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HE quiet of the dreamy Sunday 
evening was shattered by the shill 
rise and fall if the siren of the fire-

fighting patrol as it dashed through the 
residential section of the little town 
towards the road leading into the country. 
The heavy trucks jounced and pounded 
their way down the sandy road in the 
direction of the red smudge that lit up the 
heavens. Soon the machines dashed into a 
farmyard and slid to a groaning stop near a 
large, three-story barn, flames roaring and 
writhing from its numerous apertures. The 
firemen dropped the end of a hose into the 
well and began pumping water into the 
burning structure. A few minutes later the 
pumps sucked air—the well was dry! 
Unable to do anything more, the men 
stood around, staring fascinated into the 

flames that licked the inflammable wood 
and rose in a crimson tower against the 
starry heavens. 
 High up on the burning barn, one 
of the men spied a figure with arms 
crossed and contemplating the growing 
crowd below. The man shouted his 
discovery. Ladders were quickly raised 
and placed against the barn. A fireman 
was about to ascend when the figure raised 
his hands in a commanding gesture and 
shouted, “Go back, you fool!” At the same 
time he kicked the ladder away from the 
cornice. Heeding the command, the men 
dropped back. 
 The man disappeared and soon 
reappeared with a small steel box, which 
he tossed to the ground. There was a 
scurry for it, but the chief of the firemen 
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managed to get possession of it. The man 
returned to his former position—a proud 
spirit awaiting his doom; arms crossed and 
head high—outlined against the advancing 
flames. 
 A dull rumbling warned the 
spectators of the immediate collapse of the 
barn. All eyes still riveted upon the proud 
figure, the walls crashed inward, raising 
great clouds of sparks that circled over the 
burning ruins. A great sigh arose. A man 
had died resisting succor. Why? That 
question was uppermost in the minds of all 
who had witnessed his death  
 When the answer, revealed by the 
contents of the steel box, came a few days 
later, the whole world knew—gasped with 
surprise and amazement—and disbelief. It 
bordered upon the fantastic. Yet, it was 
true—as true as the fact that, night follows 
day. 
 Here is the story, revised and 
checked by the Government officials who 
say that this revelation has cleared a 
puzzling mystery and is bound to bring 
about a great change in the matter of 
future warfare. 
 

*  *  * 
 

 HAVE done it! But at what cost! 
Intending that it should be used to 

protect my own nation, it has struck back, 
killing and injuring those who are my own 
countrymen and friends. Oh! that man 
could see what Fate has in store for him! 
How could I know that Fate would hurl 
into the path of my instrument of 
destruction, while I was testing it, the 
thing I would not for a moment have 
thought of injuring? Fate! 
 Let me first say a word or two 
about myself and my history. I am Wilbur 
Gunderson. Poor and uneducated beyond 
the country grammar school, my parents 

were of the average farm type, living in 
southern Michigan. Having had nothing 
but the meager education that the country 
school could give, I went to the city of 
Chicago, where I attended night school 
and picked up a rather substantial 
education. When the war broke out I went 
to France as an anti-aircraft gunner. 
Between sighting and shooting at enemy 
planes, I would lie on the ground smoking 
those black, offensive ropes that the 
French Supply Corps called cigars. 
Blowing rings and watching them as they 
ascended into the breeze, where they were 
torn to shreds, I dreamed of home and 
peace. Once, while in such a mood, a 
dragon-fly darted across the road and 
poised for a moment above the exact 
center of a smoke ring. Then was the idea 
born. The dragon-fly was an airplane and 
the smoke-ring was some gaseous, yet 
substantial material. It would be a simple 
matter to bring down enemy planes then! 
Such at least was the suggestion. The ring, 
in rising, would be sure to spread over a 
vast area and cause considerable 
disturbance in the air about it 
 That idea came to my mind many 
times after I had returned to the States. I 
made mental plans about the completion 
of the machine. I studied the operation of 
the human mouth and throat while forming 
rings. When the plans were finally 
developed to the point where I believed it 
warranted an actual experiment, I went to 
Ava, Ohio, where I thought I would be 
able to experiment without interference or 
danger. Why I should have selected Ava 
of all places, I will never know. 
 I rented a huge three-story barn 
three miles from the nearest farmhouse 
and began to gather my machinery for 
turning out smoke rings My early 
experiments were successful in a way. I 
made a few rings hundreds of feet thick 
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and a mile or more in diameter, but they 
were of gas and lacked solidity—a very 
necessary requirement. I remember the 
furor that was created in Ava the night I 
sent up a ring composed of explosive 
gases; the ring shot to a height of two 
miles, spreading out to a diameter of five 
miles, and there ignited. The explosion lit 
up the whole country-side. Always, for the 
sake of safety and secrecy, I carried these 
experiments on at night Also, 3 was not at 
all sure as to how the world at large would 
accept the idea of a man secluding himself 
in the country for the mere purpose of 
making smoke rings. 
 Then came real development. I 
spent many weeks digging and walling a 
shaft thirty feet deep into the hard ground 
and rising twenty feet above the roof of 
the barn. This shaft was the exact center of 
the “ring apparatus.” In the early hours of 
September 3d, I made the finishing 
touches. Anxious to see my latest scheme 
at work, I determined to give it a trial test 
then. As I scanned the heavy leaden night 
heavens, I noticed that a storm was 
approaching from the north. Now and then 
the moon broke through the hurrying 
clouds, lighting up the dark landscape in 
weird patches of light and shadow. Over 
the distant town of Ava, the lightning 
flashed and rumbled. The air was chill and 
I felt a vague oppressive weight 
descending upon me. However, I shook it 
off, and turned my mind to the work on 
hand. 
 “Great,” I thought, “if all is to the 
good, I’ll bore a hole a mile in diameter 
through those clouds overhead.” Running 
to the switchboard, I threw in the switches 
controlling the many air pumps and for 
almost an hour the pumps kept up their 
maddening, thump, chug, thump, chug as 
they filled the gigantic tanks. 
 Then the valves were opened, 

letting the hot moist ring-gases fill the 
central well. Going up to the roof to see if 
the clouds were dense enough, I made sure 
that the well cover was tightly closed. 
Reassured, I opened the compressed air 
tanks, thereby admitting compressed air 
into the well and placing the ring-gases 
under tremendous pressure. The air was 
the initial propellant. I waited a few 
minutes and then I pulled the release cord. 
A low hiss arose as the gases escaped from 
the well and there rose into the air, the 
most perfect ring I had ever made, so 
black, and opaque that it was more like a 
ring of steel than a flimsy gas ring. Swiftly 
and silently it rushed upwards, growing 
larger and larger. 
 And then I saw something that 
froze the blood in my veins. High above 
the rising ring was the long slender shape 
of a Zeppelin outlined in the break of the 
clouds. The moon shone on her sides for 
an instant, then all was black, even the 
ring was lost to my sight. 
 Lightning flashed close by and rain 
began to patter on the roof. I stood as in a 
trance, in a horrible nightmare, hoping and 
hoping against hope that my engine of 
destruction was a failure I stood there, I 
know not how long, it might have been 
centuries, before. I was awakened from 
my stupor by the heartrending crash of a 
metal body meeting the unyielding earth. 
 I found myself dashing across the 
fields, through groves of trees, slipping in 
muddy ditches, as I made my way in the 
direction of the crash I came upon the 
scene and stopped, overcome, by horror. 
Slowly, the realization of what I had done 
gripped me I had done it! I! “You 
murderer!” screamed the crushed and torn 
framework of what had once been the 
pride of America. The ghastly severed 
girders stretched their long pointed fingers 
accusingly at me. I stood for hours 
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brooding over the ruins. The milling 
crowd, which quickly gathered, darted 
here and there in a sort of a daze, excited 
and horrified by what they saw. 
 On my way back to the accursed 
barn, I came upon a group of men 
removing an engine from a half-buried 
gondola. The souvenir collectors were 
even then at work. 
 That was months, years ago. I 
dared not tell that I had sent the 
Shenandoah to her death. No, I would 
have been thrown into some asylum. I kept 

my silence and awaited with sad 
forebodings the result of my terrible act. 
Yet; was I to blame? I see the set-back I 
have caused aeronautics. The world thinks 
the Shenandoah was not strong enough to 
withstand the attacks of the elements. I 
know better. There is not an airship built 
and never will be, that will withstand the 
terrific concussion of a smoke ring. 
Airplanes, too, become unmanageable in 
the clutch of the ring. 
 It was a gas ring that destroyed the 
Shenandoah, not the storm. 

 


