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mericans took to the skies at an early 
date.  Benjamin Franklin considered 
the possibility of using balloons in war-
fare in 1783, only days aer the "rst 
successful hot-air balloon #ights in 
France.  John Sherburne, frustrated by 
the Army’s ineffectiveness during the 
Seminole War of 1840, proposed using 
balloons for observation above the wil-
derness that hid the adversary.  John 
Wise, dismayed by the prospects of a 
long and costly siege of Veracruz dur-
ing the Mexican War, suggested using 
balloons in 1846 for bombing defend-
ing forces, three years before Austria 
actually did so against Venice.

John LaMountain and addeus Lowe 

successfully launched manned reconnaissance bal-
loons in support of Union operations during the 
American Civil War.  In late June 1861 Lowe's map 
of Confederate positions in Falls Church, Virginia, 
was the "rst signi"cant contribution of manned 
#ight to American warfare, although the Union 
lost the battle at Bull Run in July.  e map allowed 
Lowe to report aer the battle that the Confeder-
ates were not advancing on Washington.  He was 
thus able to help prevent panic following the de-
feat. In September he demonstrated the balloon’s 
potential when he directed artillery "re at Confed-
erate positions.  He went on to establish the "rst 
U.S. “air force,” the Balloon Service of the Army of 
the Potomac, although weather, technological limi-
tations, bungling, and military opposition pre-
vented further development and exploitation.

e Genesis Of American Air 
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By means of such balloons as the Intrepid, shown being in!ated during the Civil War battle at Fair Oaks 
outside Richmond, Virginia, in the spring of 1862, the Union Army conducted reconnaissance missions over 
enemy territory in America’s "rst use of air power.

ey shall mount up with wings as eagles.
~Isaiah 40:31

A

Page 1



Page 2

is Civil War experience convinced Brigadier General Adolphus Greely of the Army Signal Corps 
that the balloon's capabilities had been unrealized.  As part of a special section formed in 1892, 
his one balloon directed artillery "re during the Battle of San Juan Hill in the Spanish American 
War and reported the presence of the Spanish #eet at Santiago de  Cuba Harbor.  is limited suc-
cess with lighter-than-air balloons (enemy ground "re destroyed the section's balloon in Cuba) 
encouraged Greely and the Army to give Samuel  Langley, Secretary of the Smithsonian Institu-
tion, $50,000  in 1898 to build a powered  heavier-than-air #ying  machine.  e spectacular fail-
ures of Langley's Aerodrome launched  over the Potomac River on October 7 and December 8, 
1903, soured Army opinions on the practicality of #ight for several years.  When Orville and Wil-
bur Wright succeeded  in the world's "rst powered, heavier-than-air,  controlled  #ight on Decem-
ber  17, 1903, the Signal Corps expressed no interest.  Establishing the Aeronautical Division of 
the Signal Corps on August I, 1907, the Army ignored the Wrights and their achievement.  It pre-
ferred experimenting with the steerable airship or dirigible, then being perfected in Europe.  e 
desertion of a private cost the Aeronautical Division half of its enlisted strength, but did not pre-
vent the Army from ordering its "rst nontethered airship,  Dirigible  No. 1, for $6,750 in 1908.

e Wrights' successes came to the attention of others, however, and President eodore Roose-
velt directed the Army to entertain bids for an aircra in late 1907.  Meanwhile, intrepid airmen 
pressed on.  Lieutenant Frank Lahm became the "rst officer to #y in an aircra in early Septem-
ber 1908.  Not even the death of Lieutenant omas Selfridge, America's  "rst  military aviation 
fatality,  killed  in what the New York Times called a "wreck  of bloodstained wood, wire, and can-
vas," could stop  the advance  of  military  aviation.  On  August 2, 1909,  the  Army awarded the 
Wrights $30,000 for delivering Aeroplane No. 1, and a $5,000 bonus for exceeding speci"cations.  
e Aeronautical Division now had one aircra, but no pilots, ground crews, or training establish-
ment.  Wilbur Wright taught Lieutenants  Frank Lahm, Benjamin Foulois, and Frederic Hum-
phreys to #y. (He included Humphreys as a passenger on the world's "rst night #ight.)  Penury 
soon reduced America's air force to one pilot (Foulois) #ying one much-damaged, much-
repaired aircra.

e Wright Military Flyer during !ight 
tests held at Fort  Myer in northern Vir-
ginia just across the Potomac River from 
Washington, D.C., 1908.  Orville Wright 
was at the controls.  e Flyer is shown 
over a gate and wall of nearby Arlington 
National Cemetery.
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he potential of the airplane was proved 
in World War I when its use in critical 
reconnaissance halted the initial Ger-
man offensive against Paris. It was not 
used to harass troops or drop bombs 
until two months into the war.  On the 
basis of an aviator's report that the Ger-
man army had a large gap in its lines 
and was attempting to swing wide and 
west around the British army, British  
commander  Sir  John  French  refused  
requests from the French to link up his 
army with their forces to the east.  At 
the resulting battle of Mons southwest  
of Brussels  on August 23, 1914, the 
British slowed  the overall German ad-
vance,  forcing  it to swing east of Paris. 
e Allies, on the basis of a British avia-
tor's report of the move, stopped the 
Germans at the battle of the Marne 
from September 6 to 9.  e Germans,  
on the basis of one of their aviator's ob-
servation  of the Allies' concentration,  
retreated  behind  the Aisne River. 
ese  actions, spurred by aerial obser-
vation,  forced the combatants  into 
"xed positions and initiated four years 
of trench warfare.

When American  aircrews  arrived  in 
France  three years later to join the con-
#ict, they found mile aer mile of fetid 
trenches protected by machine guns, 
barbed wire, and massed artillery.  e 
airplane's  primary roles remained re-
connaissance  and observation  over 
the trenches of both sides, into which 

were poured men, supplies, and equipment in 
huge quantities easily seen from the air. ousands 
of aviators fought and died for control of the skies 
above armies locked in death struggles below.

In 1914 the U.S. Army's Aviation Section  of the 
Signal  Corps had "ve air squadrons and three be-
ing formed.  By April 6, 1917, when the United 
States declared war on Germany,  it had 56 pilots 
and fewer than 250 aircra, all obsolete.  Congress  
appropriated $54.25  million in May and June  
1917 for "military aeronautics" to create a total of  
13 American squadrons for the war effort.  How-
ever, French Premier Alexandre Ribot's tele-
graphed message to President Woodrow Wilson in 
late May revealed that the United States did not yet 
comprehend the scale of the war.  Ribot recom-
mended  that the Allies would need an American 
air force of 4,500 aircra, 5,000 pilots, and 50,000 
mechanics by 1918 to achieve victory.  Trainer air-
cra and spare parts would increase America's con-
tribution  to over 40,000 aircra-this from a coun-
try that had produced only a few hundred, both ci-
vilian and military, from 1903 to 1916.In the nited 
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I n the United States an outpouring of patriotism accompanied the declaration of war.  Talk of 
"darkening the skies over Germany with clouds of U.S. aircra" stiffened Allied resolve.  It also 
appealed to the American people.  Congress supported their sentiments when it approved $640 
million on July 24, 1917, the largest lump sum ever appropriated by that body to that time, for a 
program to raise 354 combat squadrons.

President Wilson immediately created the Aircra Production Board under Howard Coffin to ad-
minister an expansion, but the United States had no aircra industry, only several shops that 
hand-built an occasional aircra, and no body of trained workers.  e spruce industry, critical to 
aircra construction, attempted to meet the enormous demand under government supervision.  
A production record that approached a national disaster forced Wilson on May 21, 1918, to estab-
lish a Bureau of Aircra Production under John Ryan and a separate Division of Military Aero-
nautics under Major General William Kenly.  e division would be responsible for training and 
operations and would replace the Aviation Section of the Signal Corps.  Perhaps as an indication 
of the Army's attitude toward the new air weapon, the two agencies remained without a single 
overall chief.  Not until four months before the end of the war did Wilson appoint Ryan Director 
of the Air Service and Second Assistant Secretary of War in a late attempt to coordinate the two 
agencies.
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Air Force
e United States Air Force (USAF) is the aerial warfare serv-
ice branch of the United States Armed Forces and one of the 
seven American uniformed services. Initially part of the 
United States Army, the USAF was formed as a separate 
branch of the military on 18 September 1947 under the Na-
tional Security Act of 1947.[5] It is the most recent branch of 
the U.S. military to be formed, and is the largest and one of the 
world's most technologically advanced air forces.
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Aircra
A machine or device, such as an airplane, helicopter, glider, or 
dirigible, that is capable of atmospheric #ight.

Related Glossary Terms

Dirigible



Balloons
e hot air balloon is the oldest successful human-carrying 
#ight technology. It is part of a class of aircra known as bal-
loon aircra. On November 21, 1783, in Annonay, France, the 
"rst untethered[1] manned #ight was performed by Jean-
François Pilâtre de Rozier and François Laurent d'Arlandes in a 
hot air balloon created on December 14, 1782 by the Mont-
gol"er brothers.[2] Hot air balloons that can be propelled 
through the air rather than just being pushed along by the 
wind are known as airships or, more speci"cally, thermal air-
ships.
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Dirigible
A dirigible is any lighter-than-air cra that is both powered 
and steerable (as opposed to free #oating, like a balloon).  
Blimps like the Goodyear blimp, rigid airships like the Hinden-
burg, and semi-rigid airships like the Zeppelin NT are all dirigi-
bles.

Related Glossary Terms

Aircraft, Balloons



Intrepid
Intrepid (balloon aircra), an American Civil War military ob-
servation balloon
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Balloons



Patriotism
devoted love, support, and defense of one's country; national 
loyalty.
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Warfare
1.  the process of military struggle between two nations or 
groups of nations; war.

2.  armed con#ict between two massed enemies, armies, or the 
like.

3.  con#ict, especially when vicious and unrelenting, between 
competitors, political rivals, etc.
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