Line morning seventy-three years ago
San Fronciscans gasped as [r. August Greth
salled oeerhead in o remarckable oirsfip

DR. AUGUST GRETH
wd e FIRST AIRSHIP FLIGHT

inthe UNITED STATES

By Dr. Douglas H. Robinson

All photos courtery Milon Canfield

|'\'r|:|-'l.1||-r kmows the date when the Wright Brothers made thels
firs powered flight. et 73 yeamns ago, with many men of sclence
convinoed thal powered heavier-than-ain Might was an imposible
dream, the aimship, which traced s ancestry back mome than 200
years 1o ihe balloon, appesred to he the serial sehbzbe of ihe Q-
tufe. Adler a promising star, the airship was overtaken by the air-
plane and today is no longer seen in the sky, except Tor the Good-
year blimps. How many can name the firsl peisen o fly an
airthip in the Undted Siatea? O the date?

The evidence points 1o a fellow physician of San Frncico,
D, At Grethi, who on October 1B, 1903, aicended from an
open Ut in Pront of o kange shed at [ 1th and Market Sireets, anid
in full view of a large rummber of hin fellow tosnemen, New Tor 40
minutes and attamed a maximum alifiude of 2000 fect. Motor
laibure (8 common problem in the early days) caused the airship
to descend imto the bay off Fort Peiml, whence it was towed
ashare (o the lifesaving station

There are, of course, rival clagmants for the glory of the first
ajrship flight im the United States. One Leo Stevens “claimed the
distipetion of bullding and Mying the firgt motor-deiven navigable
alihip in the United States in 1900.""" amd | have seen s photo-
graph allegedly showing a “trial flight of Leo Stevens” aimship at
Coney Isdand {19037).7°2 Carl Myers, frequently in the headlines
al the tum of the cemtury, “reported initlal nuecoesses with 3 mo-
tof-driven balloon™ im 1901.* Yei there b no comobarating docu-
mentation, while D, Greth's Might was sidinessed by buondreds if
not thoumnds of people, and was front-page news in the San
Francisco Call amd Exambner, and even made it in the Mew York
Herald and Jowrnal.

Dr. Greth was in goodly company. The balloom, s scientific
TRirecie &b ils inception im 1783, was parl of the stmosphere,
drilting with the wind, and inventors had dresmed ever since of
making it 8 usefil means of transpociation by giving It power and
conitrollability. Most, lke the San Franclieo physkclan, were
dreamers opciating on a shosstring, long on vislon and determina-
b, varying in their engineering ability from those compelenl R
a classical environment to the naive and impractical. The eff
caenl, |I£|'I-II-'-'4::gh|: power plant bong eluded them, amd as late as

1872 the sirship of the great French naval srchivect, Swnldsus
Charles Wenii Laurent Dupay de Lome, had {8 30-foot propeibe
turned by sight sailoss fseled witl smple [lbation of fum

The fimt poweeed airship fight bad actually been made 20
vears eaflier. The only possible mechanical power plant was the
sbeam engine, and to Hend Gilfard, the inventor af the steam
imjector, belomgs the cnedit for adapling it for aerial propultion
His engine, weighing 250 pounds and powered by a boiler weigh
ing N0 pounds withoul water, produced 3 hp. Im = single fBghi,
on September 24, 1852, the 58 000 cubic fool crafl tmveled 17
miiles foomm Parts to 'I'Ja|||rr The still iy speed was reporied 1o be
six mph, and this, in ellect, was a downwind mun with Bo hope of
returping 1o the takeolT paini. No furiber seam-powered sinhips
wene bukli—the power to weight ratio was far too low

The German Paul Haenlein, in 1872 proposed to fly his alsship
with a primitive imternal combustion engine buming coal gas (rom
the balloon, and developing six hp, but his crall was never (lown
untethered. The firid airship 1o fly (ree and relum (o jits point o
takeoff was “La France,” baill to government order in 18584 by
Colonels Renarnd and Krebs: buf for lck of a more elficient
power plant, they chose an electric motor developing T hp and
driven by 1,232 pounds of batteries. At 210 Ib.[hp, this was no
real gdvance on the Giffard sicam engine. Yel in smven local
flights in calm air, “La France” developed a speed of 143 mph
and on [iwve occasions wan brought back to her starting poini.
‘[Iwnclf she force-landed away from her shed and had to be de-
ated.

The ultimate selution to the peoblem of o lghtweight power
source—the gasaline-driven Imtemal combustion engine -was being
developed at this time by Otto and Langen, and refined by Gott-
lich Daimler and Wilkelm Maybach. The first 1o take it aloft was
the German, Karl Woelfere. The primitive Dalmler engine which
he used wan incredibly dapgerous when atiached 1o o hydiogen-
fillad gas bag: instead of ¢lect el igmition il relied on 8 platinum
tube fed with gasodine and kepl at a high lempemiure by an apeil
flame bumer! This led to disader in the only Might of his aix ihip
at Berlin in 1897 an ascent fo 3000 feet caused hydrogen io be
venbed {rom Lhe bag: this waad st alire by the bumner Name, amd






