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Hydrogen and Smoke:
A Survey of Lighter-Than-Air
Flight in South Dakota
prior to World War I *

RICHARD T. READ and DAVID RAMBOW

In these technologically sophisticated times of jet aircraft and
space travel, it is difficult to imagine the awe eighteenth-century
inventors must have felt when they achieved buoyant flight. In
1783, Frenchmen harnessed both hot air and hydrogen gas to
float them skyward in crude balloons. Their efforts introduced a
period of rapid discovery and experimental flights in Europe and,
later, America. Aeronauts —as early balloonists were called —feverishly pursued lighter-than-air flight into the nineteenth century. Some of their inventions were ingenious. Many were fatal.
Yet all were expressions of the human desire to overcome the
bonds of gravity and drift free among the clouds.'
• The initial research on this topic was conducted for an exhibit entitled "Balloons in the Prairie Sky." created for the Siouxland Heritage Museums system.
This exhibit, which was on display in the Old Courthouse Museum in Sioux Falls
from 27 April to 2 November 1986, covered various aspects of lighter-than-air flight
in South Dakota up to the present time.
1. Tom D. Crouch, The Eagle Aloft Two Centuries of the Balloon in America
(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1983), pp. 13-14, 16-18, 30.
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In the recent past. South Dakota has played a significant role in
American ballooning. Many people recognize the importance of
the high-altitude flights from the Stratobowl near Rapid City during the 1930s and of Raven Industries, the internationally famous
balloon manufacturer in Sioux Falls. Before World War I, however. South Dakota followed rather than set national trends. In
the United States, the first manned balloon flight occurred at
Philadelphia on 9 January 1793. From that date until around
1830, balloon flights throughout the country were relatively rare,
experimental events, usually restricted to large cities. As ballooning grew in popularity, promoters were quick to recognize
the great profit to be made in holding demonstrations during special public gatherings. Starting in the 1830s and continuing into
the 1870s, balloon ascensions became novelty events that featured such amusements as aerial fireworks and animal parachute
drops. During this period, most flights were scheduled in such regions as the eastern seaboard, the Midwest, and the area around
San Francisco, where there were enough spectators to make it
profitable.^
As audiences grew tired of predictable shows, the aeronauts
developed dangerous acts to satisfy the crowds. The 1870s and
1880s brought acrobats to the air via suspended trapeze bars. In
1887, human parachute jumps began again after a sixty-year
lapse, and this singular feat held the ballooning spotlight for
decades. As one historian stated, "Suddenly, during the late
1880s and early 1890s, semisuicidal daredevils seemed to be leaping over every small town in America, often with disastrous
results."^ Interest in these death-defying stunts mushroomed,
and by the 1890s, aeronauts were performing coast to coast.^
One reason for the phenomenal growth in ballooning activity
was the emergence in the 1880s of a different balloon type. In the
earlier days, gas balloons filled with hydrogen generated by mixing sulfuric acid and iron filings had dominated the scene. In addition to the complicated process of inflation, which could take
hours, it took some skill to maneuver a gas balloon with its ballast
of sandbags, which were carried aloft and dropped to gain altitude, and the hydrogen, which had to be vented off to descend or
land the craft. The new variety of balloon was nothing more than
2. Ibid., pp. 106-8, 214, 465.
3. Ibid., p. 475.
4. Ibid., pp. 465, 475, 478.
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Leaving the smoke and flames of tke fire pit below,
a smoke balloon ascends into the air over Tacoma
Park in Brown County, South Dakota.

Copyright © 1988 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Hydrogen and Smoke

135

a cloth bag filled with heated air for lift. Because these balloons
required dense smoke to "cure" the fabric (usually a cotton muslin material), they became known as "smoke balloons," or just
"smokies," Rising into the air when inflated, they dropped when
the air inside had cooled sufficiently. Anyone could create a
smoke balloon and join the ranks of daring parachute jumpers
touring the country.^
Both balloon types had advantages and disadvantages. Both
were "free" balloons, or at the mercy of wind currents for their
direction. Both had fire dangers, although for different reasons:
hydrogen is extremely flammable, and many smoke balloons
were ignited during the inflation process. Gas balloons could sustain flight for longer periods, while the smoke balloons ascended
rapidly and fell to the ground within minutes. One advantage of
the smoke balloon's quick inflation and lift-off was its ability to
dodge poor weather —the entire procedure and flight could take
as little as thirty minutes. From the spectator's standpoint, the
smokie's rapid ascent and the associated acrobatics and parachute jumps rated far higher than the slow ascent and gradual
drifting out of sight of a gas balloon. The smoke balloon was also
low in cost. The basic construction materials were far cheaper,
and there were no expenses for chemicals needed to generate hydrogen gas or for purchase of city "coal gas," which was a common alternative.^ Overall, however, smoke balloons put operators
at greater personal risk. Pointing to the difference made by the
change from gas balloon to smokie in the late nineteenth century,
one author states: "American newspapers, which had once focused on the skill of aeronauts who made flights halfway across
the continent, now carried the grisly details of one aeronautical
death after another."^
A typical smoke balloon stood about sixty feet tall, twentyeight feet across, and consisted of three sections: the cap, midsection, and mouth. The cap, where internal temperatures were
greatest, was sewn with a double thickness of cloth to prevent
burning. Approximately forty vertical sections, or "gores," cut
from everyday muslin sheeting composed the midsection. A sizing solution made of glue, alum, soda, salt, and whiting dissolved
5. Ibid., pp. 81. 465.
6. Ibid., pp. 178, 468-69.
7. Ibid., p. 469.
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in water filled the pores of the fabric. Starting about halfway
down the balloon, cords were sewn into the seams and attached to
an iron hoop, often a wagon wheel felloe eight feet in diameter,
which served as the rigid mouth of the envelope. Four cables attached to this ring provided the support for the aeronaut, who
held the parachute he would use for his descent. A fire pit several
feet away served as the source of heated air, which was channeled to the balloon through a covered trench. Once the balloon
became full, the aeronaut's assistants threw kerosene or some
other flammable liquid on the fire to create a final blast of heat
that shot the smokie up to an altitude of one thousand feet within
seconds.*
The simplicity and popularity of these balloons eventually
brought them to South Dakota, but few details about the individuals involved in balloon ascents over the state before World War
I are known. Most of these "professors" — a title adopted by many
during this period —were itinerant showmen, who zig-zagged
across the country or region to entertain crowds at July Fourth
celebrations, county fairs, or other civic celebrations. Forgotten
now, their names and exploits are hidden among the brittle pages
of aging newspapers. Two such aeronauts were Professor W. Z.
Love of Indianapolis and W. E. Wieterringer, both of whom performed in Sioux Falls during 1895 and 1898 respectively. Another
was a Mr. Fred Butler, who, according to a tattered handbill advertising the 1902 Early Settlers' Picnic to be held north of Sioux
Falls, would launch a balloon and make a parachute jump from fifteen thousand feet.'
The earliest known balloon flight in South Dakota occurred
during a July Fourth celebration in Custer in 1882. Three days
before the scheduled event, the Custer Chronicle claimed that
the ascension would be "the first that has ever occurred in the
Hills and will undoubtedly be witnessed by thousands of people in
the Southern Hills camps."'" Several days later, the newspaper
reported: "Per announcement, at 7:30 o'clock arrangements were
made and the work of inflating the monster baloon [sic], was com-

8. Ibid., pp. 466-68.
9. Sioux Falls Evening Argus-Leader, 25, 27 Sept. 1895; Sioux Falls Daily
Argus-Leader, 14.15 Oct. 1898; Early Settlers' Association of Minnehaha County,
S.Dak., Handbill, Eleventh Annual Picnic, 19 June 1902, Siouxland Heritage Museums, Sioux Falls, S.Dak.
10. Custer Chronicle, 1 July 1882.
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menced. Under the management of Keith & Benson it was successfully accomplished in about an hour, and at 8:30 the baloon
with the bold Aeronauts in the car slowly arose above the housetops." The slow rate-of-climb and a reference to substances purchased in Deadwood for inflation suggest that the balloon used
hydrogen gas for lift. The report continued: "At a height of about
80 or 100 feet, as though fully alive as to what was necessary, it
created considerable excitement by careening first to one side
then to the other, and for a moment it seemed that it would reverse operations and take a trip to the centre of the earth, the
next moment, however, it righted and steadily, and gracefully
mounted the aeriform fluid until it appeared only a mere speck,
when it took a northeasterly course and could be traced by the
naked eye to some point east of Harney's Peak. The fate of our
correspondent and Keith is not yet known."" Additional details
about these hapless aeronauts do not seem to be available.
Another early account deals with the aeronaut Monsieur
LeRoy. In conjunction with the celebration of the nation's birthday on 4 July 1889, Sioux Fails hosted a special tribute to the
soon-to-be-official state of South Dakota. The festivities included
the performance of balloonist Monsieur LeRoy, who negotiated
the phenomenal sum of one thousand dollars for an ascent in his
smoke balloon and a subsequent parachute jump from one thousand feet. LeRoy claimed publicly that his balloon was made of
quality materials —imported from Europe —and had a value of
over five hundred dollars. It was an impressive sixty-six-feet high
and forty-four-feet in diameter when fully inflated.
Unfortunately, this particular day was not favorable for
launching a hot-air balloon. The wind was blowing strongly, but
LeRoy announced early that morning that he would attempt an
ascension despite the danger. Over three thousand spectators
gathered to witness the event and, after waiting for over two
hours, grew impatient. Not wishing to disappoint the crowd,
LeRoy disregarded safety and kindled the fire in the pit. Then, as
if on cue, a "gust of wind blew the canvass and it caught fire, and
in two minutes the balloon was in ashes, and the crowd soon after
dispersed." When the entertainment committee refused to pay
his fee, the aeronaut quietly departed and remains yet another
obscure figure from this period in ballooning history.'^
11. Ibid., 8 July 1882.
12. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 5 July 1889.
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Bert Ward is believed to have been the pilot of the balloon shotim
here being inflated at Riverside Park in Sioux City in 1904.
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One active aeronaut who lived and performed mainly in South
Dakota in the first few years following statehood was Warren
Albert Ward. Bert, as he was known, was the son of an Iowa carpenter. He moved to Dakota Territory with his young bride in
1888 and a few months later made his first parachute jump from a
balloon before a small crowd in Kimball, South Dakota. Jumping
from balloons probably paid the bills much faster than his mercantile store ever would, so Ward began doing ascensions and
jumps throughout the southern portion of the state. No longer a
novice balloonist, he soon acquired the commonly used title of
"Professor.""
In the next few years. Professor Ward's balloon show traveled
to fairs and small-town celebrations in Iowa and Minnesota, as
well as to events in South Dakota. One of Ward's handbills advertised flights that varied "from a half mile to six miles in distance,
and from 1,000 to 6,000 feet in height —performing the most daring feats on a trapeze while ascending —forming an attraction to
any exhibition that cannot fail to draw a crowd and repay any society availing itself of my services." Ward's handbill also gives us
a clue to the moral fiber of many of his fellow "smokies," as he
cautions his customers to "investigate your aeronaut, as there
are so many misleading circulars sent out by unreliable parties.
My outfit is neat and my assistants are gentlemen, not toughs."'*
Professor Ward and his associates seem to have been successful
and busy. Ward was a feature attraction at the Great State Fair
held in Sioux Falls in 1891. While the fair was not the financial
success its promoters had hoped it would be. Ward's balloon
ascensions seem to have been crowd pleasers.'^
Little is known of Bert Ward's activities and performances
over the next fifteen years. However, much was written about his
last balloon jump, which took place at the Old Settlers' Picnic in
Monroe, South Dakota, in the summer of 1906. As the nowexperienced, forty-seven-year-old aeronaut ascended in his balloon, the parachute he was carrying became entangled on a telephone wire. Newspapers throughout southeastern South Dakota
carried articles about the tragedy, and the Graphic in Kimball,

13. W. A. Ward scrapbook, Ballooning Files and Records, Center for Western
Studies, Augustana College, Sioux Falls, S.Dak. {hereafter cited as CWS).
14. Ward handbill. Ballooning Files and Records, CWS.
15. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 24. 26 Sept. 1891.
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where Ward had begun his ballooning career, described it in
detail: "The velocity of the balloon unstapled the wire and drew it
up seventy-feet, holding the parachute a moment and then throwing him to the ground. The man's neck, arms, and other bones
were broken." The article characterized Ward, whose career had
spanned nearly twenty years, as "absolutely fearless and one of
the most daring aeronauts in the profession."'*"
Not all ballooning stories ended so grimly. A popular one concerns Professor Jack DeElnora and his adventure in Wall, South
Dakota, where he was hired to perform a gas balloon ascension
and jump at a 1910 celebration commemorating the founding of
the city. On his way to Wall, DeElnora stopped in Yankton and invited his friend —a disabled barber —to accompany him. Professor DeElnora was an alcoholic, and the residents of Wall soon discovered this problem. On the day of the balloon flight, the aeronaut completed the necessary preparations for inflating and
launching the balloon and then passed out, intoxicated. Several
hundred spectators had arrived to witness the ascension and,
16. KimbaU Graphic, 13 June 1906.

While balloon ascensions were relatively rare events in western South
Dakota, the town of Wall hosted at least two—the one shown here, in
1908, and that of Professor DeElnora, which ended in near-disaster in 1910.
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having waited several hours for it, were determined not to be
cheated. The townspeople subsequently targeted the professor's
friend, and the helpless man was dragged to the balloon, placed in
the basket, and sent aloft. The balloon and its passenger then
drifted southward and out of sight, A search party went out the
following day and discovered the barber, cold and thirsty, but unhurt, after spending a night with the remnants of DeEinora's aircraft among the jagged peaks of the Badlands.^^
There were also a surprising number of women in the aerialshow business at this time, among them Hazel Keyes, who received rave reviews for her three performances at the Tri-State
Fair in Sioux Falls in 1896. Described as an experienced professional entertainer, she had over two hundred ascensions to her
credit. Her act consisted of spins and tricks performed while
hanging from twin trapeze bars beneath the balloon, followed by
a high-altitude parachute jump. She often carried aloft small animals such as monkeys, which would be released into the air with
miniature parachutes. In like fashion, the 7 July 1909 ArgusLeader carried a poster announcing the Barnum and Bailey Circus in which an unidentified female would ride a horse named
"Jupiter" while both were carried aloft in a large gas balloon,"
Not all aeronautic performances were intended simply to thrill
an audience. One sketchy historical note suggests that in August
1908 a rainmaker came to Kimball to dispel the hot, dry weather.
He ascended in a balloon and ignited some high explosives, but
rain did not come immediately. Later that day, however, "a cloud
came up, suddenly from the northwest and produced a drenching
shower." An accompanying photograph shows a smoke balloon
rising into the air over Kimball, but it is uncertain whether this
was indeed the rainmaker's craft.''
By the turn of the century, a third type of lighter-than-air vehicle had grown in popularity as aerial navigation became the objective among transportation promoters and military strategists.
While "free" balloons were at the mercy of the wind currents for
17. Paul E. ("Ed") Yost of Skypower in Tea, South Dakota, told this story during
a meeting at the Old Courthouse Museum in November 1985. Yost, a noted balloonist, is a founder of Raven Industries in Sioux Falls.
18. Sioux Faits Evening Argus-Leader, 23 Sept. 1896; Sioux Falls Daily ArgusLeader, 7 July 1909.
19. Mrs. Donald W. Bickner. Mrs. John W. Lytle. and Mrs. Ervin C. Petula,
comps.. Echoes of the Past-1880-1980, Kimball, South Dakota {Kimball, S.Dak.: By
the compilers, 1980), pp. 16-17.
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direction, an airship, or dirigible (French for "steerable"), was designed with an elongated, aerodynamic shape and motor-driven
propellers. Before long, airships held the spotlight during many
local fairs and international expositions.
One of the most intriguing stories dealing with the quest for
navigated lighter-than-air flight in South Dakota centers on inventor Henry Heintz (1848-1918). A native of Luxembourg and
postmaster in Elkton, South Dakota, Heintz received a patent in
1897 for an airship design unlike anything yet constructed.^" The
invention, according to the patent specifications, consisted of "a
cigar-shaped or cylindrical balloon and a structure suspended
therefrom and adapted to receive passengers, freight, and motive
power. Screw propelling-wheels are used for supplying the power
to propel the ship, and reciprocating parachutes are employed for
elevating the otherwise unbalanced weight of the structure."^^
Heintz and Frank Wulf, an Aurora blacksmith, spent three
years developing a prototype of the airship. On 15 April 1900,
they attempted a test flight of the apparently unmanned craft in
Elkton. According to an article in the Argus-Leader, it proved to
be "a flat failure."" One account claimed the airship "actually got
up about 8 feet or so and then plopped to the ground."*^ Another
Elkton resident remembers hearing that it remained in the air for
a few seconds before crashing into the ground.^* Whatever the
reason for the failure, it did not dampen the enthusiasm of Heintz
and his supporters.
Nearly two years after the disappointing trial flight, Heintz
and other prominent Elkton citizens formed the Northwestern
Aerial Navigation Company. Incorporated on 7 January 1902, the
purpose of the new enterprise as stated in its prospectus was to
exploit the 1897 patent and "to manufacture and operate air ships
built in accordance with the plans and specifications set forth in

20. George W. Kingsbury, History of Dakota Territory, and George Martin
Smith, ed., South Dakota: Its History and Its People, 5 vols. (Chicago: S. J. Clarke
Publishing Co.. 1915), 5:184.
21. United States Patent Office, No. 580,941, "Air-Ship Henry Heintz, Elkton,
South Dakota," 20 April 1897.
22. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 16 Apr. 1900.
23. Brookings Register, 15 Aug. 1954.
24. Gale Pifer, "The Elkton Airship-Henry Heitz' [sic] Airplane" in Karl E,
Mundt Historical & Educational Foundation Series No. 13, 16th Dakota History
Conference, April 12-U, 198A, Papers, comp. H. W. Blakely (Madison. S.Dak.: Dakota State College. 1985), pp. 706.
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H. HEINTZ.
AIR SHIP.

Patented Apr. 20, i897.

Elkton inventor Henry Heintz Hnsetl spent several years at the turn of
the century designing, building, and promoting an airship that never flew.
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said patent, and other air ships, balloons, and vessels intended for
aerial navigation and the transportation of passengers and goods;
and the manufacture and operation of such machinery as may be
useful and adapted for the operation of such air ships, balloons
and vessels."" The probable incentive for the renewed vitality of
the enterprise becomes apparent upon further examination of the
prospectus. Organizers of the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition to be held in Saint Louis were offering two hundred thousand
dollars in cash prizes to the winners in several categories of competitive airship flights, including altitude, endurance, distance,
and time trials over a fifteen-mile, L-shaped course. The promoters' announcement "drew 97 potential entrants and created intense interest in navigable airships."^*
The confidence of the Northwestern Aerial Navigation Company—obviously rebounded from the airship's dismal demonstration earlier —was quite apparent: "Many eminent and scientific
authorities have examined and considered the features which
characterize this invention as unique in the history of experiment
in aerial navigation, and have invariably expressed surprise and
admiration at the practicability of design, the symplicity [sic] of
detail and the completeness with which every possible contingency has been provided for in the conception of this machine." The
prospectus went on to say, "It is confidently expected that this invention will, in the near future, become a carrier of an important
portion of the world's commerce, both local and international.""
Beyond the prospectus and stock certificates from 1902, nothing
more is known about the Heintz airship. It did not compete at the
exposition in Saint Louis, and it is likely that the business venture generated little financial support for construction of another
vehicle.
An amusing footnote to Heintz's invention is a statement in the
company's prospectus regarding Alberto Santos-Dumont, the famous Brazilian-born aeronaut who produced some of the first successful gasoline-powered dirigibles. "It is expected," the prospectus said, "that shares now selling at Twenty-five cents, will in the
near future sell at as many thousand dollars. This expectation is

25. Northwestern Aerial Navigation Company, Prospectus of the Northwestern
Aerial Navigation Company (Elkton. S.Dak., 1902), p. 2.
26. Roger E. Bilstein, Flight in America, 1900-1983: From the Wrights to the Astronauts (Baltimore: Jobns Hopkins University Press, 1984), pp. 6-7.
27. Northwestern Aerial Navigation Company. Prospectus, p. 3.
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based upon the fact that this Company holds an exclusive patent
from the United States government, issued in 1897, upon the only
practical idea of an air ship which has ever been conceived. It is
also based upon the fact that the machine used by Santos-Dumont
in the summer of 1901, in his flight around the Eifel [sic] tower, is
an infring[e]ment upon our patent, leaving out many of the most
practical and important features of the same, and on account of
our patent the Dumont machine could not be used in this
country."" Needless to say, the Heintz airship never flew, while
Santos-Dumont continued to build successful airships and eventually designed and flew some of the first fixed-wing aircraft in
Europe.''^
After the Wright brothers made their historic flight in 1903,
nonbelievers worldwide began the process of accepting "heavierthan-air" flight. Most people had put their faith in the lighterthan-air devices of balloons and airships as the only means possible for manned flight. The years leading up to World War I, however, were full of experimentation and rapidly changing designs
for engines, propellers, wing shapes, and building materials. It
took about five years for the Wrights' invention to receive the
recognition it deserved. In 1908, both the Wrights' design and a
powered airship won military contracts, but during and after the
war, fixed-wing, heavier-than-air craft were proven to be superior for most conventional applications, leaving the lighter-than-air
industry to fill only minor roles in aviation.^"
The advent of the airplane slowly brought the days of the barnstorming professors to an end. However, just as it seemed that
ballooning was about to fade from the scene, there was a revival
of interest in the older, classic hydrogen-gas balloon. Prominent
society people —the captains of industry — began to partake in
the activity as recreation. These social elite viewed sport ballooning as a risky endeavor, not unlike business. Aero clubs sprang up
in most urban areas, especially in the East and Midwest. Members of these organizations were often millionaires to whom the
cost of the sport was no object.^^
The president of one of these clubs, Charles A. Coey, was so interested in the sport that in 1908, after taking his first ride in a
28. Ibid., p. 4.
29. Bilstein, Flight in Amenca, p. 6; Alvin M. Josephy, Jr., ed., The American
Heritage History of Flight (N.p.: American Heritage Publishing Co., 1962), p. 120.
30. Bilstein, Flight in America, pp. 12-13, 15, 31-39.
31. Crouch, Eagle Aloft, pp. 531. 537.
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balloon, he ordered a massive gasbag for his club in Chicago, Illinois. Built by C, L. Bumbaugh, an important Saint Louis industrialist who was a key figure in many of the midwestern balloon
clubs, the Chicago stood ten stories tall and was the largest balloon yet constructed in the United States. In return for his help,
Bumbaugh received permission to fly the craft when it was completed. In the spring of 1908, Coey, Bumbaugh, and a newspaper
reporter named Charles H. Leichliter prepared to test the brandnew Chicago in a trial flight across the country."
For over a week, millionaire Coey tried to arrange a launch
from Springfield, Illinois. Unfortunately, the weather was bad,
and the poor quality of gas obtained there failed to raise the balloon properly. The group considered moving the balloon to Danville or Louisville, but the lack of a vacant lot near the gasworks
in those towns made them reject those alternatives in favor of
Quincy, Illinois, where gas with sufficient lifting capabilities
could be obtained. Quincy was already a famous center for ballooning activity. Much of its reputation was due to the activities
of one of the nation's premier balloonists, Thomas S. Baldwin, a
local citizen. The famous aeronaut's brother, Sam Baldwin, assisted Coey and Bumbaugh in inflating the giant gasbag of the
Chicago to its 110,000-cubic-foot capacity.^^
Coey, Bumbaugh, and Leichliter left the ground at 6:00 P.M. on
1 June 1908. Their balloon sailed off amidst the cheers of spectators and headed due west. Soon after nightfall, the craft veered
north, and from then on, darkness prevented the aeronauts from
keeping track of their exact location. To make matters worse,
several hours into the flight they ran into a soaking rainstorm
that saturated both the balloon and its passengers. Despite maneuvering by Bumbaugh and the others, the storm was inescapable. The crew ascended to an altitude of sixty-five hundred feet,
hoping to rise above the clouds that had made them so miserable,
but the cold upper air contracted the hydrogen gas. The balloon
dropped fifteen hundred feet in less than one minute, sending the
Chicago and its passengers back into the storm they had tried to
escape, Coey and Bumbaugh dropped ballast as quickly as they
could, while Leichliter kept watch on the instruments indicating
the craft's altitude. The crew worked hard to avoid a dangerous

32. Ibid., pp. 537 38; Chicago Record-Herald, 3 June 1908.
33. Chicago Sunday Record-Herald, 7 June 1908.
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landing in the darkness. At this point, the aeronauts had no idea
where they were or how far they had already traveled.^*
At about 6 o'clock on the morning of 2 June, Dr. F. H. Staley of
Clear Lake, South Dakota, was just returning home from a night
call. As he drove along a road about eight miles from town, he saw
what he thought was a big, yellow balloon drop out of the lowhanging clouds, bump on the ground, and then sail back up into
the mist again. Staley drove his horses as quickly as possible to
his Clear Lake home, where he breathlessly told his wife of the
strange sighting. About two weeks earlier, the doctor had injured
his head, and Mrs. Staley thought he was now showing side effects from the accident. Getting no sympathy from his wife,
Staley spoke to several of his neighbors, but no one had seen anything unusual. The doctor was almost convinced he was losing his
mind, when two strangers arrived in Clear Lake, bringing with
them the story of their balloon and the flight they had just completed at the John Draayer farm, eight miles from Clear Lake."
In less than twelve hours, the Chicago had traveled over eight
hundred miles and at times had achieved speeds of seventy miles
per hour, setting several speed and distance records. The route
traveled also surprised many balloonists, since it was nearly opposite the prevailing wind currents. The balloon flight from Quincy, Illinois, to Clear Lake, South Dakota, made news in ballooning
circles all over the world. For a short time. Clear Lake and the
wayward Chicago were world-famous.^"
The previous fall, an airship called the "Goddard Modern Airship" (possibly named for the famous French aeronaut Louis Goddard) had come to the 1907 Harvest Fair and Festival in Sioux
Falls. Its handler and pilot, A. J. Hart, brought the ship from Chicago, but not without considerable problems. Its gasbag measured sixty-four-feet long and seventeen feet in diameter and took
almost nine hours to inflate with hydrogen gas. For a time, it had
even looked like the craft might not arrive in the state at all. On
the first day of the festival, a message arrived stating that the
train carrying it, along with the equipment needed for generating
the hydrogen gas, had been involved in a wreck. The accident did
not damage the ship, but it caused a delay of several days in its
arrival and that of its crew. This incident raised questions about

34. Ibid.; Chicago Record-Herald, 3 June 1908.
35. Chicago Sunday Record-Herald, 7 June 1908.
36. Chicago Record-Herald, 3 June 1908.
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whether or not the expectations of fair visitors would be fulfilled.
The fall festival was one of the best-attended fairs in the early
years. Ali major train lines into Sioux Falls provided special rates
to fairgoers, who literally flooded in to see the many attractions
and programs that had been advertised. The airship was a major
attraction most people did not want to miss."
The airship and its pilot finally arrived late on the second day
of festivities. Announcements in the local newspapers broadcast
its arrival and encouraged residents and fairgoers alike to attend
the ascension the next evening. Unfortunately, the demonstration did not prove to be worth the wait. The next day, the ArgusLeader covered the Goddard airship as follows: "Probably never
in the history of Sioux Falls has there been such a disappointment
as the fizzle in connection with the airship. Many of the visitors
have returned to their homes under the belief that they have
been intentionally humbugged
Between two and three thousands of people hung around the lots where the ascension was to
be made for more than two hours. When the big cigar-shaped balloon was brought to the grounds from the gas house where it had
been inflated, the spirits of the spectators ran high
The announcement [was then made] that the gas was not powerful
enough to float the airship itself
It would seem that a man
who was navigating an airship [Captain Hart] and making weekly
flights should have been posted on the buoyancy of any kind of
gas."^* A disgruntled fair committee was bound by contract to
pay the promoters of the airship for their performance despite
the problems encountered.
A successful dirigible flight took place in South Dakota during
the State Fair at Huron in September 1908. Charles J. Stroebel of
Toledo, Ohio, apparently owned the airship. He had built a series
of such ships and employed various aeronauts, some prominent
nationally, to demonstrate his flying machines at state fairs
around the Midwest from 1908 to 1912." In contrast to the Goddard airship fiasco in Sioux Falls, the fair crowd in Huron was
treated to an unusual spectacle. The local newspaper reported:

37. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader. 1, 2 Oct. 1907.
38. Ibid,, 4 Oct. 1907.
39. Stroebel Airship, State Fair, Huron. S.D.. '08 (picture postcard), in personal
collection of Robert Kolbe, Sioux Falls, S.Dak.; Allan Bergman to Richard Read, 17
Mar. 1987. Bergman, who lives in Euclid, Ohio, researches the history of iighterthan-air flight as a hobby.
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"The long wait for the appearance of the airship was at last rewarded when at 5:41 it was led out of its stall looking like a monster inflated silk worm, underneath which was suspended a boat
shaped frame work. On this was placed the gasoline motor which
sputtered and puffed in a very impatient manner. At the stern of
the aerial vessel is a large rudder, while at the prow a double
ended propeller fan is operated by the motor. After scoring several times for a start, at 5:53 the queer air craft arose gracefully
sailing almost directly westward. Then, rising yet higher and
turning to westward sailed over the packed grandstand in full
view of the people." Skillfully, the pilot steered the vehicle in a
wide arc and came to rest in the exact place of departure. Proclaimed the reporter, "The sight of one successfully navigating
the air was greatly appreciated by thousands who had never
before seen this modern wonder—the air ship.""
While eastern South Dakota seemed to follow national ballooning trends, the western portion of the state showed less activity.
The greater population density of the eastern section is one probable reason for its greater interest. Geographically, also, eastern
South Dakota sits on the fringe of the American Midwest, the
most active ballooning region during the late nineteenth
century.*^ The Argus-Leader was probably not far from the truth
when it boasted in 1898 that "some of the best balloonists of the
world have exhibited in Sioux Falls."*^ In eastern South Dakota,
as in the rest of the nation, the entertainment value of ballooning
essentially fueled the interest and activity. Aeronauts received
good money for courting death among the clouds, and the demand
for their feats remained high until around 1900. When dirigibles
came of age, many of the same aeronauts, in the words of one historian, "acquired airships and flitted across the country, riding
the crest of a vogue for aerial demonstrations at county fairs or
any event that promised a paying crowd.""
The first decade of the new century witnessed phenomenal advancements in aviation technology as fixed-wing airplanes rapidly eclipsed their slower, lighter-than-air cousins. Aeronauts
quickly abandoned their airships and balloons in favor of speedier
aircraft. One such aeronaut-turned-pilot was Lincoln Beachey

40. Daily Huronite, 9 Sept. 1908.
41. Crouch. Eagle Aloft, p. 478.
42. Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 14 Oct. 1898.
43. Bilstein, Flight in America, p. 7.
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Looking like an "inflated silk worm," the Stroebel airship gave an
iinpressive performance for spectators at the 1908 state fair in Huron.

who, in 1906 and 1907, traveled with two airships to exhibitions in
Canada, the United States, and Mexico. Eight years later,
Beachey died while performing airplane stunts for crowds attending the Panama-Pacific Exposition in San Francisco.** By World
War I, heavier-than-air craft, with the exception of the rigid zeppelins, dominated manned flight.
The sight of man's odd inventions conquering the air must have
been a strange one to the residents of turn-of-the-century South
Dakota. While the citizens of the state were primarily spectators
rather than active participants, the flights of various smoke balloons, gas balloons, and airships over South Dakota soil undoubtedly raised the collective consciousness about new technology. Although the overall social or historical impact of such
events is probably slight, the large crowds that attended the
early lighter-than-air flights attest to the sheer wonder that
manned flight created among residents in our state, as it did
among spectators in every other state across the nation.
44. Ibid.; John Allwood, The Great Exhibitions (London: Studio Vista, 1977). p.
123.
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