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WITH A BALLOON 
THE ATLANTIC CROSS

By MARTIN COLE

 Part of the only existant copy of the New York SUN Extra 
of 13 April 1844 is shown here in the photograph back- 
ground.

 In the story of the Atlantic crossing reported by Poe (shown 
 below at center), he made good use of the names of Robert 
 Hollond, Charles Green and Monck Mason. These lent 
 authenticity, having appeared in the frontispiece of the 

pamphlet AERONAUTICA (left), published in 1838. The 
■ cover of this rare pamphlet (now in the library of the 

author, Mr. Cole) is shown at right.
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In the archives of the American Antiquarian Society at 
Worcester, Massachusetts, is a carefully preserved copy of 
the New York Sun for 13 April 1844. This single sheet, 
twenty-four by nineteen inches, seven columns in width, 
with printing on one side only, bears the heading THE 
EXTRA SUN. The only known one in existence, it is all 
there is to remind us of a story that once electrified New 
York. Picture if you will newsboys hawking the April 13th 
edition with astonishing cries, “Extra! Extra! Balloon 
crosses Atlantic! Read all about it!”

New Yorkers, scarcely believing their ears, hastily paid 
their coppers to read the most sensational news of the 
century. In the past decade there had been a mounting 
interest in balloons, and the Americans had followed with 
avid curiosity the several long distant European flights. The 
crossing of the Atlantic Ocean by balloon had become a 
serious dream. Thus it is little wonder that sales of the New 
York Sun were brisk that Saturday morning. How the 
readers’ eyes must have popped wide when they caught at 
first glance —

Sun Office
April 13. 10 o'clock A. M.

ASTOUNDING 
NEWS!

BY EXPRESS VIA NORFOLK!

THE

ATLANTIC CROSSED

THREE DAYS!
SIGNAL TRIUMPH

OF

MR. MONCK MASON’S
FLYING

MACHINE !!!
Arrival at Sullivan’s Island, 

near Charleston, S. C., of 
Mr. Mason, Mr Robert Hol­
land, Mr Henson, Mr. Har­
rison Ainsworth, and four 
others, in the
STEERING BALLOON

“VICTOR BA,”
AFTER A PASSAGE OF

SEVENTY-FIVE HOURS
FROM LAND TO LAND.

FULL PARTICULARS
OF THE

VOYAGE ! ! !
Below the blatant headlines the reader learned the 

details of the crossing, told in nearly five columns. There 
was even a woodcut of the steering balloon VICTORIA. 
Written with inspired fervor, the story of the extraordinary 
3,000 mile air voyage, tells of the start from London on the 
6th of April for what was intended to be a casual 

cross-Channel flight to Paris. Aeronaut Monck Mason, the 
noted balloonist of his day, was in charge of the 
VICTORIA. His companions, with the exception of two 
nameless sailors, were also well-known aeronauts; eight 
passengers in all.

A journal, literary in tone, was kept, and it is this 
published record in the Sun that disclosed why there was a 
change in the flight plan.

“. . . At half-past eleven still proceeding nearly south, 
we obtained our first view of the Bristol Channel; and, in 
fifteen minutes afterward, the line of breakers on the 
coast appeared immediately beneath us, and we were 
fairly out at sea . . . We were now anxious to test the 
efficiency of the rudder and screw, and we put them 
both into requisition forthwith, for the purpose of 
altering our direction more to the eastward, and in a line 
for Paris. By means of the rudder we instantly effected 
the necessary change of direction, and our course was 
brought nearly at right angles to that of the wind; when 
we set in motion the spring of the screw, and were 
rejoiced to find it propel as readily as desired . . . 
Hardly, however, had we done with our rejoicings, when 
an unforeseen accident occurred which discourages us in 
no little degree. The steel rod connecting the spring with 
the propeller was suddenly jerked out of place . . . and in 
an instant hung dangling out of reach, from the pivot of 
the axis of the screw. While we were endeavoring to 
regain it, our attention being completely absorbed, we 
became involved in a strong current of wind from the 
east, which bore us, with rapidly increasing force, 
toward the Atlantic. We soon found ourselves driving 
out to sea at the rate of not less, certainly, than fifty or 
sixty miles an hour, so that we came up with Cape Clear, 
at some forty miles to our north, before we secured the 
rod, and had time to think what we were about. It was 
now that Mr. Ainsworth made an extraordinary but, to 
my fancy, a by no means unreasonable or chimerical 
proposition, in which he was instantly seconded by Mr. 
Hollond — vis.: that we should take advantage of the 
strong gale which bore us on, and in place of beating 
back to Paris, make an attempt to reach the coast of 
North America. After slight reflection I gave a willing 
assent to this bold proposition.. .”

Continuing in the same distinctive literary style, that sets 
the writing apart from the usual terse commments entered 
in logs, the events of the voyage unfold. Throughout the 
night and into the morning of the 7th they were carried 
westward in a violent hurricane. “. . . the ocean writhes and 
is tortured uncomplainingly. The mountainous surges sug­
gest the idea of innumerable dumb gigantic fiends struggling 
in impotent agony.” When the hurrican abates, the balloon, 
“ascended to an elevation of nearly 25,000 feet.” This is 
the highest man has ever reached, and the aeronatus 
discover that, “the sky appears nearly black, and the stars 
are distinctly visible.” Continuing at that great height, they 
encounter ice, but this is eventually melted by the sun. 
They get cold, “but the ample space in the car enabled us 
to lie down, and by means of cloaks and a few blankets, we 
did sufficiently well.” During the next day, the 8th, at the 
same high altitude, they sight sailing ships, and pass over at 
“a rapid pace.”

“Tuesday, the 9th. One P.M. We are in full view of 
the low coast of South Carolina.

“Precisely at two o’clock, in the vicinity of Fort 
Moultrie, the VICTORIA was beached on the hard tide­
water sands. “The balloon was exhausted and secured 
without trouble, and when the MS, from which this 
narrative is compiled, was dispatched to Charleston, the 
party was still at Fort Moultrie. ”
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The New York Sun ends on this note,

“This is unquestionably the most stupendous, the 
most interesting, and the most important undertaking 
ever accomplished or even attempted by man. What 
magnificent events may ensue, it would be useless now 
to think of determining.”

For us to understand the impact of the 1844 event, we 
must put ourselves in the place of an intelligent New 
Yorker. His readings and wide knowledge had presumably 
already built an image of a heroic aerial voyage. The famed 
English aeronaut, Charles Green, had recently demonstrated 
a model of a steering balloon at Polytechnic Institution, 
and then announced that a crossing of the Atlantic Ocean 
was possible. Monck Mason’s exploits were well known, 
especially his nonstop balloon voyage from England to 
Germany as told in his book AERONAUTICA, a lively 
seller in its day. In the scientific world, Mason’s Remarks 
on the Ellipsoidal Balloon Propelled by the Archimedean 
Screw, described as the new Aerial Machine detailed tech­
nical aspects, some of which were included in the New 
York Sun. As a further conditioning, the New Yorker had 
often caught himself humming the popular music-hall jingle,

“The days of the railways will be o ’er
And steam will be esteemed no more

Is a result foreseen by Charles Green 
Who says he can, as a matter of course 

With a balloon the Atlantic cross.

Over the weekend of April 12th - 13th New Yorkers 
sustained a keen interest; a new era was at hand. Aerial 
transports taking advantage of trade winds would soon be 
plying the Atlantic. Yes — with a balloon the Atlantic cross. 
How prophectic the catchy little jingle turned out to be. 
The Monday morning papers were eagerly sought.

But, alas, something was amiss.
The New York Sun sheepishly announced that it had 

received no further mail and was inclined to believe, “the 
intelligency was erroneous.”2 The real jolt came from the 
rival New York During the weekend they had not been 
asleep. A check with Charleston revealed no balloon had 
landed at Fort Moultrie, or elsewhere. “Its a humbug,” 
jeered the Herald, then rubbed it in by advising, “get 
another writer.”3

The writer, investigation revealed, was an obscure 
newspaper “stringer” living in Philadelphia. On occasion he 
sent stories to the NY Sun, for which he was paid a few 
dollars. These had been straight news stories, devoid of 
sensationalism, thus when the dispatch of the balloon 
crossing the Atlantic reached the editor’s desks, there was no 
reason to doubt its validity. Because the story was so 
overwhelmingly sensational, it was rushed to the streets as 
an extra. The writer did not give himself a by-line, but the 
editor knew him by the name of Poe — Edgar Allan Poe.

The balloon story was a venture in immortality for 
Edgar Allan Poe, although that was not the intent. We 
know now why he wrote it; an existing letter to a friend 
written that very week reveals financial desperation.4 In 
short, Poe was hungry, his wife was hungry, their cat, Kate, 
was hungry. Poe, the poet, knew that pretty poetry usually 
brought bound copies instead of cash. While he pondered 
his plight, there came an inspiration, born of need. With 
hunger knowing no conscience, he seized paper and quill, 
and with Monck Mason’s books as guide, he dashed off the 
classic hoax.

Unfortunately, Mason’s books did not prepare Poe 
against certain shortcomings. The savage hurricane ad-
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vanced, instead of destroying the fragile balloon. At the 
height of five miles, his men experienced no difficulty in 
breathing, nor were there sensations of freezing in the 
sub-zero temperature. Ice that formed was melted by the 
sun. And of course those high altitude winds were blowing 
in the wrong direction.

Edgar Allan Poe took a defensive stand, when 
questioned about the hoax. “If the VICTORIA did not 
absolutely accomplish the voyage reported, it would be 
difficult to assign a reason why she should not have 
accomplished it? It was a most satisfying answer, because 
everyone agreed.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Martin Cole was inspired to write this account of Poe's Hoax 

after a recent visit to Ft. Moultrie. He returned home (California) to 
look again at the rare copy of Aeronautica, of which the cover sheet 
is shown on Page 229, date: 1838, in his own voluminous library to 
get the "feel" of the period.

Martin's previous contribution to the JOURNAL was earlier this 
year, "The Cole Brothers" (Summer 1969). Others may be expected 
in future, since his planned career in retirement from the Pio Pico 
State Monument includes writing aviation history as well as boys's 
books.

The first plates and text of Commandant E. Moreau- 
Bertillion’s handsome, though expensive, L.Aviation 
Francaise 1914-1940 Ses Escadrilles - Ses Insignes have 
been shown for distribution in the United States. These are 
in sets consisting of eight folios, each including 24 pages of 
French text and 24 pages of hand-painted insignia illustra­
tions. The insignia plates could be better identified and 
correlated to the text, however, for the insignia buffs these 
will be attractive. The entire series covers French air force 
and naval air squadron histories and insignias from 
1914-1940. Available from J.W.C. Publications at 7506 
Clybourn Street, Sun Valley, Calif. 91352 at $10 per folio 
or $80 per set.


