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All my life, I was an inventor. I designed the fi rst 
hot-air balloons. My brother Étienne and I made it 

possible for humans to fl y through the air.

I was born on 26th August 1740, in Annonay, in the 

Ardèche region of central France. My father, Pierre, 

owned a company which made paper in the town. My 

mother, Anne, gave Pierre 16 children, and I was the 

twelfth of them. When I was young, I was especially 

close to my brother, Jacques-Étienne. Étienne – we all 

called him that – was the fi fteenth child. He was fi ve 

years younger than me, but we were interested in the 

same things. In later years we worked together.

When we were children, Étienne and I often watched 

birds fl ying. ‘Perhaps people could learn to fl y too,’ 
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I sometimes thought. I had the mind of an inventor at 

an early age, and people called me a dreamer. I certainly 

dreamed about fl ying. Étienne’s mind was more practical 

than mine. While most of us stayed in Annonay, 

he moved to Paris. There, he studied to become an 

architect. However, he returned to us in 1772 when our 

eldest brother, Raymond, died. Raymond had been the 

manager of the family’s paper-making business, after my 

father’s retirement. Now Étienne took that job.

Étienne was a very successful businessman, and as 

a result, our family became rich. But my interest in 

inventing things was strong. Many people thought 

that my ideas were strange, but I didn’t listen to them. 

Fortunately, Étienne didn’t listen to them either.

In 1777, I had my fi rst practical idea about human 

fl ight. One day, I was drying some cloth over a fi re. I 

noticed that the cloth was moving. The hot air from 

the fi re was lifting parts of it. I knew then that hot air 

was lighter than cold air, so I asked myself a question. 

Could hot air inside something that was heavier than air 

lift that thing off the ground? It was an idea that stayed 

in my mind.

In 1782, I was living in Avignon. I was interested in 

military planning at that time. I started to think about 

fl ying soldiers. Why was the idea of fl ying soldiers a good 

one? There were several reasons. For example, a soldier 

could fl y over a battlefi eld. He could look down and see 

where his enemy’s soldiers were. That could help his own 

2_Aviators.indd   102_Aviators.indd   10 1/11/14   12:01 AM1/11/14   12:01 AM



11

Joseph-Michel Montgolfi er

army. Or perhaps the soldiers themselves could attack 

their enemy from the air.

I remembered my idea about using hot air to make 

something fl y, and I shared it with my brother. We agreed 

that the main diffi culty was the fi re. The air inside a fl ying 

machine had to be hot. It had to be lighter than the air 

around the machine. So we needed to make something 

which could fl y, but which contained a fi re. The fi re had 

to burn safely. We didn’t want it to burn the machine.

I started to make experiments. One day, I made 

a wooden frame with the shape of a box. It was about 

one metre by one metre by one metre in size. I covered 

the frame with cloth on fi ve sides, but I didn’t cover the 

bottom of the box. I placed the box on a metal stand and 

I made a fi re under it.

My experiment was a success. The box – the balloon, 

as I called it – started to rise from the ground. Was this 

a kind of fl ying machine? Yes it was! I was indoors at 

that time, so the machine soon hit the ceiling, but I saw 

that my idea was practical. It was time to build a larger 

machine and take it outside.

I wrote to my brother. I asked him to get lots more 

cloth and some rope. He quickly did this, and he came to 

Avignon and joined me in my work. I told him that he 

was going to see something amazing.

On 4th December 1782, our fi rst outdoor balloon was 

ready. It was a very basic balloon, about three times as 

large as the fi rst one. No one could fl y in that balloon. 
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I wanted to demonstrate to people what could be done 

in the future. A large crowd came to see what was going 

to happen. Amazingly, the balloon ascended, and fl oated 

through the air for nearly two kilometres.

The next year, 1783, was the most important time for 

our work. We made a new balloon, which was larger 

than the second one. It had thick paper inside the cloth. 

This balloon held 790 cubic metres of air, and it weighed 

225 kilograms. On 4th June that year, we gave a public 

demonstration of this balloon at Annonay. People from 

the government came to watch. ‘Will the balloon leave 

the ground?’ everyone wondered. We were happy when 

the demonstration succeeded. The fl ight lasted ten 

minutes, and the balloon reached an altitude of about 

2000 metres above the ground. Like the second balloon, 

it landed about two kilometres from where it left the 

ground.

So, a machine could fl y! We already knew that, but 

most of the people at the demonstration were amazed. 

News of our success moved faster than the balloon 

travelled. Soon, Étienne went to Paris to demonstrate our 

invention there. I was always a shy person and I decided 

to stay at home.

11th September was the date of Étienne’s fi rst 

demonstration in the French capital city. Jean-Baptiste 

Réveillon, another man whose company made and sold 
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paper, helped my brother to make the new balloon. The 

fl ight started in Reveillon’s garden. This balloon had 

a name – it was called Aérostat Réveillon. The signs of 

the zodiac were painted on it. Everyone thought that it 

looked wonderful.

On that occasion, the king, Louis the Sixteenth, had 

told Étienne that two criminals could fl y in the basket 

– the compartment for passengers at the bottom of the 

balloon. We wanted to test the effects of fl ight on living 

things, because we wanted our balloons to carry men 

and women in the future. But Étienne said that criminals 

didn’t deserve the honour. 

However, a week after that fl ight, another fl ight took 

place at the Royal Palace in Versailles. This time, a 

sheep, a duck and a chicken were in the basket. The date 

was 19th September, and a huge crowd came to watch 
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the fl ight. King Louis and Queen Marie-Antoinette 

themselves were there, and again the fl ight was successful. 

This time, the balloon travelled about three kilometres 

in eight minutes. It fl ew at about 500 metres above the 

ground. None of the animals was hurt.

Immediately, Étienne built a huge new balloon which 

held 1,700 cubic metres of air. It was about 24 metres 

high, and about 16 metres wide. The king’s face, as well 

as the zodiac signs, was painted on this balloon. On 

15th October, in this balloon, my brother became the fi rst 

human to ascend into the air. It was a tethered fl ight – 

the balloon was tied to the ground with a very long rope. 

This was because we still needed a way to control the 

balloon’s direction of fl ight. 

Later that same day, another man ascended in the 

machine. He was called Jean-François Pilâtre de Rozier, 

and after that day he fl ew in Étienne’s balloons on a 

number of occasions.

Soon, Étienne decided that the tether-rope wasn’t 

necessary. The balloon could fl y untethered in future. 

On 21st November, the marquis d’Arlandes – who was 

a famous soldier – and monsieur Pilâtre de Rozier made 

the fi rst untethered fl ight. Monsieur de Rozier controlled 

the balloon’s direction on that day. So you could say that 

he was the world’s fi rst pilot! The two men fl ew over 

Paris. They reached an altitude of 900 metres and they 

stayed in the air for 25 minutes. Parisians were amazed to 

see the balloon sailing across the sky.
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That fl ight had a moment of danger. A piece of hot 

wood jumped from the fi re and started to burn the cloth. 

The pilot had to land the balloon quickly. But no one was 

hurt and everyone was happy that the two aviators had 

returned safely to Earth.

Much more work was needed to improve the balloons. 

Étienne and I made many more experiments. The Académie 

des Sciences recognized our achievements. However, our 

work was interrupted by the French Revolution.

In 1789, the streets of Paris were dangerous places, 

especially for the rich people. Survival in the streets 

became more important than survival in the air, so we 

stopped fl ying. But we’d shown that human fl ight was 

possible. We’d changed the way people thought about 

travel.

Soon after our machines fi rst fl ew, other inventors 

started to make balloons which were fi lled with hydrogen, 

not hot air. Hydrogen, a gas which had recently been 

discovered, was lighter than air. It didn’t need to be 

heated. But balloons continued to be people’s only way 

of fl ying, long after my own death on 26th June 1810. It 

was almost a hundred years later when a different kind 

of fl ying machine moved the history of aviation forward 

again.

2_Aviators.indd   152_Aviators.indd   15 1/11/14   12:01 AM1/11/14   12:01 AM



16

The Life of Joseph Montgolfi er

1740 Joseph-Michel Montgolfi er was born in 

Annonay, Ardèche, France. He was the 

twelfth child of 16 born to his parents. The 

Montgolfi er family were paper-makers. 

1745 Joseph’s brother Jacques-Étienne (always 

called Étienne) was born. 

1760 Joseph completed his education and began 

to work in the family’s paper-making 

business. 

1772 Étienne, Joseph’s brother, returned from 

Paris where he had studied architecture. He 

managed the family business after the death 

of their older brother. 

1777 Joseph began to talk about ideas for a fl ying 

machine with Étienne. He thought that a 

machine could fl y with the help of hot air.

1782 While living in Avignon, Joseph began 

building the fi rst hot-air balloon. When his 

brother joined him in the work, they built a 

larger balloon which fl ew two kilometres. 

1783 In Annonay the brothers made the fi rst public 

demonstration of their hot-air balloon. The 

fl ight was a success and the balloon fl ew two 

kilometres in ten minutes. Next, they made
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another hot-air balloon called the Aérostat 

Réveillon. Its fi rst fl ight was successful and 

soon there was another demonstration at the 

Royal Palace of Versailles. King Louis XVI 

and Queen Marie-Antoinette watched as the 

balloon ascended. A month later, Étienne 

made the fi rst successful human fl ight in a 

tethered balloon. 

1789–1799 The French Revolution ended the 

Montgolfi er brothers’ work on balloons for 

several years. Joseph and Étienne returned 

to the family paper-making business. But 

after the Revolution they continued their 

work on inventions. Soon, hot-air balloons 

were replaced by hydrogen balloons. But 

Joseph invented several important machines 

of other kinds.

1810 Joseph died aged 69, in Balaruc-les-Bains.
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