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UNIT ONE

L

1. The Campers at Kitty Hawk

Information Related to the Text

. John Dos Passos (1896-1970)

John Dos Passos was an American novelist whose political views changed from the radical left
when he was young to the conservative right in the latter part of his life. His first influential book
Three Soldiers (1921) was among the first novels depicting disillusionment of the young after
World War 1. Besides, he also writes some other fictional works dealing with the issues of social
history and morality. He adopted kaleidoscopic technique in Manhattan Transfer. His main works
include the trilogy U.S.A., composed of The 42nd Parallel, 1919, and A Big Money. And his later
works include District of Columbia (1952), constituted by The Adventures of a Young Man
(1939), Number One (1943), and The Grand Design (1949). Among his nonfiction works are
Tour of Duty (1946), Men Who Made the Nation (1957), Mr. Wilson’s War (1963), and Easter
Island: Island of Enigmas (1971).

The essay selected here is a biographical account of the brilliant moment in the history of aerody-
namics — the first power-driven flight made by the Wright brothers. John Dos Passos chose
both prose and poetry to praise the courage, perseverance and intelligence of the Wright brothers.
The poetry is used here to achieve the visual and thematic effects of foregrounding the great
achievements of the two pioneers in aviation.

the Wright brothers (Wilbur Wright, 1867-1912; Orville Wright, 1871-1948)

The Wright brothers were American inventors and aviation pioneers. Being excellent mechanics,
they used the facilities of the bicycle repair shop to construct their first aircraft. On December 17,
1903, they successfully made the first sustained flights in a power-driven plane. In 1905, they
built and flew the first fully practical airplane. In 1909, their planes were used by the American

military. In addition to being one of the first to launch a successful airplane, they were famous for
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their invention of the three-axis control, by which the position and flight of the airplane could be
controlled. This was probably their most significant contribution to acrodynamics and practical
flying.

3. Kitty Hawk
Kitty Hawk is the Atlantic seashore of North Carolina, where the Wright brothers successfully
experimented with gliders and airplanes. A National Memorial is there, commemorating their first
successful flight.

4. the Religious Telescope
It is a newspaper published by the church of the “United Brethren in Christ.”

5. the United Brethren
It is a Protestant denomination of Wesleyan (John Wesley) beliefs and practices, founded in 1800.
Nowadays, the United Brethren has over 80 churches in 15 countries.

6. Samuel Pierpoint Langley (1834-1906)
American astronomer and aviation pioneer. He invented the bolometer and contributed to the
design of early aircraft.

7. Octave Chanute (1832-1910)
France born American aviation pioneer. He assisted the Wright brothers in making the world’s
first controlled powered flight.

8. Alfonso of Spain
Alfonso XTI (1886-1941), King of Spain (1886-1931), forced into exile after elections indicating
a preference for a republic.

9. Fort Myers ‘
Fort Myers, called “the City of Palms”, is located on the banks of the Caloosahatchee River in
Southwest Florida.

II. Suggestions for Teaching

Part | Developing Reading Skills

1. How to Understand Point of View

Point of view refers to the viewpoint from which the author (or the narrator) tells the story.
When John Dos Passos chooses to describe a thrilling moment in history, he himself is an out-
sider of the historical event and thus adopts the omniscient third-person point of view, thereby
making his essay heavily tinted with his own emotions and appreciation for the Wright brothers.

The transition of the point of view from the third-person to the first-person is marked by the
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italicized letters. With this transition, John Dos Passos flashes back to the thrilling moment and
the first-person point of view. For example, the memoir of the Wright brothers causes the readers
to see and feel their great success in a more direct manner.

How to Understand the Free Verse Pattem

Free verse is a term loosely used for rhymed or unrhymed verse made free of conventional
and traditional limitations and restrictions in regard to metrical structure. (Please pay attention that
free verse is different from blank verse, which is composed of lines of iambic pentameter as in
Paradise Lost by John Milton.)

1) Free verse is distinguished from rhymes by the lack of a regular metrical pattern. Unlike those
poems (e.g. sonnets) written in a strict metrical structure, i.e., the fixed length of each line in
terms of meter, the set arrangement of the stanzas, the rigid thyme-scheme, etc., free verse
seems to enjoy more “freedom”, for the length of each line is not fixed and most of the line
breaks occur at the end of grammatical phrases, reflecting the cadence of natural communica-
tion.

You can compare free verse with Sonnet 18 by Shakespeare:

Sonnet 18
Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
Thou art more lovely and more temperate:
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date;
Sometimes too hot the eye of heaven shines,
And often is his gold complexion dimm’d;
And every fair from fair sometime declines,
By chance or nature’s changing course untrimm’d:
But thy eternal summer shall not fade
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st;
Nor shall Death brag thou wand’rest in his shade,
When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st.
So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,
So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.

The Shakespearean sonnet is a poem of fourteen lines of iambic pentameter with a rigid
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rhyme-scheme of abab, cdcd, efef, gg. When reading a sonnet, you will find that the sound effect

is of preeminence.

However, in free verse, you will find that the visual effect is equally important for “the white
space on the page may be as important as the black print—as an image of pause, disjunction, the
silence that surrounds and spaces the text.”! For instance,

The figures were a little wrong because the telegraph operator misread Orville’s hasty pen-
ciled scrawl

but the fact remains

that a couple of young bicycle mechanics

from Dayton, Ohio

had designed constructed and flown

for the first time ever a practical airplane.

When reading such lines in the essay, you will find that the important information is distin-
guished and thus given preeminence.

2) In this essay, John Dos Passos chose both prose and free verse to dramatize the success of
the Wright brothers. Prose is the ordinary form of communication in words, bearing the
regular thythmic pattern while free verse, with its line breaks, “enriches texture by grammati-
cal and other means, by equivalence, symmetry, and repetition, though not to the same extent
as in syllable-counting verse.”> Compared with prose, free verse provides the reader with a
pleasure coming from “unpredictability, when language is thickened by sound and visual ef-
fects that will or will not be echoed later on.”> Here is an example from the essay:

Four miles across the loose sand from the scattering of shacks, the Wright brothers built
themselves a camp and a shed for their gliders. It was a long way to pack their groceries, their
tools, anything they happened to need; in summer it was hot as blazes, the mosquitoes were hell;

but they were alone there

and they’d figured out that the loose sand was as soft as anything they could find to fall in.
In the prose, Passos recorded the difficulties the Wright brothers encountered at Kitty Hawk;
in free verse, he sang high praise of the Wright brothers whose perseverance and courage
brought them there to carry out their experiments.

3) Now that the length of the lines in free verse is not fixed, long and short lines are juxtaposed
for the sound and visual effects. As for rhythm, both long and isolated short lines are pre-

1 Preminger, Alex & T.V.F. Brogan (Eds.) The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics. Princeton: Princeton

University Press, 1993.
2 Ibid
3 Ibid



