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   Birdman 
Lord Rawnsley: “If the Lord had intended me 

to fly, he would have given me wings.” 
Patricia Rawnsley: “You travel by train, 

father, but you haven't any wheels.” 
Those Magnificent Men in 

Their Flying Machines, 1965

I  N THE WINTER OF 1951, A PROPERTY 
inspector was sent to investigate complaints 
about a rented house in Woolston, a farming 
town near Christchurch, New Zealand. The 
house was somewhat neglected but tidy, and 
the inspector found nothing unusual. 
   That is, until he entered the locked garage.   
   There, scattered among old machinery, 
rusting tools, and the usual farming castoffs 
and clutter, he discovered a homebuilt 
bamboo bicycle, several sets of old, fabric-
covered wings, and an odd, dust-covered 
contraption that he surmised to be some sort 
of ‘improvised gyrocopter.’    
       

      Pearse aeroplane replica, South Canterbury Museum

   Richard Pearse—self-taught inventor, 
eccentric recluse, and forgotten aeronautical 
visionary—was about to be rediscovered.

***
   Every schoolchild is taught about the 
Wright Brothers, the bicycle shop owners 
who—after years of tireless experimentation
—achieved the first powered, controlled, 
heavier-than-air flight on the 17th of 
December, 1903, on the windswept beach at 
Kitty Hawk, North Carolina.
    But what if they weren’t really the first?
   Over the years, many people have laid 
claims to having preceded the Wright 
Brothers, but perhaps none of these stories 
are as compelling as that of New Zealand 
farmer Richard Pearse. Advocates for 
Pearse say he in fact beat the Wrights into 
the air by a full eight and a half months, and 
possibly even by more than a year.
    



   A reluctant farmer, Pearse neglected the 
land at Waitohi that he and his brothers had 
inherited, preferring to spend his time 
tinkering with his various inventions. Since 
he was a young boy he’d dreamt of building 
a ‘flying machine,’ but, unlike the well-
educated Wrights, Pearse acquired his 
knowledge entirely through reading science 
magazines and his own experimentation. 
   After five years of toiling and an unknown 
number of ground-bound trials, Pearse made 
a series of flights—notably one on the 31st 
of March, 1903 (some reports say 1902), 
when he sustained a distance of 500-1000 
feet before crashing into a hedge of gorse. 
Soon he was making much higher and 
longer flights, including one on the 11th of 
May over 30 feet in altitude and about a half 
mile in length. One observer claimed Pearse 
even executed several turns around his field 
before abruptly crashing on the riverbank.
   Unlike the Wright Brothers’ biplane Flyer, 
Pearse’s craft was a monoplane, and utilized 
a number of pioneering features—including 
wing flaps and a rear elevator, a steerable 
nose-wheel, and an undercarriage with 
landing wheels—making it a much more 
faithful forerunner to modern aircraft than 
the Wright’s more primitive designs.
   But the Wrights were clever promoters 
and had the resources to hire skilled 
engineers, while Pearse was poor and shy in 
nature. He designed, funded, and built 
everything from scratch himself—even an 
amazingly light, 25hp engine—often using 
scraps scrounged from around the farm. 
   While the Wrights arranged for widespread 
publication of their self-aggrandizing book, 
How We Invented The Aeroplane (1908), 
Pearse failed to adequately document his 
flights, and no photographs of them survive. 
Most regrettably—and much to his own 
detriment—Pearse had a much more 
rigorous definition of ‘controlled flight.’ 

Pearse himself stated in 1909 that he didn’t 
think he had achieved ‘true aerial navigation’ 
until 1905—although dozens of eyewitness 
accounts cast doubt on these recollections.
   It’s true that Pearse probably didn’t attain 
‘fully controlled’ flight—if one defines that 
as getting airborne, flying a chosen course, 
and landing at a pre-determined site. But 
neither, arguably, did the Wrights, at least 
not until late 1905, after their triumph at 
Kitty Hawk brought them the funding 
necessary to continue their experimentation.
   Forced by hardship and the First World 
War to end his flying efforts, Pearse made a 
brief return in the 1930s with the partially-
built folding ‘gyrocopter’ later found in his 
Woolston garage. By the time of that 
discovery, however, he was frail 73 year old 
patient at Sunnyside Psychiatric Hospital.   
   Disoriented and suffering from paranoia, 
Pearse frequently interrupted basketmaking 
classes with bitter complaints about his 
ideas being “stolen by the Wright Brothers 
and other imposters.” He died in 1953, 
alone and unnoticed, his 50 years of work 
ignored and his few patents worthless.
   Today, the original Wright Brothers’ Flyer 
holds an honored place in the Smithsonian, 
while until the 1950s the remains of some of 
Pearse’s early prototypes were left decaying 
in a South Island rubbish dump. But despite 
the complete lack of impact he had on aero-
nautical history, Pearse is proudly celebrated 
by New Zealanders as a symbol of ‘kiwi 
ingenuity’—the dogged determination to 
make do with whatever resources are at hand.
   Ironically, New Zealand has since become
known worldwide as the home of bungee- 
jumping, ‘zorbing,’ and other hazardous and 
slightly mad pursuits. Perhaps Richard 
Pearse—the solitary farmer-inventor, boldly 
launching himself into the air in his 
magnificent, homebuilt flying machine—
was the original extreme sports enthusiast. ◾


