
 In her book, The Wrights’ 
European Odyssey, Jane Healy 
tells of the epic year of the first 
flight demonstrations As the 
Wrights flew in Europe with phe-
nomenal success, in France, then 
three other air fields in Europe. 
They made over 300 flights. 
Largely ignored in America, 
Europe celebrated in a big way 
the two Americans who arrived 
100 years ago.
 This summer Healy crossed the 
pond to attend the Centennials in 
honor of the Wright brothers. In 
Italy, she found a five-day celebra-
tion at Centocelle, the field where 
the Wrights first flew a century 
ago. Since she was last there the 
military field has been modernized 
with new front gates, gatehouses 
and an entrance of palm trees, a 
large sculptured eagle alongside a 
modern Italian jet airplane, surely 
the most beautiful of all military 
airfield entrances.
 In Germany, on a trip to 
Potsdam, the royal city with the 
fabled Sans Souci Palace which 
Orville flew over, there was no 
celebration, although a street 
where the first flight field existed 
has been named after him. France, 
however, was a different story…..   

Worlds’ first demonstration 
of the airplane at Le Mans
 When Wilbur Wright came to 
Le Mans in the summer of 1908 to 
assemble the Flyer he was imme-
diately besieged by photographers 
and journalists. He never allowed 
the airplane to be photographed, 
however, and he kept it a secret 
as he continued working for seven 
weeks on the airplane.
 Le Mans is the auto capital of 
Europe. It is famous for its annual 
automobile race on its city streets. 
Today the popular Le Mans Grand 
Prix is the largest on the Continent. 
It was fitting that Wilbur debuted 
the plane in this town.
 His goal and purpose at the 
time was to obtain the 500,000 
franc prize offered by Lazarre 
Weiler, a French manufacturer. 
Wilbur worked in solitude to try 
to put together the artificial bird he 
had created (as the papers report-
ed). So not much was mentioned 
in the Le Mans paper before he 
flew; in fact nothing at all on the 
day he flew for the first time, 
August 8.
 On the 9th of August. Wilbur’s 
flight was front page news. They 
spoke of the date of that first 
flight, that memorable date, of 
the incomparable master, Wilbur 
Wright. “The spectacle was 
both prestigious and charming 
as he had made two circles on 
that first flight.” No superlatives 
were spared by the media now in 
describing the event. On a later 
page was given the statistics of the 
1904-05 Dayton flights; it appears 

Wilbur was organized enough to 
bring them over with him to give 
to the journalists.
 At the same time, Orville, 
in America, was flying for the 
$125,000 prize offered by the U.S. 
Signal Corps. The French had sent 
Robert Coquelle to Dayton to ver-
ify that the Wrights could fly. But 
people in Europe still believed 
they were bluffing.
 There was immediate interest 
about the Wrights, their family, 
about the city of Dayton which 
they researched. It was printed 
there were 85,000 inhabitants of 
the city. 
Since no one had a photograph 
of the Wrights’ home, one was 
drawn, a box-like structure with 
the brothers in front of it and pub-
lished. They spoke of the cycle 
shop that was started in 1885 and 
stated one had to admire the sim-
plicity with which the Wrights 
approached their work.
 With a start they woke up to 
the fact that in Le Mans a world 
shaking event was going on at the 
local race track.

Flight at Pau Airfield
 The Palm Beach of Europe, 
Pau, at the turn of the century was 
a chic resort. During “the sea-
son” the equivalent of “The Shiny 
Sheet” announced the recent noble 
arrivals and the hotels where they 
were staying. The cream of English 
aristocracy and the English king 
came to this sunny resort at the 
base of the Pyrenees Mountains.
 They transformed Pau into a 
home away from home as the 
arrivals established their English 
customs which were above all 
sportive. They designed the first 
golf course on the Continent, the 
indoor tennis court, the croquet 
club, the English Hunt, tea parties 
at the Grand Hotel Gassion. There 
were English balls and concerts 
and lecture series (The History of 
the Art of Music).
 One would hardly know they 
were in France. The “Pau Season” 
had regular front page columns 
such as “The Pau Hounds.” 
 They were a sportive bunch. 
So when it was announced that 
Pau had snagged the Wrights to 
demonstrate the new sport, the 
airplane, the excitement level was 
high. Everyone worked toward 
this grand honor. There was much 
to be done: housing on the fly-
ing field to be built, a grand-
stand and a telephone installed. 
The Wrights would be able to 
announce the time of their next 
flight. The English banks contrib-
uted, of course. The paper also 
printed the names of all the major 
French banks who contributed to 
the coming exhibition. There were 
articles on the Wrights before they 
came and nearly every day during 
their four-month stay.
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Four vintage 
n e w s p a p e r 
and postcard 
vignettes cover-
ing the Wrights’ 
European visit.


