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Jeremy Adamson:

My name is Jeremy Adamson and as the director for Collections and Services, I am very pleased to welcome our speaker today, Dr. Tom Crouch, senior curator of the Division of Aeronautics at the National Air and Space Museum at the Smithsonian.  Dr. Crouch’s talk is sponsored by the Science, Technology, and Business Division.  And thankful, I am, to not only Bill Sittig but all of the others who are here with us today, including Ron Bluestone, who is now the acting chief of that division, for making sure that we have Tom here and we have the books on sale.  Thank you, Ralph Eubanks of the Publishing Office.  But it does celebrate the accomplishments of our collecting habits and our researchers over the years.  The title of his [Crouch’s] talk is “Aeronautics of the Library of Congress [the Library]: Forty Years of One User’s Experience.” Thanks to Ronald S. Wilkinson and others within the division who have contributed for many years over this production and also to numbers of others in the room who have contributed too in analyzing the collections and being able to present them in such a nicely compiled fashion.

Now, Tom Crouch has been mining the collections of the Library for almost 40 years.  Got to the bottom?

[laughter]

Tom Crouch:

Not even close.

Jeremy Adamson:

He surely belongs on the honor roll of our most prized patrons, as his researches on the history of flight technology have resulted in more than a dozen books and more than 90 articles.  I actually counted up and I got over 95 on the very fulsome CV you sent.  And really, that’s an extraordinary output.  These are for both scholarly journals and popular magazines.  

Now, his skills as a writer, and I also know as a speaker, prodigious, and he has been recognized with major history writing awards.  Several of his publications that draw most heavily on the Library’s collections include:  “A Dream of Wings: Americans and the Air Plane, 1875 to 1905,” “Eagle Aloft: Two Centuries of the Balloon in America,” “The Bishop’s Boys: A Life of Wilbur and Orville Wright.”  That book came out in 1989, for which he received a Christopher Award, a literary prize for quote, and this is part of the citation to that prize, “artistic achievement in support of the highest values of -- literary artistic achievement in support of the highest values of the human spirit,” certainly which the Wrights and certainly Tom incorporate.  His award-winning book, “Wings: A History of Aviation from Kites to the Space Age,” 2005, and most recently, “Rocketeers and Gentlemen Engineers: A History of the American Institute of Aeronautics and Astronautics and What Came Before.”  

Now, as a result of his scholarship and wide experience in the field of flight technology, in the fall of 2000, Dr. Crouch was appointed by President Clinton to the chairmanship of the First Flight Centennial Federal Advisory Board, a group that advised on activities planned to commemorate the 100th anniversary of powered flight.  His undergraduate and graduate degrees -- he holds a Ph.D. in history from Ohio State -- are all in the field of history.  And as a noted scholar, he has been a member of the history advisory committees of NASA, the Environmental Protection Agencies, and was likewise consulted for the National Park Service, the National Geographic Society, the U.S. Air Force history program and various university presses, as well as specialized television and radio programs.

A Smithsonian employee since 1974, he has served in a variety of curatorial and administrative posts at both the American History Museum, before they had the National Air and Space Museum, and the National Air and Space Museum.  During his Smithsonian career, he has been responsible for personally organizing and overseeing the development of numerous exhibitions in the history of technology and the history of flight, as well as several displays, interestingly enough, focusing on social and political history.  It’s not just powered flight or balloons; it’s about people and their role in American society.  He was responsible for the exhibit “A More Perfect Union: Japanese Americans and the U.S. Constitution.” Now, that opened in 1987 in the American History Museum and I remember it well, which is still there.  It’s a state of the art a--.  

Now, one aspect of his career that I haven’t touched on is the fact that he and I, and we used to be both curators at the Smithsonian and we were on the speaker’s tour.  I mean, they have an annual thing and you can ask a bunch of Smithsonian fellowship or specialists to come out and talk about various things.  Tom and I went out and we talked, I think it was in Phoenix, Scottsdale, back in the early ‘90s.  Tom did a wonderful thing on the Wright brothers and flight and I had to drag up behind him, because he was such a superb speaker, and try to get everybody enthused about Tiffany glass and wicker furniture.

[laughter]

Two items that the Library of Congress does not collect.  So --.
[laughter]

But it’s a great pleasure to welcome Tom here and I know that you’ll all enjoy him and I hope that you have a wonderful opportunity to look at the book, for which so many people have contributed.  Thank you, Tom, and thank you.

[applause]

Tom Crouch:

Thanks and thanks to all of you for coming to listen on this kind of rainy day.  Of course, we’re happy for the rain today, so that’s a good thing, I guess.  I have to start with an apology, which is something you’re never supposed to do when you’re speaking.  When John Buydos and the other folks first asked me to do this, about a year ago, in fact, they asked about audiovisual presentations and I said, “Well, what would you do for a talk like this, after all?  So, no.”  Literally yesterday, I was chairing a session on the early history of the space age at the American Association for the Advancement of Science and it suddenly occurred to me, you know, I could.  I could do the dust jackets of books and there are some faces and so on and so forth.  And I came in this morning and I actually did one, but it was too late to get it set-up.  So what we’ll have to do -- I’ll just be -- my presentation will be very descriptive and I’ll use picturesque language and visual terms and that kind of thing.

[laughter]

So, you won’t miss a thing.  

It is an incredible honor to be invited to speak on this occasion, but it’s a little daunting too, as the title suggests.  The real reason they asked me to do this is because I’d been working in collections at the Library of Congress for a very, very long time.  Actually, I don’t think it’s 40 years, I think it’s 36 or something.  But I fully intend to keep coming up here until it is 40, so I guess that’s okay.  My first trip to the Library as a serious researcher, I think was 1971.  I was an ABD, All-But-Dissertation, from Ohio State and I’d been awarded the first of several short-term visiting grants, fellowships, from the Smithsonian that enabled me to spend a few weeks away from school and my job at the Ohio Historical Society working here in Washington on my dissertation, which was the history of a community of flight experimenters that would in fact create the foundation for the invention of the airplane.  And the most important figure in the group was a French born Chicago-based civil engineer named Octave Chanute.  And Chanute’s papers are here at the Library, as are, of course, the papers of Wilbur and Orville Wright.  So, this looked like a pretty good place to begin my work.  And I’m still at it all these years later.

What I discovered over the years is that the Library holds nothing less than the world’s single finest collection, and I think you can take that to the bank, of research materials on the history of flight.  I can’t imagine another institution whose collections would be as broad and as deep in this subject field as the Library of Congress’s.  Priceless treasures, unsuspected nuggets of information scattered across so many divisions:  Manuscripts, Prints and Photographs, Geography and Maps, Motion Pictures [Motion Picture, Broadcasting and Recorded Sound], Rare Books [Rare Book and Special Collections], the General Collections, Newspapers and Serials [Serial and Government Publications].  Over the years I’ve drawn from all of those, as have hundreds of thousands of other researchers.  And the most important part of all of it, the most pleasant part of all of it, I guess, in addition to making those discoveries, one of the reasons I hesitated to call this “40 Years at the Library of Congress” is because I was afraid that might sound like too much of a struggle. 

[laughter]

And of course, it’s been anything but that.  This is the place where I’ve had some moments of extraordinary joy and discovery.  And again, a big part of that pleasure has been friendship with the staff members at the Library of Congress over the years.  So many of them, that I’m not going to attempt to name them, at least not all of them, for fear of leaving someone out, which I surely would.  But I’m going to have a great deal to say about three of them, anyway, as I go along.  

Before I start talking about the ways in which I’ve mined the aeronautical treasures of the Library, I thought I would say a little bit about the history of flight materials in this institution.  And there’s a good deal in the new book on aeronautical collections at the Library on how these things came to be here as well.  It should come as no surprise to those of you who are familiar with the history of the Library to discover that the first volume devoted to aeronautics arrived in 1815 as part of the Jefferson purchase to replace the books that were burned by the British in 1814.  Jefferson had one book on ballooning in his library, Pérouse translated “The Art of Voyaging Through the Air,” published in 1784, just a year after the invention of the balloon.  I was a little surprised, frankly, that Jefferson, who after all was in France toward the end of the period of the invention of the balloon, didn’t have some of the better-known works published in the first couple of years, 1783, 1784, 1785, like [unintelligible]’s book or Tiberius Cavallo’s.  But he did have this one and that little book, which is still in the Library collections as a matter of fact, provided the foundation on which the aeronautical collections would grow.  

Over the next 134 years, those collections pretty much continued to arrive, catch as catch can, either through purchase or through copyright materials and that sort of thing.  1929 was the first really big year in the history of aeronautics at the Library.  It was in that year that -- in fact, there were that year 3,113 volumes of aeronautical literature on the shelves in the Library in 1929 -- and that was the year that the Daniel Guggenheim Fund for the promotion of aeronautics named the Library of Congress the aeronautical library of the United States.  

The Guggenheim Fund, the organization that funded the creation of the Aeronautics Division here at the Library and the growth of the collections and so on, was really an extraordinary organization.  Daniel Guggenheim, of course, was a member of the family of American entrepreneurs and philanthropists, the Guggenheims, who had built their fortune on mining.  Daniel Guggenheim himself was never in an airplane, but his son, Harry, Harry Frank Guggenheim, certainly was.  He had been a pilot during World War I and was a big-time sport aviator during the years between the wars.  And he convinced his father, basically, that a short spurt of considerable amount of money spent on aeronautics at that moment would lift the whole enterprise to a level of maturity, where it could begin to attract business investment and that sort of thing.  

And, so the Guggenheim Fund was the result.  It was only in business, really, for a very few years.  Founded in 1926 and went out of business in the early ‘30s, when Daniel Guggenheim was convinced that the fund had done its job.  But during those few short years, it really did achieve extraordinary things.  The Guggenheim Fund funded the creation of departments of aeronautical engineering in universities across the United States.  They funded the development of new kinds of aircraft instruments and blind flying techniques so that pilots could operate in bad weather or at night.  They funded safe airplane competitions, the creation of a model airway.  The Guggenheim Fund was presided over by a board that included the biggest names in American aviation, including both Orville Wright and Charles Lindbergh, so it was an extraordinary organization.  The papers of which, by the way, are in the Manuscript Division here at the Library, as well they should be.  

When the Guggenheim Fund decided to spend money on the Library, the first thing they did was to create a chair, the Guggenheim Chair in Aeronautical Literature, here at the Library.  And that led to the creation of the old Aeronautical Division in 1930.  The first incumbent of the Guggenheim Chair was a really interesting guy, Albert Francis Zahm, Z-A-H-M.  I think if Al Zahm were around today, me, as a scholar of Wilbur and Orville Wright, am probably one of the last people he would’ve wanted to talk about his contributions to the Library.  Because, interesting as he was, and as much as he achieved, Al Zahm was sort of anti-Wright, opposed to the Wright brothers in the great aeronautical feuds of the 1920s and 30s.  But he had been an extraordinary character, going all the way back to the late 19th century.  Zahm held a Ph.D. in physics from Johns Hopkins and he had worked with Octave Chanute, the French civil engineer I mentioned, in Chicago before the turn of the century.  He had come here to Washington and established aeronautical engineering research at Catholic University.  He had become chief research engineer for the Curtiss Company during World War I.  And after the war, he became head of the Navy Aeronautical Research Facility at the Navy Yard.  And in fact, that’s what he was doing in 1929 when the Guggenheim Fund tapped him to head the program here at the Library of Congress.

Zahm had a unique vision of what his job ought to be.  As his most distinguished successor put it, and I’m quoting, “Zahm considered the quote, ‘interpretation of aeronautical literature’ end quote, to be the main function of his position.”  And he actually did.  More than just collecting, Zahm thought that the interpretation of what he was collecting was the big part of his job.  As I said, Zahm had gotten on the wrong side of the Wright brothers.  He had testified for Glenn Curtiss during the aeronautical patent suits, which began in 1909 and ran all the way to 1917.  And during the 1920s and especially after he came to the Library, he sort of made it his business to support research that might be seen to operate against the Wright brothers.  He was always supporting research into the careers of people who claimed, for example, to have invented the airplane before the Wright brothers.  So he was an extraordinarily interesting guy, indeed.  

Stepping away from all of that, he did good work here at the Library.  He began really serious, targeted collecting.  Some of the earliest key manuscript collections came into the Library as a result of Al Zahm’s work.  The Chanute papers arrived in 1932.  The Tissandier Collection, Zahm purchased from Maggs Brothers in London.  And the Tissandier Collection, which is still in the Manuscript Division today and with some things scattered in other divisions, Prints and Photographs and so on, was built by the great aeronautical historian and bibliographer of the 19th century, Albert Tissandier.  And as a result, even today, it’s one of the great collections on the very early history of aeronautics, especially in Europe.  And it wasn’t just the French material.  Al Zahm pulled in German and other kinds of European manuscript collections, too.  And he pulled in talented staff people.  Arthur Renstrom, whom I would guess many people in this room knew, as I certainly did, came to work for the Library in 1931 originally and went to work for Al Zahm in the Aeronautics Division in 1935, and was certainly still here and being his helpful self when I arrived 40 years later in 1970-1971.  

The crew that Al Zahm built up in the Aeronautics Division weren’t just collecting; they were publishing bibliographies and doing just a raft of useful things as well.  And that was the history of the Aeronautics Division for about 15 years.  Zahm retired at the age of 84 in 1946, and was replaced by Richard Eels, E-E-L-S.  And that was another fruitful period after World War II.  While Albert Zahm was heading the division, it was out of the question to think about trying to get the Wright papers, of course.  But the minute he retired -- and Orville Wright died early in 1948 -- Eels was able to reach out and ultimately deal with the estate of Wilbur and Orville Wright, with the executors, and pull the papers of the Wright brothers into the Library, one of the great accessions in the Manuscript Division.  So that was on-hand.

The other important thing that happened in that era, in 1949, was the fact that Marvin W. McFarland went to work for the Aeronautics Division that year.  Originally, Mac was hired as Eel’s assistant, but within a year of the time he came onboard he was building the team that was going to edit the papers of Wilbur and Orville Wright.  Marvin McFarland, Mac, as everyone universally called him -- and I would guess this room is full of people who knew and, I think, probably have fond memories of Mac as well -- was an extraordinary guy.  He had enlisted in the Army Air Corps during World War II and wound up in European headquarters of Gen. Carl Spaatz and Gen. Ira Eaker in Paris at the end of the war as sort of their archivist historian at headquarters.  And it was while he was there in Paris that he began to teach himself aeronautical history.  

He met Charles Lindbergh at that time, as Lindbergh was passing through Paris on a naval technical mission to go look at sites of German high technology research and so on.  And he also was a member of the Poltava team that went from Europe to Russia to try to negotiate landing rights for American bombers undertaking shuttle bombing programs into Eastern Europe.  After the war, Mac was at the Pentagon for a little while and, as he used to tell it, he sort of had the Air Force history program in his desk drawers.  And then he came here, to the Library, in 1949.  And, again within a year, he had taken over the editing of the Wright papers.

For those of you who don’t know, and I don’t imagine there are many of you who are unfamiliar with them, the public version of the papers of Wilbur and Orville Wright is one of the great monuments of American historical scholarship in the second half of the 20th Century.  I pulled the work that Mac, Arthur Renstrom, Fred Howard, and other members of the Aeronautics Division did to create those two volumes up against any set of edited papers done since -- the papers of the Founding Fathers, you name it -- in terms of the scholarly apparatus, the selection of materials, the preparation of everything from footnotes to appendices.  They just -- they really can’t be beat.  Just genuinely an extraordinary achievement, published, again, by McGraw-Hill in 1953 in commemoration of the 50th anniversary of the invention of the airplane.  Just impossible to overemphasize the quality and the importance of the papers of Wilbur and Orville Wright.  It’s just a monument, a model of scholarship that, again, has stood the test of time.

By that time, the Aeronautics Division was becoming part of Science and Technology.  And in fact, Mac wound up running the Science and Technology Division [now the Science, Technology, and Business Division] as well, along with the folks who had worked on the papers of Wilbur and Orville Wright.  And I mentioned Arthur Renstrom as one of the really key and wonderful figures in that office.  Mr. Renstrom produced three key publications that ought to be on every aviation historian’s bookshelf along with the two volumes of the papers.  One was a chronology of the work of the Wright brothers, one was a bibliography of materials by and about the Wright brothers, and the third, the last volume in his trilogy, was a guide to images, photographs of the Wright brothers.  Each of them published in honor of one or another Wright anniversary over the years, and just an extraordinary addition to the bookshelf, just very wonderful indeed.

Well that’s about the -- this was going on at about the time I arrived at the Library.  Len Bruno, who was part of the staff at that point and who’s here today, my old friend, likes to tell the story of when Mac received the letter that I had sent him on Ohio State stationary saying I was coming on this grant and I wanted to look at the Chanute papers and the Wright papers and so on.  Mac actually had Len kind of check me out, make some phone calls, to make sure I was on the up and up.  But I guess the report came back okay, because Mac sort of welcomed me into the fold of young Wright aviation enthusiasts that always gathered around him.  He was -- I really regard McFarland as, as much a mentor as my own doctoral advisors at Ohio State were -- really quite a guy, always willing to share his vast knowledge of the field.  

One of the things, when you look at the papers of Wilbur and Orville Wright, that strikes you is just the incredible erudition that’s represented in those two books.  And it’s hard -- I find it hard to believe that all of that work was done essentially between 1950 and 1953.  Just an incredible amount of work.  And he had built up an enormous command of the material, that he was always willing to share, always willing to read something and comment, steer you in another direction.  And he was also always willing to make sure that you were folded kind of into the larger world.  In my case, that meant introducing me to members of the family of aviation pioneers.  Elaine Chanute Hodges, who was Octave Chanute’s descendent, came to visit the Library quite a bit and Mac introduced me to her.  

More important than Elaine though, I remember I was sitting at a desk in the old Manuscript Division over in the Adams Building when it was upstairs, and Mac came out one day and put a piece of paper on my desk.  And the name on the paper was Ivonette Wright Miller and a phone number.  And I didn’t know who it was.  And Mac said, “Well, she’s the Wright brothers’ famous favorite niece.  She’s still living in Dayton.  And when you go home after this fellowship thing is finished, you ought to call her and go visit her.  She wouldn’t mind.  Just feel free to call her and go visit her.  

So I did.  And the fact that it came from Marvin McFarland, who was one of Ivonette Wright Miller’s favorite people, enabled me to do a good deal more than just get my foot in the door.  What I discovered was that when the Library took the Wright papers in 1949, they didn’t take everything.  They had left a good deal of the family material, a lot of photographs, books that were duplicated here in the Library, things like the school records of the Wright family and that kind of thing, the Bishop’s genealogical records.  They’d left them all with the Wright family.  And so, there they were, in Ivonette Wright Miller’s basement, where I was, thanks to Marvin W. McFarland.  And, in fact, those relationships that Mac helped all of us whose work he was supporting just more than you can, more than you can imagine.  

One of those real epiphany moments that I talked about -- one of the unforgettable moments for me in the Library of Congress, thanks to Mac.  I was working downstairs in the Wright papers one day and I came across Orville’s 1902 notebook, just a little spiral bound thing.  The kind of thing you stick in your pocket.  But it was a notebook in which he had taken down all of the flight data for the 1902 glider; in a lot of ways, their most important machine -- the machine that was the door to powered flight, to the 1903 airplane.  And anyway, I turned it on the back, which was cardboard, and written just in childish blocked letters twice was “Ivonette,” ”Ivonette”.  And I called her and I said, “What’s this all about?  Your name’s on the back of Orville’s 1902 notebook.”  

And she remembered.  She said she was six-years-old in 1902.  She was born in 1896.  And she said, “You know, I remember.”  They lived just down the street from the Wright brothers and their father and Katherine Wright, the Wright brothers’ sister.  And Ivonette said, “You know, my mother had left us over there and they were babysitting one day and Orville asked me what I was learning in school.  And I said, ‘Well, I can write my name.’  And he said, ‘Well, come on up here on my knee.’”  And that’s what he gave her to write her name on.  And the fact that I could pick up the phone and call the little old lady that six-year-old girl had become still sends shivers up and down, up and down my spine.  And, again, that was thanks to Marvin W. McFarland.

The folks in the Science and Technology Division wanted me to say a little bit about the use that I’d made of collections over the years here at the Library, cross-cutting and so on and so forth.  So, I guess I’d better do a little of that while I still have a little time left.  One of the things I remember that was extraordinarily satisfying and illuminating as well, I’m the author of a biography of the Wright brothers called “The Bishop’s Boys.”  And, when I was working on it, the Wright brothers -- the neighborhood in which they grew up in west Dayton, Ohio, across the Miami River from the main part of town, had been a streetcar suburb that grew up after the Civil War and it was extraordinarily important to them.  Their roots really were there and that was always home; meant a great deal to them.  And it had shaped them, too, that neighborhood had.  

So I really wanted to know more about that neighborhood.  And down in the Geography and Maps Division here, I checked and they had, of course, all of the Sanborn Fire [Insurance] Maps.  And Dayton had been done in about 1900.  I forget whether it was 1900 or 1901, but in that area.  And, as those of you who know the Sanborn maps know, everything was listed on those maps -- every house, every outbuilding, every hydrant, every source of water.  Because they were done for fire insurance purposes, you really had to have a lot of detail on them.  

So I had the map of the whole neighborhood.  And I also discovered at the National Archives the 1900 census still had the original census sheets that the census takers had carried from house to house.  And what that meant was that I could go to the index and find Bishop Milton Wright and go right to that census sheet that had gone from house to house.  And of course, they weren’t the only ones on the census sheet.  Their neighbors on either side were there.  And those census sheets are numbered, so all you had to do was go from that sheet to the ones on each side.  And ultimately, Chuck, I remember, down in Geography and Maps was good enough to xerox those big things for me and I scotch taped them together.  And before I was finished, I had recreated that west Dayton neighborhood.  Because the census data not only had names, but it had how many people are living in the house, race, occupation, where someone was born.  It literally gave you just an extraordinary ability to recreate the demographics of this neighborhood that the Wright brothers were growing up in.  And just extraordinarily important in sort of understanding the place and the time that they had come from.

A few years ago, a friend of mine, Bill Harris down in North Carolina, did the same thing with Kitty Hawk, North Carolina.  Again, he got the Sanborn fire maps for that dinky little fishing village on the Outer Banks of North Carolina and he did the same thing with the census records and, again, discovered wonderful things.  He discovered, for example, that that tiny little village was actually two villages.  Each half of Kitty Hawk had its own stores and schools.  And again, it just gives you real insight that you can’t get in any other way that I can think of, except by cross-cutting collections like that.  

In 2003, I was chair of the Centennial Flight Advisory Board and I had had an old friend whose question for me had always been, “Tom, I want you to do a micro history.  I want you to tell me how the Wright brothers got to Kitty Hawk.”  And I’d always said, “Well, you know, Dick, you can go to the papers and they leave on this date and they arrive and they take these transport lines and.” And he would say, “No, I want to know exactly how they came and when and what the times were.”  

And just for fun, again, I came back up to Geography and Maps.  And gee whiz, they had a really detailed map for the Chesapeake and Ohio in 1900, the year that Wilbur Wright had made the first trip from Dayton down to the Outer Banks.  And it was so detailed that it gave you every little stop along the way, all the way from Cincinnati, Ohio, to Norfolk, Hampton Roads, where you had to cross Hampton Roads on a steamer.  And in the General Collections I found something that I didn’t even know existed, a universal railroad guide.  You could get these things at the turn of the century and it gave you what time every train in the country was supposed to be at each of these little stations.  So, you could begin to put this together and you really could do a micro history of those first trips that they had made to Kitty Hawk and know, if the train was on time, exactly where they were at any point along what was a long and difficult journey for Orville Wright that year.  

Manuscripts, I guess, is the division that I’ve certainly spent most of my time in and the division where I always see friends working away on their projects.  And, of course, I still work down there.  Rick Young, a friend and colleague -- Mac introduced -- McFarland, introduced us, in fact, all of those years ago -- are working on one last book of Wright letters now, “Dear Wilbur” --uh “Dear Orville,” we’re going to call it, letters that passed between the brothers between 1907 and 1912.  And one of the great things that you find today when it comes to the Wright papers, thanks to Len Bruno and the other folks here at the Library of Congress, is that for the most part you can go online and get all of that stuff now.  Just incredible.  

If you haven’t taken a look at the Wright brothers’ Web site in “American Memory” -- the guide to the papers, do so.  It just blows your mind, the amount of material that you can access online.  And lots of other personal paper collections that I’ve used over the years, many of which McFarland brought in right after World War II.  The Arnold papers, the papers of Henry Harley “Hap” Arnold, who, of course, commanded the Army air forces during World War II.  Billy Mitchell’s papers.  Wernher von Braun’s papers, which I used in a book called “Aiming for the Star -- Stars.”  And the Tissandier papers, I’ve gone back to time and again -- I mentioned them -- the papers that Al Zahm bought from the French -- just an extraordinary collection.

And another one that I’ve spent a lot of time in, and done a lot of cross-cutting into other Divisions with, is the American Institute of Aeronautics and Astronautics [AIAA] history collection.  That’s another one that McFarland brought in in the 1960s.  And it’s really extraordinary.  The American Institute of Aeronautics and Astronautics is -- whose history, I wrote a few years ago, living when I was working on it, practically, is the leading professional organization for aeronautical engineers and scientists in the United States.  And during the 1940s, they were run by a fellow named Lester Gardner, who believed that aeronautical history was really important.  And in that decade, between 1930 and 1940, Gardner built at the headquarters in New York just an extraordinary aeronautical archive, all of which is downstairs now.  And it has all kinds of stuff in it from the records of the AIAA, which I used for “Rocketeers and Gentlemen Engineers,” my history of the AIAA, to all of this historical material that he collected at IAS.  And if Gardner -- the interesting that was -- if Gardner couldn’t get an original copy he would photocopy it and bring that into the Library.  

I’m probably the only person you know who’s written an 800-page book, actually over that, on the balloon in America.  And it was practically all drawn from that collection.  Because one of the things Gardner had done was to create these wonderful scrapbooks of clippings from American newspapers about balloons, going all the way back to the 18th century and coming all the way forward to the 19th century and also, the scrapbook collections of a couple of famous American balloonists.  And when I discovered that, I just went crazy.  These things were wonderful.  I actually talked the Manuscript Division folks into letting us at the Smithsonian make microfilm copies of them, which are available today.  But I mean, that collection just became the spine of that very long and very detailed book.  

And it was on that book, too, that I did a lot of cross-cutting into Newspapers and Periodicals [Serial and Government Publications], that division.  I wanted to get a sense of what the earliest American balloons had been like.  And, of course, using those scrapbooks and some secondary materials, you knew when some of the early balloon flights had been made.  I had a graduate student that I sat down in Newspapers [Serial and Government Publications], and he literally just went through for the years between 1785 and 1790 newspapers for a number of American cities just looking for mentions of the balloon.  

The other thing I discovered in Newspapers [Serial and Government Publications] was this wonderful collection of indices to various American newspapers, mostly produced by WPA, but gathered down in that reading room today.  Where else in America you would find a collection of newspaper indices like that?  Well, it can’t be anyplace else that has that good a collection.  But it was the same thing.  You could sit down with those looking for something like balloons, aeronautics, whatever and just look through an enormous amount of work that you really couldn’t have done anyplace else. 

Other sorts of divisions that fed into that book.  I was really interested in when the first American illustration of a balloon had been prepared and, again, I found it in Rare Books [Rare Book and Special Collections Division] in an almanac for, I think it was 1785, in fact where they had done a wood cut of a famous French balloon flight.  The first American image of a balloon, letting Americans know what these things that the French were fooling around with across the water actually looked like.  

Prints and Photographs also.  I did a little book called “The Bleriot Book,” which was a history of the Bleriot Company, a French company producing airplanes before the First World War.  And at some point, I forget exactly when, the Library had collected the photograph collection of “Aéro Magazine [Journal],” one of the old French magazines going all the way back, really, to the invention of the airplane.  And a little before, back into the ballooning step in the late 19th century.  And I remember in those days it was held by the Science and Technology Division.  And just wonderful, flipping through those images and helping to make sense of what you were finding in this division and that division.  Just really extraordinary.  One of those great moments.  And there are always moments like that, wonderful surprises for researchers at the Library of Congress. 

Just a couple of years ago, Len Bruno from Manuscript called and said that he had found -- a researcher had found the letter in the Gutzon Borglum papers.  And Borglum, of course, was the sculptor who carved Mount Rushmore.  But more to my purposes and his, Borglum had also been one of the pioneer members of the Aero Club of America.  He was fascinated by flight.  And in 1908, he had come to Washington and, with George Squire and a couple of other leading aeronautical types, they’d gone over to Fort Myer where Orville Wright was about to make the first public flights in an airplane in the United States in the fall of 1908.  And Borglum had written about this in just the most extraordinary terms imaginable.  It was just a wonderful letter.  And he described what was happening in very unexpected terms.  

You know, he described the airplane itself as sort of looking like a piece of farm machinery.  He said, you know, if you ran across this in a farmer’s field, you wouldn’t think anything about it.  And he had this wonderful description of Orville Wright as a sort of nondescript little character.  And being Gutzon Borglum, all of this was couched in very broad, wonderful language.  I had been struggling with an opening for “Wings,” which was my sort of front to back history of the airplane in America, and that letter was it.  There was just no better way to start off that book than with this wonderful description of the first public flight ever of an airplane in America.  But it also talks about the breadth and depth of the Library collections, and sort of the penchant of the best Library employees to reach out when they know they have something in their hands that’s going to interest some scholar out there someplace to pick up the phone and say hey, have you seen this?  And again, as I said, those kinds of moments are what you get periodically doing research at the Library of Congress.

As I said at the outset, it’s an incredible honor to be invited to speak to you today.  And I hope that you’ll regard me not as someone standing up here talking about what he’s done over the years, but as a representative of the hundreds of thousands of researchers who have pursued their various passions through the stacks and divisions of the Library of Congress over the years.  This place will always have a warm place in our hearts because it is the spot where we have experienced the joy of new discovery.

[applause]

[music playing]

[end of transcript]

