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John T. Daniels was one of the three men from the Life Saving Station at Kill 

Devil Hills that helped the Wright brothers launch the Flyer on its first flight 

on December 17, 1903. 

Daniels became famous, as he is the one that snapped the famous picture of 

that first flight. He had never taken a picture before but it turned out to be a 

perfect photograph. 

He was also famous for trying to save the flyer after it was caught by the wind 

while it was sitting on the ground after the fourth flight that day. A sudden 

gust of wind sent Orville and Daniels scrambling to catch the Flyer. They were 

too late, Orville let go but Daniels was caught up and trapped inside the 

structure as the machine was sent tumbling over the sand. The Flyer ended up 

being smashed into a tangled wreck. 

Daniels emerged dazed but not seriously hurt still holding on to a piece of the 

strut he had grabbed. Daniels held on to this piece of wood all of his life. As he 

told the story to others he would take a penknife and shave off a piece of wood 

and hand it to others as a souvenir. He had great fun saying that he was the 

first airplane casualty. 

John Daniels’ eyewitness handwritten account of the First Flight may be the 

only one made other than that of the Wright brothers. 

Here is his letter to a friend describing what he saw just as he wrote it. The 

letter was written 20 years after the famous event and Daniels confused some 

of the events that occurred on Dec. 17th with events that occurred on the 14th. 

The coin toss he describes occurred on the 14th. 

Manteo NC 

https://wrightstories.com/articles/wright-contemporaries/


June 30 —- 1933 

Dear friend, 

I Don’t know very much to write about the flight. I was there, and it was on 

Dec the 17, — 1903 about 10 o’clock. They carried the machine up on the Hill 

and Put her on the track, and started the engine, and they through a coin to 

see who should take the first go, so it fell on Mr. Orval, and he went about 100 

feet or more, and then Mr. Wilbur taken the machine up on the Hill and Put 

her on the track and he went off across the Beach about a half a mile or more 

before he came Down. He flew so close to the top of a little hill the he Pulled 

the Rudder off so we had to Bring her back to the camp, and it was there I got 

tangled up in the machine and she Blew off across the Beach with me hanging 

in it, and she went all to Pieces. It Didn’t Hurt me much I got bruised me 

some. They Packed up every thing and went home at Dayton. That ended the 

Day. I snapped the first Picture of a Plain that ever flew. They were very nice 

men and we all enjoyed Being out at the Camp with them mostly every Day. 

That accident made me the first airoplane causiality in the world and I have 

Piece of the upright that I was holding on to when It fell. 

Would be glad to Render any informattion at any time you need it. 

Sincerely, 

John T. Daniels 

Manteo NC 
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Source 2 

Wilbur Wright 

Orville Wright  

 

Wright Cycle Company 

Manufacturers of Van Cleve Bicycles 

Established in 1892 

 

1127 West Third Street 

Dayton, Ohio,  

Jan. 8th, 1904. 

 

Mr. Carl Dienstbach, 

New York. 

 

Dear Sir: 

 

Your letter of recent date has been received, and we will try to make clear 

some of the points on which you wish further explanation. 

 

Our longest flight was limited to 59 seconds only through the inexperience 

of the operator with this particular machine. The rudder of our power 

"Flyer" was much larger and more powerful than [text is crossed out] any 

we had been accustomed to on our gliding machines, and was also more 

sensitive to the slightest movement of the controling [sic] lever. As a result 

our first flight followed a very irregular course with reference to the 

ground.  The succeeding flights became steadier and longer as we be [sic] 

became more accustomed to handling the rudders, and on the fourth flight 



on Dec. 17th the machine was pursuing a fairly even course until after 

passing a small sand hummock which has caused it to rise higher in the 

air.  In attempting to bring the machine down again, the rudder was turned 

too far.  The machine made a more sudden descent, [text is crossed out] 

than the operator had expected; the reverse movement of the rudder was a 

little too late to prevent it touching the ground. 

 

An indicator attached to the engine showed the speed of the engine to be 

1030 rev. per minute while in flight, at which speed, of course, the engine 

does not develope [sic] its maximum power. Nevertheless,  
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Wilbur Wright 

Orville Wright  

 

Wright Cycle Company 

Manufacturers of Van Cleve Bicycles 

Established in 1892 

 

1127 West Third Street 

Dayton, Ohio,  

 

--2-- 

 

there was a surplus of power over that required for horizontal flight, as was 

demonstrated by the fact that it could rise rapidly from the ground. The 

inclosed [sic] clipping gives the only correct and authentic account of the 

trials of our machine that have as yet been published. 



 

Yours truly, 

 

Orville Wright [in autograph] 

 

 

https://www.shapell.org/manuscript/wright-brothers-first-flight/#transcripts  

https://www.shapell.org/manuscript/wright-brothers-first-flight/#transcripts

