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One day, many years ago, your editor found himself in the @myp
of fellow airplane enthusiasts pondering the question:twiligapeople
do before airplanes? There must always have been peopladjkso
what did they do before there were gliders and airplanesketiwith?

Simine Short's biography of Octave Chanute presents oms
ing answer to this question. Chanute, a well-known avigpiomeer of
the late 1800’s, actually came to aeronautics late in lftera long and
successful career as a railroad surveyor, developer, aadvianager;
civil engineer, bridge builder, and manufacturer. Whilensoaccounts
encapsulate Chanute’s pre-aeronautical life with “Chanatsuccess-
ful railway engineer...”, Short's biography presents Qltais life as
a complete story, beginning with his childhood in early 16é&mtury
Louisiana, through his life as a civil engineer and entrepue, and
concluding with his involvement with aviation.

Chanute, born in Paris, France in 1832, came to the Unite@Sta
at the age of six with his father. With a high school educattw ap-
prenticed himself to the Hudson River Railroad, workinghaat party
of surveyors laying out the first rail connection between Nerk City
and Albany, New York (completed in 1851). From there he gadlgiu
worked his way up to engineer and was active during a crifieebd in
American railway history when the first lines were built frdhe East
Coast into the interior. At the time, railroad building wéghtly cou-
pled with real estate development, and Chanute did wellifosélf in
side investments in land along rail lines that he worked oharite
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then went on to building bridges, including a railway bridagross
the lllinois River in Peoria, lllinois (completed 1857) aaccombined
railway/vehicle bridge across the Missouri River at KanS#g (com-

pleted 1869 and the first rail bridge over the Missouri). fesgingly,

Chanute served as an expert witness in a famous legal cadeingy
the first railway bridge across the Mississippi at Rock Id|alfinois

(destroyed in a steamboat accident in 1856). The attorn#yaincase
was Abraham Lincoln, and the two men apparently became augqda
Other Chanute contributions include the Chicago stocls/ét865), the
Kansas City stockyards (1871), advances in the chemicatintent of
railway ties and the introduction of the date-nail in Amancailroads.

Especially interesting are the threads drawn from his Iffeagi-
neer to his foray, late in life, into the world of aeronauti€hanute’s
aeronautical career was very productive but was reallygostchapter
(well, two in this book) in a long and interesting life. SHeraccount
captures the excitement of this latter period in ample tetahout
overwhelming the rest of the biography. This is a servicéd&oreader
because the story of his aeronautical contributions is éhéagaging
enough to fill a book by itself, with the distinguished engirieg career
leading up to it relegated to an introductory chapter.

Rather than succumbing to this temptation, Short desctiloes
Chanute’s early experiences contributed to an interestiatian that
blossomed towards the end of his life. According to Shortaritite
probably witnessed a hot-air balloon flight in Peoria, bigin 1856.
An 1852 French-language pamphlet on flying machines, thotgh
have been sent to Chanute by his father (who had returnedatwér
two years earlier, when Chanute was 18), survives to thisinldle
Chanute Collection at the University of Chicago Library.

Chanute’s civil engineering experience informed his glidiesigns.
The braced-truss biplane, ubiquitous in early 20th cerdingraft, was
a Chanute innovation informed directly by his bridge-buitdexperi-
ence. ltis telling that Chanute’s celebrated 1894 voluRregress in
Flying Machines had its origins in a series of articles Chanute pub-
lished in a railway engineering journal.

Of equal significance, Chanute was a man devoid of jealougnwh
it came to aeronautical innovation and knowledge. Motivdig gen-
uine interest in the topic rather than a desire for fame, amdrom
secretive, he corresponded with the likes of Lilienthalndlay, and

Zahm, and was more than happy to share what information he had

with other aeronautical pioneers, including the Wright Bess (who,
it seems, did not always reciprocate with the same gengrof#pirit).
Chanute became a clearinghouse of sorts for technicahirafbon and
habitually encouraged the progress of other pioneersevaliithe same
time pursuing his own efforts. Chanute’s willingness torshi@chni-
cal information did not however originate with his inter@staviation.
Rather, it echoed earlier periods in his life when he becasnesiomed
to exchanging data with colleagues on (for example) thetbesiments
for wooden railroad ties and the most favorable rail gecieetiSurely
his innate character played a part as well.

With this book, Simine Short has done us all a great serlioeo-
motive to Aeromotivis a well written, serious work with an attention to
detail that will appeal to historians. It's a good read fonspecialists
as well. Although she doesn’t say it in so many words, ongjgthomes
through quite clearly: Octave Chanute was a guy we all walktlito
have met.
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