
BALLOONSBALLOONS
What have they ever done

for us?

The contribution of the balloon to the history
of air power
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OO
ne of the more enjoyable aspects of my job in Defence Studies (RAF) is giving lectures on air power to University
Air Squadron students. I often start by asking them the following question: when was a manned aircraft first used
for a military purpose? A simple enough question; however, although there are often a number of ‘spotters’ in the
audience, no one has yet given me the correct answer. In fact, it is widely accepted that the first military use of a
manned aircraft occurred on 26 June 1794, when the French used a balloon to observe Austrian troop

movements at the Battle of Fleurus. I use this question to make two points: firstly, that air power is not just a twentieth century
phenomenon – its history goes back over two hundred years; and secondly, that for the first half of its history, air power could
only be generated by means of the humble balloon.
Given that balloons have played such a seminal part in the history of air power, it is perhaps surprising that so little has been
written about their use. What may also be surprising is the wide range of military uses to which the balloon has been put.
British Air Power Doctrine (AP 3000 3rd Edition), which was published last year, identifies seven core capabilities of air power
and outlines the roles that are derived from them. For those who are not familiar with this publication, the seven core
capabilities are: Information Exploitation; Control of the Air; Strategic Effect; Indirect and Direct Air Operations; Combat Support
Air Operations; Force Protection; and Sustainability. The purpose of this article is to show that a role for balloons has been
found, or at least envisaged, in respect of all seven core capabilities. 

By Squadron Leader Alan Riches, SO2 Defence Studies (RAF)



It is important to stress at the outset that I shall only be considering the use of balloons – not airships, dirigibles, blimps or
zeppelins. The addition of a source of power – other than the wind – makes for an entirely different kind of platform, one
which is beyond the scope of this article.

INFORMATION EXPLOITATION 
“Reconnaissance, or observation, can never be superseded; knowledge comes before power; and the air is first of all a place to
see from.” 

Sir Walter Raleigh
Reconnaissance is as old as war itself. Five centuries before the birth of Christ the Chinese strategist Sun Tzu instructed his
captains to “know your enemy and know yourself and you can fight a hundred battles without disaster”. More recently, the
Duke of Wellington ascribed much of his success to his care in studying what was happening “upon the other side of the hill”.
The best military commanders have always been those who realised that the more they knew of their opponent’s positions, the
greater was their opportunity for engaging him at a time and place most calculated to ensure his defeat. Air power platforms
and systems play a vital role in gathering data and information, and the timely exploitation of information is thus a key core
capability of air power.
Until the end of the eighteenth century, however, reconnaissance was restricted to that which could be seen from the top of a
hill or from the back of a horse. The development of the flying machine changed all this. The first manned flight, by the Marquis
d’Arlandes and Jean-Francois Philatre de Rozier in a Montgolfier hot air balloon on 21 November 1783, seemed to offer a new
dimension to the art of warfare. Typically, perhaps, the military establishment in Britain regarded ballooning as an amusing new
sport rather than as a means of gaining advantage in warfare. The French, however, took a different view and, in the war
against Austria and Prussia which followed the Revolution in 1789, they developed a mobile apparatus for producing hydrogen
on the battlefield. In April 1794 the world’s first military aviation unit, La Premiere Compagnie d’Aerostiers Militaires, was formed
near Paris, and in June its first balloon, L’Entreprenant, was deployed to Meubeuge, Belgium, for use by the French Republican
Army against the Austrians. The first operational ascent was made on 26 June when a certain Captain Coutelle carried out a
series of observations of Austrian forces manoeuvring on the battlefield at Fleurus. Coutelle was airborne for a total of ten hours
and was accompanied later in the day by the French commander, General Jourdan. Messages were transmitted to the ground
by means of semaphore, luminous balls hung on the basket or written information slid in sandbags down the mooring cable.
The observations made a decisive contribution to the French victory.1

This ascent led to a classic military response to the air weapon. The Austrian troops panicked at the sight of the balloon – a
typical reaction when soldiers first come up against a ‘secret’ weapon. Not long afterwards came the next almost inevitable
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step – the disbandment of the balloon company by Napoleon in 1799. The reason given was that the balloons’ speed of
deployment did not comply with his concept of fast moving operations, although there is also a suggestion that he
disapproved of the glamorous reputation that soon became attached to the French aeronauts – the ‘brylcreem boys’ of
the Republican Army. History can only reflect on what would have happened at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815 had Napoleon
possessed a balloon which could have peered over the Mont St Jean Ridge and seen Wellington’s troop dispositions.
With the peace in Europe which followed the defeat of the French at Waterloo, the military development of observation balloons
stalled. It was not until the 1860s, when significant progress was made in the fields of photography and telegraphy, that interest
was renewed.
Balloons were used extensively during the American Civil War. In October 1861 the first Union Army Balloon Corps was formed
under the command of Thaddeus Lowe with a complement of 50 men. By early 1862 the Corps had seven balloons. A
converted coal barge was used to transport and tow the balloons during operations along the Potomac River – arguably the
world’s first aircraft carrier. The Balloon Corps proved its worth time and again, especially in directing artillery fire by aerial
telegraph. In response, the Confederate forces operated their own balloon in the spring of 1862. It was manufactured from silk
dresses donated by Southern ladies, but because the only gas supply was in Richmond, Virginia, it had to be inflated there and
then towed to the front by train. The Union Army Balloon Corps, on the other hand, had portable hydrogen-making equipment.2

Impressed by the success of the balloons used in the American Civil War and the Franco-Prussian War (see below), the British
War Office asked the Royal Engineers to look into the practicability of using balloons with the Army. The Army Balloon
Equipment Store was established at Woolwich in 1878 under the command of Captain James Templar, an experienced
aeronaut, who thus became the first British air commander. The first British Army balloon, named Pioneer, was constructed in
1879, and officers and men of the Royal Engineers were trained in aerial reconnaissance, photography and signalling. In 1884 a
balloon unit travelled to Bechuanaland as part of an expedition sent to repel Boer incursions, with useful results. Another unit
was sent to the Sudan the following year, after the fall of Khartoum and the death of General Gordon. In 1892 the Royal
Engineers Balloon Depot was given a permanent base at Aldershot and a school of ballooning founded there.3

In December 1899, at the start of the Boer War, a Royal Engineers balloon detachment carried out observations during the
Battle of Magersfontein. The balloon could have been used for aerial reconnaissance of the enemy trenches before the battle
started, but the British commander, Lieutenant General Lord Methuen, neglected to issue the necessary orders, with the result
that his forces were committed to action with no real knowledge of the Boer trench systems. The British suffered heavy
casualties, which would certainly have been heavier still if balloon observation had not detected enemy movements during the
battle itself. The activities of the balloon detachment persuaded some senior British officers that aerial reconnaissance was a
valuable asset, although most remained convinced that scouting by cavalry remained the best method.4
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Meanwhile, following the outbreak of war between the United States and Spain in 1898 over Cuba, a US Balloon
Company was sent to the Caribbean island in support of an American expeditionary force. On 1 July 1898, some 8,000
American troops were struggling along a congested jungle path towards Spanish positions on San Juan Hill. Travelling

with the troops, though a hundred feet or so above them, was a balloon from which one Lieutenant Colonel Darby attempted to
make observations of the enemy positions. The jungle was so thick, however, that all Darby could see below him was a blanket
of green foliage. The Spanish could not see the American troops either, but they knew exactly where they were because
Darby’s balloon was directly over the top of them, acting as a marker. As a result, a heavy barrage of fire rained down on the
Americans, causing heavy casualties. Later that day the balloon, with a carnival aeronaut named William Ivy aboard, was badly
holed by enemy fire and dropped into the water. Ivy survived and lived until 1955, with the dubious distinction of having become
the first pilot in history to be shot down in war.5

A hundred years after their debut at Fleurus,
balloons had made a useful but hardly decisive
contribution to warfare. They were awkward to
deploy, they lacked mobility and they were
difficult to control in strong winds. Despite
these shortcomings, however, they were the
only aerial observation platform available. Then,
on 17 December 1903, an event occurred
which heralded the eventual eclipse of the use
of balloons and their cousins, airships, as
observation platforms. This was the first
powered flight of the aeroplane Flyer, designed
by the Wright brothers, at Kitty Hawk beach in
North Carolina. Although at first this invention
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received little encouragement
from the military in America
or Britain, a French syndicate
purchased the patent and
took the lead in aeronautical
progress. By the time the
First World War began in
1914, aeroplane technology
had developed to such an
extent that heavier-than-air
machines were already on
the inventory of all the major
combatants.
Nevertheless, the balloon
was to play an important part
in the First World War. The
problem of control was solved by the German invention of the sausage-shaped Drachen or kite-balloon, which had tail fins to
keep it pointed into wind; moreover, the static nature of trench warfare meant that the balloon’s lack of mobility was rarely
exposed. Thus Drachen-style kite-balloons were used extensively by both sides throughout the war and proved very useful for
observation and artillery spotting.6 Ultimately, however, the inherent characteristics of the aeroplane – height, speed, reach and
flexibility – appeared to condemn the balloon as an observation platform to the pages of history.
It is therefore all the more surprising that, at the end of the 20th century, balloons are enjoying something of a renaissance as
high-technology surveillance communications platforms. In the USA, a chain of radar-equipped aerostats (the American term for
a tethered, non-rigid, payload-carrying balloon) plays an important role in the country’s anti-drug campaign. US experience of
surveillance aerostats has shown the technology to be both technically and cost effective. In a senatorial hearing in 1993, the
US Customs Service put on record detailed data on the operation of what has become known as the Tethered Aerostat Radar
System (TARS) which forms a key part of the USA’s anti-drug National Air Interdiction Strategy. The network comprises fifteen
operational sites which provide continuous coverage of the USA’s southern border from Puerto Rico to the Pacific Coast. The
71m aerostats, manufactured by TCOM LP and equipped with Westinghouse radars, are designed to detect a 2m2 radar cross-
section target within a 280km radius. On-station costs per hour are $300-500, compared with $3,500 for a fixed-wing airborne
early warning aircraft such as the Lockheed P-3 Orion.7 So successful has the experiment with surveillance balloons been that
other agencies are now showing an interest in developing their own capability. 

By the time the First
World War began in
1914, aeroplane
technology had
developed to such an
extent that heavier-
than-air machines
were already on the
inventory of all the
major combatants
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