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ONE hundred years ago, in 1903, the course of aviation history was altered

by the first sustained flight conducted by the American Wight brothers
Oville, a bicycle nmechanic, and his brother WI bur Wight, becane

fanous for fulfilling one of mankind' s earliest dreans - to soar into the
air, like a bird.

Al t hough since the late 1700s people have been "flying" in balloons or
in gliders, they still were a far cry fromwhat the "birds" could do.

After several in-depth studies, on Dec 17, 1903, Oville finally
denonstrated that it was possible to "fly" when he was kept afloat for 12
seconds in his machine. He covered a distance of alnost 37 netres at a
speed of some 48km per hour.

Not only was such a huge machi ne made airborne, nore inportantly, it
could also be controll ed.

The heavy machine, called Flyer 1, was no nore than a biplane w thout a
tail, powered by a gas notor and a propulsion propeller. This is a drastic
departure from what used to be inagined then, a nmachine with "flappi ng"

Wi ngs inspired directly from birds.

Fi ve decades before this pioneering attenpt, in 1853, the first human-
carrying glider was |aunched by George Cayley, a British aristocrat whom
sonme considered as the father of aviation. In 1799, he had already
established the "basic" concept of an aeroplane, with fixed wings and a
tail, much like it is today.

Based on this glider nodel, nore experinmental flights were attenpted
especially by Oto Lilienthal, a German engi neer who died on Aug 9, 1896
in a crash during one of the gliding experinments.

It was recorded that the Wights first becane interested after they read
Lilienthal's gliding flights in Germany. They reportedly corrected sone of
the errors in the published data nmade available to them They then noved
into the next phase in the conquest of airspace.

They later won the contract for the first world' s military plane
pushing further the frontiers of aviation research

Thus, between World Wars | and 11, biplanes were replaced by nore sturdy
nmonopl anes that flew international distances. By Aug 7, 1939, the first
jet flight was nmade possible using a revolutionary jet engine, a prototype
for airplanes today.

And it was not until 1962 that another nmjor nilestone was nade in air
flight when supersonic travel was successfully attenpted though the
"Concorde Supersonic Transport" project.

Hailed as the future of commercial flight, this joint French and British
col l aboration was forged to produce a supersonic airliner capable of
cruising at a speed and an altitude that only spy planes are capabl e of.

The sl eek plane with a cabin body of |less than three netres w de nade
its first supersonic test flight in 1969. Seven years l|later, the inaugura
commercial flights took off on Jan 21, 1976, for a trans-Atlantic journey
in about three hours, cruising at a speed of 2,200km per hour, that is, at
twi ce the speed of sound, and with a cruising altitude of nobre than 18, 000
metres.

But, on July 21, 2000, a nmjor tragedy happened at Roissy airport,

Paris, where an Air France Concorde crashed, killing 113 including 100
passengers. The fatal incident cut short the global history of supersonic
flights.



Al 't hough comrercial flight resumed in Novenmber the followi ng year, it
did not stay up for long. On April 10, 2003, both airlines announced their
pl ans to ground their Concorde fleet for good.

Air France retired its fleet in May, while for British Airway, the
curtain finally fell on Cct 24.

On that historic day, the last British Airways comercial flight (BA
002) |l anded at Heathrow in London from New York, Kennedy airport, carrying
the rich and fanous from around the worl d.

It marked the end of the Concorde era, sone 34 years after it was
initially fly-tested. Thousands turned out to watch the graceful, needle-
nosed aircraft nmake its |ast touch-down.

Wil e the Concorde had achi eved nuch over the past 27 or 28 years, nmany
are relieved that the Concordes are no |longer roaring over their part of
the sky. Residents who live close to the airports in both countries could
finally find peace in the absence of thundering supersonic sound.

However, it is still possible that the Concorde will remain as a flying
pi ece of history for use in air shows and fly pasts, according to an
airline source.

Ai rbus, the European company, is reportedly interested in maintaining at
| east one Concorde plane in flying condition. Airbus, which is currently
one of the world' s two biggest makers of civil aircraft, is in many ways a
part of the European collaborative Concorde | egacy.

O late, as the Wights' honetown celebrated the centennial anniversary
of their achievenents, it is ironic that after just 34 years the Concorde
era has to cone to a close. In a simlar way, just a week later,

Mal aysi a's aviation history too witnessed the end of an era when the
brai nchild and prine nover of the ultra-nodern Kuala Lunpur International
Airport, Tun Dr Mhathir Mhanmad, stepped down as the nation's fourth
Prime Mnister.

In view of this, it is only befitting that KLIA be renamed as "Mahathir
Kual a Lumpur International Airport", synbolically acknow edging his nany
contributions to the country.

Coi ncidentally, based on the |atest announcenent by the prestigious
Conde Nast Traveller's 2003 Annual Reader's Travel Award, the KLIA was
rated nunber two worldw de, and accorded the best in layout, design, and
cleanliness - a distinction that further justifies it being renaned after
Dr Mahathiir.

* Reconmended site: www. geocities.conl CapeCanaveral / 494/ history/
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