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100th Anniversary of Flight.


V Nel, Pr Tech Eng, Pr Techni Eng 

The 100th anniversary of the Wright brothers' historic flight at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina was celebrated in Dec 2003. Although there were certainly others who were experimenting with flying machines the Wright Brothers are generally regarded as the first to get humans off the ground safely. They analysed all the data known at the time did their own experiments and focused on the concept of control. Their designed plane featured manoeuvrability and safety which many of other peoples earlier craft (and some later designs) did not have. 

The Wright brothers were not idealistic dreamers; they were serious, studious, and determined to figure things out. They were intrigued by the engineering challenge. In today’s terms they were geeks! Thank God for geeks! 

Bill Gates, who is often referred to as a geek (and no slouch in the innovation department), once said: "The Wright brothers created the single greatest cultural force since the invention of writing. The aeroplane became the first world wide web, bringing people of different languages, ideas and values together." 

From the Wright “Flyer” of 1903 which weighed around 340 kg on takeoff and a speed of some 27 knots to the SR71 Blackbird which consistently and reliably flies at over Mach 3 (3 times the speed of sound), the march of progress continues.

Sadly the supersonic Concorde has been grounded after some 30 odd years as the only supersonic passenger liner. The huge fuel bill and the general downturn in economies after the September 11 Twin Towers tragedy in the USA was the prime reason. The last flight ended when the Concorde touched down at Heathrow airport on the 24th October 2003. It was carrying 100 celebrities.

In South Africa, SAA’s 33-year old Boeing 747 passenger airliner, the Lebombo, did its last flight from Johannesburg International Airport to land at Rand Airport where it became part of the SAA Museum. The exceptional pilots landed it successfully on a narrow runway that is only a few metres wider than the craft’s track width. The runway is also only about a quarter of the length of the normally used runways for such huge aircraft. The landing was broadcast on national TV news!

Interestingly the twin engined DC3 (Dakota) designed and built in 1935 are still flying and can be seen at many airports the world over. The secret being an un-pressurised plane that can be bought for less than the cost of the modern airliners electronics alone! Another reason is that no aircraft has been built that is as versatile as the old Dakota. South Africa has a turboprop-flying version of this craft.

Britain’s famed World War 2 fighter aircraft, the Spitfire, has been honoured by a statue in Southhampton. The organisers were some 15000 Pounds short in funding when a Mercedes Benz dealer donated the needed funds. Mercedes Benz were, of course, the manufacturer of the Spitfires rival aircraft, the Messerschmitt 109. The results of globalisation are truly interesting!

The unquestioned holder of speed and altitude records is the space shuttle, Columbia, which Captain Joe Engle flew manually in 1981 from orbit through re-entry at Mach 25 down to landing in the USA.

Less well know fights (outside flying circles) which are just as important include the Gossamer Albatross the first human powered flight across the English channel on 12 June 1979 and the around the world flight with no refuelling by Dick Rutan and Jeanna Yeager in Voyager in 1987. They landed at Edwards Air Force base after a 9-day flight at an average speed of 116mph on 21/12/1987. The composite carbon fibre modified H shaped Canard plane is today part of the displays at the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum in the USA. Of its all up weight of some 9000 lbs. 7000 lbs. was fuel for the flight. While a twin engined plane, the one engine was in front and the other in the rear. It mostly flew using only one engine to save fuel!!!

Like the Wright brothers, the designer and pilot were brothers. Burt, the designer and Dick, the pilot led a team of individuals who built and financed this private venture.

It goes to prove that individuals can achieve as much or more than large companies and governments. In South Africa we had such an individual – Mark Shuttleworth!

Research in human behaviour has shown that group brainstorming is often less creative than individuals. Often four person groups produce an average of only half the ideas that four persons working individually produce. Groups tend to reward conformance and punish deviants. This tends to get worse as group cohesion increases! (People don’t like to be the only dissenter)!

So if you have an idea or project go for it!!

There are a host of Websites that give useful information on Flying, history and current planes.

Take some time and look up some. Here are a few to start of with;

 
http://first-to-fly.com  
Wright Brothers Co in Ohio USA

http://www.rudnei.cunha.nom.br/FAB/eng/santos-dumont.html 
Alberto Santos-Dumont. This site includes an interesting history of the development of human flight--note the condescending description of the Wright brothers' attempt!--from the Brazilian perspective.

www.centennialofflight.gov
Flight

www.scaled.com
Scaled Composites Company (Voyager etc)

www.nasa.gov
NASA (USA) Web site

www.thundercity.com 
Cape Town based Jet flights in classic fighter’s etc.
www.saaffriends.co.za
Friends of the SAAF

www.army-technology.com/projects/rooivalk
Rooivalk Helicopter

www.SAAirforce.co.za
Unofficial SA Airforce Website

www.saaspitfires.co.za
Spitfires
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