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Between 1899 and 1903 the Wright brothers invented the airplane. Wilbur Wright took the first step by writing to the 
Smithsonian Institution asking for information on powered flight. The brothers built a succession of gliders to test out 

their ideas for control and to gain firsthand experience of flight. When the last of the gliders proved to be very successful they 
knew they were ready to attempt powered flight. During this period the brothers had a rival, none other than Professor Samuel 
Langley the Secretary of the Smithsonian (then the title of the person in charge). Langley had built and testeda series of steam 
powered models, the most successful of which flew for more than half a mile, which at that time was a world record for heavier 
than air powered flight. Langley believed that an “aerodrome” capable of carrying a pilot could be a scaled up from his model 
and then all that was needed was an engine. In 1899 he obtained a contract with the army to build and fly a man carrying 
machinein 1 year for a total of $50,000. The 1 year contract stretched into 4 years and the $50,000 was long gone by the time 
the full scale aerodrome was ready for testing. While Wilbur’s initial inquiry did not reach Professor Langley’sdesk he became 
aware of the Wright brothers’ progress and likewise the Wrights followed Langley’s work. The fall of 1903 became a time for a 
race to be first. The contrast between the Wright brothers approach and Langley’s approach to the challenge of heavier-than-air 
flight contains some lessons still appropriate today.
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