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This year of anniversaries calls for an appreciation of
man's ability to fly, one of the greatest of human
achievements. The miracle of modern aviation has not
been wrought totally on the technical side. It also entails
a triumph of international cooperation. That is what
permits us to travel almost anywhere on earth today...

It so happens that two of the great unsung events in
the history of aviation occurred the same year in two
cities of the same name: St. Petersburg, Florida, and
St. Petersburg, Russia. On January 1, 1914, a pilot
named Tony Jannus took off from the American
St. Petersburg on a 23-minute flight to Tampa, which
marked the beginning of scheduled air service as we
know it today. Six months later in Russia, a 24-year-
old engineering genius named Igor Sikorsky carried
six passengers on a test flight lasting 6 1/2 hours in a
huge (for the time) four-engine aircraft. Later that
year Sikorsky and three colleagues flew this prototype
of the modern airliner from St. Petersburg to Kiev
and back on a round trip of 2,000 kilometres.

It is difficult for people living 80 years later in the
final decade of the “Century of Flight” to appreciate
just how revolutionary was Sikorsky’s idea of a large
enclosed people-carrier. We have now become overly
familiar with a phenomenon which in centuries past
remained beyond man’s most distant aspirations,
namely the ability to fly. The first aviators approached
this technological triumph in a gingerly way, counting
their speed and the horsepower of their engines in
low double digits and their time aloft in minutes rather
than hours. For some years after the Wright brothers’
Flyer One biplane first lifted off the ground for 12
seconds in December, 1903, every flight was a venture
which could end in injury or death.

At that stage, however, nobody put much stock in
the prospect of aircraft transporting people and goods
from one place to another. The machines were
necessarily of such light construction that they could
only carry one passenger at a time. The first air
passengers did not want to be taken anywhere in

particular. Rather, they were on the original “joy ride,”
defying danger for the fantastic sensation of breaking
the bonds of gravity.

The prevailing thinking about the future of aviation
was that it had some military potential, and would
provide fine sport, like horseback riding. In
inaugurating a regular passenger service (four round
trips a day; return fare $10) the proprietors of the
Florida St. Petersburg’s Airboat Line were taking a
daring step ahead of their time.

Sikorsky was even more visionary in seeing
aviation as a means of large-scale, long-distance
transportation. Until the turn of the 20th century, the
only speculation on the possibility of airborne
commerce came from poets like Byron and Tennyson.
Since they do not actually have to do what they write
about, poets can write about doing anything they like.
But Sikorsky was a hands-on workman with an
intimate knowledge of the myriad and massive
difficulties of what he was trying to accomplish —
build the progenitor of a breed of airborne giants that
would carry passengers and cargo across oceans from
city to city with no intermediate stops.

The outbreak of World War I soon after his epic
1914 flight cast a shadow over Sikorsky’s grand
visions. Instead of going into commercial service, his
magnificent flying machine made its debut as the
world’s first heavy bomber. Seventy-three warplanes
were built according to his basic design, graduating
in range and power. They flew about 400 missions
over a distance of 120,000 kilometres. Apparently all
were destroyed in the chaos of Russia’s revolution
and military collapse.

Still, by demonstrating that a plane of that size






