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YIA BALLOON JUPITER

By JERRY MARLETTE

injuries and property damage occurred aft-

ob-

Air mail--generally considered to be an innovation Mbst personal
of the post World War | era--has a good start on its er landing, when the wi nd dragged the balloon over
second hundred years. Just over a hundred years ago, stacles on the ground before the bag could be conplete-
on August 17, 1859, a small, one-nman balloon rose from ly coll apsed. To overconme this problem he

invented the

the Courthouse Square at Lafayette, Indiana, carrying a rip cord, which,when pulled, opened an entire panel of
pouch marked "U.S. Mail." The balloon's destination the balloon, thereby allowing rapid deflation.
was New York City—its mission, the world's first offi- Anong Prof. Wse's advanced beliefs was one that
cial airmail flight. that at an altitude of around 12,000 feet, a balloonist
While this tiny airship seenms alnost |aughably puny would find winds simlar to the trade wi nds, constantly
when conpared with today's aircraft, which exceed the blowing in one direction, and that sustained voyages
wei ght carried and the distance traveled on that first could thus be made. Since these winds would follow the
flight nmore than a hundredfold, the flight itself is not general trade wind pattern, in the north central Ilati-
to be taken lightly. A nmlestone in two fields, aero- tudes they could be expected to blow fromwest to east.
nautics and postal service, it was not a publicity stunt Thereby, they made possible flights from the mdwest to
but a carefully planned experiment by the outstanding the eastern seaboard and, if a balloon of sufficient
aeronaut of the day, Professor John Wse of Lancaster, were used, fromthe United States to Europe.

Pennsyl vani a.

A school teacher and scientist turned professional Bal | oon Conpany early in 1859 and set as his first goal,
bal | ooni st, the 51 year old Wse had made a careful the transportation of cargo from St. Louis to New York
study of the latest developments in the field both in City. On July 1, 1859 he and John La Mountain (who was
the United States and Europe, followed by over 200 ex- later to become the outstanding civilian balloonist wth
perimental flights of his own. He soon realized that the Union Arny during the Gvil War) departed St. Louis
while ballooning could rightly be called dangerous, with a private sack of letters and light cargo for New
there was little actual danger while in free flight. Yor k. The bal |l ooni sts made good time until a severe
The balloon Jupiter in the Lafayette Square, August 16, 1859. A nonent after this picture was taken the balloon
was released and sailed to the outskirts of town. (Photo Courtesy of Tippecanoe County Historical Association.

To prove this theory,
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Program for the Jupiter flight, August 16, 1859. (Courtesy of Tippecanoe County Historical Association'
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storm caught them over eastern Lake Ontario, and they
had to throw everything overboard to keep from sinking
into the [ake. Fortunately, they were blown shoreward
and finally landed near Henderson, New York, sone 20
hours after leaving St. Louis. This 809 mile flight, in-
cidentaly, remained a balloon distance record until

Undaunted by this near disaster, Wse began neking
plans for another attenpt. Several Lafayette business-
men expressed interest in sponsoring the next flight,
and the U S. Post Ofice agreed to designate Wse as
an official carrier for the trip. Wth great fanfare
the proposed ascension was scheduled for three o'clock
in the afternoon of Tuesday, August 16, 1859.

The norning of the big day dawned warm and clear,
and by ten A'M Lafayette was packed with a crowd esti-
mated at double its normal 9,000 popul ation. Far mer s,
townspeopl e and several thousand Sunday School children
brought in by excursion trains from points as far as 60
mles away all mlled around the center of town. Sone
pi cknicked in a large grove near the Courthouse Square
and sone crowded around the gas works to watch the
bal | oon, the "Jupiter", being inflated.

Shortly before two P.M the inflation was conpleted,
and the wi cker basket was attached to the bag. A gi ant
parade forned to escort Jupiter to the Square, led by
the Lafayette Band and the town's crack military unit,
the Lafayette Guards, resplendent in blue uniforns and
pluned hats. Behind the Guards, pulled by a dozen
strong nmen, canme the Jupiter with Prof. Wse in the bas-
ket, smling and waving to the cheering thousands of
children and adults.

About hal fway along the route the procession was
halted because of some unrenoved tel egraph wires. Fol -
lowing a biting commentary by Wse on the ascension com
mttee's failure to renove all wires as prom sed, an at-
tenmpt was made to raise Jupiter over the wires. Unf or -
tunately, during the conplicated maneuvering she got
away from her ropes, and to prevent injury to the dense
cromd or damage to the balloon itself from the adjacent
high buildings, Wse let her rise some three or four
thousand feet before pulling the valve to let out gas
and return to the ground. Landing about half a mle
from the starting point, the balloon was then towed to
the Courthouse Square where it was discovered that the
val ve had been damaged and that gas was fast escaping.
Wanting to get the balloon out of the tightly packed
crowd as quickly as possible, Wse waited only Iong
enough for the official photograph to be taken, then
had his son Charles ascend. Young Wse also rose to
about 3,000 feet and |anded on the outskirts of town.

Towi ng the balloon back to the gas works, Wse haul -
ed down the top and found one of the India rubber
springs had snapped. Flipping in under the valve clap-
per, it had jammed the valve into a partly-opened posi-
tion thereby allowing a slow but steady release of gas.
The trouble was soon corrected, and the balloon was |left
standi ng overnight with the announcement that the ascen-
sion would be nade at two P.M the following day from
the gas works.

By noon on Wednesday, the 17th, the Jupiter was
agai n ready. Inflated to three-fourths capacity her
basket was |oaded with some 350 pounds of equipnent,
including sand ballast, a Smithsonian Institution bar-
ometer, thermoneter, chemcally-treated paper to test
for ozone in the upper atnmosphere, a parachute and
provisions. Her cargo included the mail pouch with 123
letters and 23 circulars, a fresh bottle of Artesian
water from the new well in the Lafayette Square, adver-
tising matter extolling the water's advantages, and cop-

ies of the Lafayette Daily Courier describing the flight.

Promptly at two, Jupiter was released from her noor-
ings and rose in alnmost dead calmair. Passing quickly
through the summer cumulus clouds over the city, the
bal l oon leveled off at about 8,000 feet and hovered,
mot i onl ess, for nore than an hour. W se made baronetric
and tenperature readings, observed the color changes in
the test paper, and made notes in his Iog.

1900.

Finally, after passing under sonme higher clouds had
cooled the top of the bag, the balloon dropped through
the clouds into clear air around 6,000 feet. W se then
dropped sone ballast, and Jupiter rose to near 10,000
feet. From that altitude, scattered glinpses of the
ground through the clouds showed the Wabash River as a
crooked thread and the city of Lafayette as a large dark
area far bel ow. Sounds, however, were exceptionally
clear--a dull runmble from below was finally identified
by Wse as the usual city noises comng from Lafayette,
and railroad trains sounded like nill dans.

Wse's log reveals many inner thoughts of the veter-
an aeronaut as he waited high above Lafayette for a
breeze to start himon his way eastward. "If 1 can't
make a trip East, | wll make one sonewhere el se. |
feel rejoiced--invigorated--extremely happy! God is all
around me. The manifestations around me make ne rejoice
in exclamation and admiration of God' s exalted handi work.
Gorious reverie--this feeling is worth a lifetine's
laudation of a thousand mile trip."

The cause of these cogitations Wse attributed to
"the atnmosphere which, as it dimnishes, causes the ani-
mal system to expand, producing exhilaration, nmaking the
brain more active, the blood circulate nore rapidly, and
the organs of the five senses becone energetic and nore
acute." At these times Wse had always determined to
publish a full log of his statements and excl amations
brought forth with such "insuppressible spontaneity",
but on his return to earth "the exhilaration had always
di sappeared, to be replaced with a body soaking |anguor."
(Ranmblings of a dreaming mnd? Hardly. This was the
233rd ascent of the man who was Anmerica's outstanding
aeronaut for over 40 years, a man who nade 440 flights
between 1835 and his death by drowning during a forced
landing in Lake Mchigan in 1879.) On this flight, how
ever, he finally did keep a conplete log, and the quotes
here are excerpts therefrom

After about an hour and a half the balloon finally
picked up a slight breeze and began to drift slowy, not
east, but southwesterly. Just before four o'clock Jupi-
ter hit another layer of cool air and sank rapidly. W se
shovel ed out considerable sand, and finally arrested his
descent at 4,000 feet. \While pondering his next nmove,
he becane aware of sounds bel ow-the chopping of wood,
cowbell's ringing and shouting. Letting out nore gas,
he descended to within a few feet of the ground sone 16
mles south of Lafayette.

The balloon was soon surrounded by some 30 astonish-
ed people--nmen, wonen and children--who tinmdly accepted
Wse's gifts of bread slices for the children and panph-
lets describing the Lafayette Artesian well water for
the adults (possibly the world's first aerial advertis-
ing). After about 20 minutes Wse dropped a snall anount
of sand and, with a wave of his small American Flag, rose
again into the hot summer sky.

Still there was no easterly wind current, even though
he rose to over 14,000 feet where the tenperature stood
at 53 degrees (it was 94 on the ground) and his ears and
the base of his brain began to ache. In the mdst of
his neditations he was brought sharply back to reality
by Jupiter's rope network slipping froma too tight con-
dition around to a |ooser position. Caused by great
di stension of the bag, this thunderous-sounding action
rem nded Wse that he had best give thought to the com
ing night.

H's situation was not critical or was it confortable,
considering the long distance ahead of him Havi ng only
some 50 pounds of sand ballast left, mpst of which would
soon be expended to conpensate for the condensation of
the gas following the setting of the sun and the conse-
quent cooling of the bag, an all night sail was out of
the question. Therefore, he began to look for a suit-
able place to |and.

Spotting a town through the clouds to the east, Wse
quickly identified it by reference to his chart as Craw
fordsville and planned a landing within its limts.
Wshing to add interest to his arrival, he fashioned a
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parachute from a nuslin sheet nine feet square and tied
a fifteen foot string to each corner. Tying these
strings together in a large knot, he attached the mail
sack and threw the entire unit overboard. The pouch had
dropped only a few hundred feet when it began to drift
slowy southward, and Wse pulled Jupiter's valve to
follow Regul ating the descent of the balloon to that
of the chute, the two descended slowmy together to a
landing 50 feet apart in the dust of the public road six
mles south of Crawfordsville at just after 6:30 P.M
The pouch was quickly delivered to the U S. Mil agent
on the New Al bany and Salem Railroad at Crawfordsville
and was on its way to New York on the next train.

Since the flight fell far short of its goal, prob-
ably the only result of consequence was Prof. Wse's
conplete record of baronetric and tenperature readings
t hroughout the ascension. He al so acconplished the
first recorded detection of the presence of ozone in
the upper air (the idea and the test papers were fur-
nished by Dr. Charles M Wetherill, Lafayette analytic-
al chem st) .

Hi storians have long argued the validity of this
flight's claimto being the first to officially carry
air mail. Technically, it was a success in that the
mail did fly. Practically, it was a failure inasmuch
as it did not reach its original destination by air.
The balloon's only disadvantage was that it had no con-
trol over its travels, and successful air mail had to
wait until 1918, although regular delivery of nmil by
pl ane was conducted for two weeks in England in Septem
ber 1911 and for ten days later that same nonth in the
United States. Still, there are several factors which
verify the official claim Al mil for the flight was
required to be marked "Via Balloon Jupiter", deposited
by noon on the 16th and prepaid. The mail was received
by the Lafayette postmaster, Thomas Wbod, and sealed in
a brass-locked mail bag. Finally, the nmail was deliver-
ed to the postal agent at Crawfordsville, notice of its
arrival was given the Lafayette office and final deliv-
ery in New York was conpleted.

Prof. Wse's flight has had several commenorative
observations. The first, on May 19, 1938, the twentieth
anniversary of U S. airplane mail, featured the flight
of a Purdue University Waco F with 2204 letters and four
passengers from Lafayette to |ndianapolis. A speci al
rubber stanp was used on the letters (covers) on the
flight, as was done August 17, 1939, to mark the Third
Annual Exhibit of the Lafayette Philatelic Society.

By far the greatest celebration, however, was the
100th Anniversary at Lafayette on Monday, August 17,
1959. In recognition of the flight's "first" claim
and in celebration of its centennial, the U S. Post
Office Department issued a special 7 cent Air Miil Balloon
Jupiter Commenorative stanp. As a result the Lafayette
Post Office was del uged. More than 344,000 stanp and
cover requests fromall over the world were piled in
every avail able space, and 44,200 "Jupiter" stanps were
sold across the counter during the day. Fol | owi ng ded-
ication of a plaque at the Post O fice by Indiana Con-
gressman Charles Halleek, sonme 12,000 pieces of mail
were loaded into a helicopter in a blocked off parking
lot and flown across the Wabash River to West Lafayette
and the Purdue University Airport. There they were
trans-shipped to a Lake Central Airlines DC-3.

The balloon theme was furthered that afternoon when
a modern balloon, named "Jupiter"” and flown by faned
bal | ooni st Don Piccard, took off from the Wabash River
levee just after five PM with a load of 123 letters
and 23 health circulars (the sane quantity as. had been
carried 100 years before). Each piece of mail was
stanped with the "Jupiter" stanp and carried the |egend,
"100th Anniversary, August 17, 1959, Via Jupiter, D.
Piccard, balloonist." Each was also autographed and
bore a serial nunmber. The flight, a token one, headed
northeast, and landed an hour later on a farm four
mles out of town.

For years stanp collectors and aviation historians
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have searched for covers from the Jupiter flight, with
no success. Reportedly, only one was still in exist-
ence and was kept in seclusion by its owner. Its val ue
was runored at anywhere from one to twenty thousand dol -
lars, if it could be bought. Then, in Novermber 1964, the
pricel ess cover was placed at auction and was bought for
$6,500 by the Smithsonian Institution for public display.
A reproduction of both the cover and the letter appears
bel ow.

Thus, in the second 100 years of air mail service,
wel | mght today's ocean-spanning jets dip a wing in
tribute to this intrepid ancestral team-Professor John
Wse and the tiny Jupiter--who, although years ahead of
their time, took the first faltering step toward achiev-
ment of the service we take so for granted today.

EDI TOR' S NOTE: This delightful article, telling of one
of the earliest achievements of U S. aviation, was writ-
ten by Jerry Marlette of 1677 Lincoln Blvd, [ndianapolis,
I ndi ana. It is based on his researches in Indiana aero-
nautical history, especially material in the files of
the Tippecanoe County Historical Association, Lafayette.

Cover (above) and letter sent on the Jupiter flight of
August 17, 1859. (Photo - Smithsonian Institution)



