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Flying and 
Spying

Chapter One

 

In 1861, Thaddeus Lowe floated over the White 
House in a hot-air balloon. President Abraham 

Lincoln stood on the lawn below. As Lincoln looked 
up, Lowe sent him a message using the telegraph in 
the balloon’s basket. Lincoln realized hot-air balloons 
could help win the U.S. Civil War (1861-1865). Lowe 
could spy from above and send messages to soldiers 
on the ground. Lowe used his surveillance balloons 
more than 3,000 times. “A hawk hovering above a 
chicken yard could not have caused more 
commotion than my balloons,” Lowe said.
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Aerial surveillance provided valuable information but was 
dangerous work. Enemy troops tried to shoot balloons down. Some 
inventors tested unmanned balloons. These balloons carried baskets 
filled with explosives attached to a timer. The timers were unreliable 
and the balloons drifted off course. An invention by Nikola Tesla 
helped control unmanned aerial vehicles or UAVs.

Nikola Tesla was born in Croatia in 1856 during a lightning storm. 
He would always be fascinated by electricity. Tesla grew up watching 
his mother invent home appliances. He also built machines—a glider 
made from an umbrella and a propeller spun by flying June bugs. As 

an adult, Tesla invented a 
safer, more powerful, 
electric motor. “When I 
get an idea, I start at 
once building it up in 
my imagination,” he 
said. “I change the 
construction, make 
improvements, and 
operate the device 
entirely in my mind.” 

Nikola Tesla in front 
of the spiral coil of his 

high-voltage Tesla 
coil transformer
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Chapter One

In 1898, Tesla invented the remote control. Using radio waves, his 
remote control sent signals to a battery-powered boat. The remote control 
caused “a sensation such as no other invention of mine has ever 
produced,” he said. Some people believed Tesla used mind control powers 
to move the boat. Tesla predicted his technology would be used to control 
unmanned vehicles exploring faraway places and fighting wars. 

In World War I (1914-1918) and World War II (1939-1945), the 
military experimented with remote-controlled bombing UAVs. One 
aircraft, nicknamed “Queen Bee,” was used for target practice. Soldiers 
called unmanned planes “drones,” the name for male bees. Soon after, 
the military developed reusable drones with cameras to take pictures or 
videos. The drones could launch missiles and conduct surveillance 
without endangering pilots. Now, drones are doing more than ever before 
and breaking records for speed and flight time. 
British prime minister Winston Churchill (third from left) 
watching preparations being made for the launch of a De 

Havilland Queen Bee seaplane from its ramp on June 6, 1941. 
The Queen Bee pilotless target drone was radio-controlled.
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Flying and Spying

Today, police send drones to search for missing people, track 
criminals, and find survivors after disasters. Firefighters use 
drones to map wildfires. Scientists send drones inside erupting 
volcanos. Farmers use drones to check their crops. Moviemakers 
operate drones to film scenes for movies such as Black Panther 
and Avengers: Infinity War. “If you want a moment to look epic, 
hire a drone,” says photographer Parker Gyokeres. 

People also fly drones for fun. They use them for racing, 
snapping pictures, and even catching fish. Drones are delivering 
pizzas, pollinating orchards, protecting endangered animals, and 
saving lives. “This is one of the few technologies that could 
revolutionize the way the world appears,” says Mark Blanks, a 
researcher at Virginia Tech. Many people think electric drones 
will change lives around the world.

Fun Facts
Kongming lanterns, small paper hot-air balloons, 
were used to signal troops in China more than 
2,000 years ago.

The Federal Aviation Administration predicts 7 
million drones will be flying above American 
skies by 2020.
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