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Uncle Joe Cannon, famous Speaker of the House in
1909, on the flight trials of the Army's first
aeroplane:

"Y ou cannot convince me that the thing will fly."

After the plane was successfully catapulted into the
air, he commented:

"Well, it's flying, but you can't make me
believe that it will stay up."

when the Wright brothers electrified the

world with the first powered aeroplane
flights at Kitty Hawk in 1903, Vernon
Burge was attending public school at
Ivesdale, Illinois. Little did he realize the
Wright brothers would build the Army's
first aeroplane and he, Vernon Burge,
would become the Army's first enlisted
pilot. Burge paved the way for the
approximately three thousand enlisted
aviators who followed in his footsteps
during the next three decades.

American aviation, however, was not
born with the Wright brothers' stick-and-
cloth, box kite-like contraption; rather, it
began with the noiseless rising of balloons.

The Chief Signal Corps Officer,
Brig. Gen. James Allen, officially estab-

lished the Aeronautical Division in a War
EN I i I S | I IED Department memo on August 1, 1907.

Corporal Edward Ward's copy read:
A‘ ’ I AT OR "This division will have charge of all

matters pertaining to military ballooning,
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air machines, and all kindred subjects.”

Vernon Burge's association with
America's fledgling air service paralleled
that of the birth of the Air Force itself. If
anyone was well-suited for the position of
first enlisted aviator, it was Vernon Burge.
He looked at the world through intelligent
blue eyes. His blond hair and complexion



made him appear younger than his 24 years
indicated (see photograph below right). When
the opportunity to fly presented itself, Burge
already knew how the Wright aeroplane operated
and was personally associated with many of the
outstanding aviators of the day. That
familiarization gave him the advantage over his
peers, but most of all, he was eager to fly.

The establishment
of the Signal Corps' Aero-
nautical Division in 1907
found Private First Class
Vernon Burge assigned to
Fort Omaha, Nebraska. By
late August, the youthful
Burge was a veteran of 106
days in the Army. Ordered
by his company com-
mander to report to the
unit's orderly room, Burge
volunteered to take his
chances in a balloon.
Those fateful words
dramatically influenced his
commander to send him to
the newly formed aero-
nautical detachment of the
Signal Corps. Burge and
his fellow enlisted peers
became the nucleus that
eventually evolved into
today's enlisted Air Force.

In all, Vernon's
commander selected six
men he ordered to
aeronautical duty at the
Jamestown Exposition in
Virginia. When Burge and
the other PFCs reported in they found several
men from Fort Wood, New York, there ahead of
them. Among the chosen few was Corporal
Eddie Ward, the first enlisted man assigned to the
Army's Aeronautical Division.

As one of the first men assigned to the
tiny Aeronautical Division of the Signal Corps,
Vernon served as a ground crewman and balloon

Private Vemon L. Burge with the Signal
Corps Aeronautical Division, August 1907. C/O Majorie Burge
Waters.

handler his first five years. Burge and the
five other volunteers boarded a train for
Jamestown, Virginia.  Prior to their
departure, however, the Army saw fit to
promote each volunteer to Private First
Class and pay them. Corporal Ward met
the six volunteers at the train station and
marched them to the exposition grounds
where the 23rd
Infantry  provided
billeting and mes-
sing facilities. Their
new commander,
Captain Charles De
Forest Chandler,
announced that
civilians Israel Lud-
low and J.C. Mars
would conduct their
training as balloon
handlers.

While there, they
became involv-
ed with Mr.
Ludlow's unsuc-
cessful experiments
using a  bamboo
glider towed by a
boat. Mars, on the
other hand, taught
the men how to
carry  passengers
aloft in their train-
ing balloons.

During the
latter part of Sep-
tember 1907, the

aeronautical  det-
achment (as it was known then), received
orders to report to the Washington
Barracks, Washington, D.C., for further
instruction in balloon handling. There the
celebrated balloon pilot and manufacturer,
Mr. Leo Stevens, instructed them in all
aspects of balloon maintenance and hand-
ling. Captain Chandler provided additional



Novice balloon handlers of the Aeronautical
Division prepare a balloon for ascension, circa
1908. C/O Marjorie Burge Waters.

instruction in
weather and wind
currents (see
photograph above
left and right).
Additionally,
while in Wash-
ington, the men
met and worked
with  Lieutenant
Frank P. Lahm.
The lieutenant
had just returned
from Paris,

France, where he
« @

The first enlisted men to serve with the Aeronautical Division, minus Eddie Ward;

and Major Henry B. Hersey won the
inaugural Gordon Bennett Balloon Race in
September 1906.

After instruction in Washington, the
Army ordered the detachment to Jefferson
Barracks, Missouri, where they assisted
contestants in the 1907 Bennett Inter-
national Balloon race. The men were
divided among nine balloon teams from
four different countries. Vernon's assign-
ment was the Dusseldorf, from Germany.
The crowd was estimated to be 100,000
strong; the young apprentice balloonists
were eager to show off their newfound
skills, especially with the numerous young
ladies to impress.

Burge's balloon placed third in the
race. The closest American entry, the
America, finished in fourth place. The end
of the race also marked the end of the fun
and excitement. On October 24th, the
detachment boarded a train, waved goodby
to the belles of St. Louis, and returned to
Washington.

Winter soon set in, so Burge and
the men placed the balloons in storage.
Meanwhile, they moved to the Signal
Corps School at Fort Wood, New York, to
continue their training.

Burge, bottom row, 2nd from left, circa 1908. C/O Majorie Burge Waters.



