenomenon termed ‘the overview effect’80
which space explorers and philosophers have noted that astronauts experience, which in
many ways seems to have similarities with the feelings expressed by balloonists and aviators
with flight within the earth’s orbit. It encompasses a cognitive shift, similar to the
‘adjustments of consciousness’ needed with earlier types of flight. The study of flight
continues, an enduring field of research with still more to examine.

80

See Frank White’s book The Overview Effect: Space Exploration and Human Evolution.
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