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SOARING TO THE
SKY: THE STORY
OF THE
MONTGOLFIER
BROTHERS FOR
KIDS

Imagine a world where
the only way to travel
was by walking, riding
a horse, or sailing on a
ship.  The  sky  was  a
place for birds, clouds,
and the sun and moon.
People had dreamed of
flying  for  thousands  of
years, but no one had
ever figured out how to
do it. Then, in the 18th
century,  two  brothers

from  France  had  a
br i l l iant  idea  that
w o u l d  c h a n g e
everything. This is the
exciting  story  of  the
Montgolfier  brothers
for kids, and how they
invented  the  hot  air
balloon.
The  Montgolfier
brothers, Joseph-Michel
and  Jacques-Étienne,
lived  in  a  small  town
cal led  Annonay  in
France. They were not
scientists  or  inventors
at  first.  Joseph  was  a
dreamer who loved to
think  about  big  ideas,
whi le  Ét ienne  was
more  practical  and
good  at  bus iness .
Together, they made a
perfect  team.  Their
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adventure  began  with
a  simple  observation:
smoke  and  hot  a i r
always  rise.  Joseph
watched  the  smoke
from a fire float up into
the sky and wondered,
"If  smoke  can  rise,
could  it  lift  something
e l s e  t o o ? "  T h i s
question was the spark
that led to one of the
m o s t  f a m o u s
inventions in history.
In this article, you will
learn  how  these  two
brothers  turned  a
curious idea into a real
flying machine. We will
explore  their  first
experiments,  their
unusual  passengers,
and  the  amazing  day
when  humans  finally
left the ground. By the
end, you will  see why
the  Montgolfier
brothers  for  kids  is  a
story  of  creativity,
cou rage ,  and  the
power of asking "what
if?"

WHO WERE THE
MONTGOLFIER
BROTHERS?

Before  we  talk  about
balloons  and  flight,  let
us get to know the two
brothers who started it
a l l .  Joseph-Michel
Montgolfier was born in
1740, and his younger
b ro the r  J a cques -
Étienne  Montgolfier
was born in 1745. They
grew up in a big family
with 16 children! Their
f a t h e r  o w n e d  a
successful  paper  mill,
so papermaking was a
big part of  their  lives.
This  turned out  to  be
very important for their
future invention.
Joseph  was  the  more
imaginative  brother.
He loved to read about
s c i e n c e  a n d
technology,  and  he
was always thinking of
new ways to do things.
H e  w a s  n o t  v e r y
organized, but his mind
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was  full  of  creative
ideas.  His  brother
Étienne  was  different.
He was calm, practical,
and  good  at  turning
ideas  into  real  things.
When  the i r  father
passed  away,  Étienne
took  over  the  family
paper  business  and
helped  make  it  more
successful.
Even though they had
different  personalities,
the  brothers  worked
together  very  well.
Joseph  came  up  with
the  wild  ideas,  and
Étienne  figured  out
how  to  make  them
work. This teamwork is
a  big  reason why the
story of the Montgolfier
b ro the r s  f o r  k i d s
t e a c h e s  u s  t h a t
different  talents  can
combine  to  create
something amazing.

A Spark
of
Inspiratio
n: The
Fire and
the
Floating
Paper
The most famous story
about  the  Montgolfier
brothers begins with a
simple  fire.  One  day,
Joseph  was  sitting  in
front  of  a  fireplace,
watching  the  smoke
and embers rise up the
chimney.  He  noticed
that  his  wife's  s i lk
chemise  (a  type  of
s h i r t )  h a d  b e e n
hanging  near  the  fire
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and it started to billow
up like a small balloon.
T h i s  g a v e  h i m  a
s u d d e n  t h o u g h t :
maybe the smoke itself
had a special power to
lift things.
Joseph  believed  that
smoke  contained  a
special  gas  he  called
"Montgolfier  gas,"
which he thought was
lighter  than air.  While
we now know that hot
air  rises  because it  is
less  dense  than  cool
air, Joseph's idea was a
good starting point. He
quickly  built  a  small
box  out  of  thin  wood
and  covered  it  with
silk.  Then  he  held  it
over  a  fire  and
watched  it  float  up  to
the ceiling.  It  worked!
The first hot air balloon
was no bigger  than a
shoebox, but it proved
that  the  idea  was
possible.
Excited by his success,
Joseph  rushed  to  tell

his  brother  Étienne.
Étienne  was  skeptical
at  first,  but  when  he
saw  the  little  balloon
floating,  he  became
j u s t  a s  e x c i t e d .
Together, they decided
to  build  bigger  and
better  balloons.  This
moment  was  the  true
beginning of the story
of  the  Montgolfier
brothers  for  k ids ,
because it  shows how
a  s m a l l ,  s i m p l e
experiment can lead to
a  g i a n t  l e a p  f o r
humankind.

THE FIRST
EXPERIMENTS:
FROM SILK TO
PAPER

The  Montgolfier
brothers  did  not  stop
with a tiny silk balloon.
They  wanted  to  see
how high and how far
t h e y  c o u l d  m a k e
something  fly.  Their
first  big  experiment
w a s  i n  t h e i r  o w n
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backyard. They built a
balloon out of linen and
paper.  Paper  was  a
smart  choice  because
their  family  owned  a
paper mill, so they had
plenty of it. They glued
s h e e t s  o f  p a p e r
together  to  form  a
large  bag  shape.
To fill the balloon, they
built  a  fire  underneath
i t  us ing  straw  and
wool. They had learned
that  these  materials
produced a  lot  of  hot
smoke,  which  they
be l i eved  was  the
secret  to  flight.  The
brothers carefully held
the  balloon  over  the
fire,  and  soon  it  began
to  swe l l  and  r i se .
B e f o r e  l o n g ,  t h e
balloon  lifted  off  the
ground and floated into
the  air.  It  traveled
about  300  meters
before  landing  in  a
field.  The  brothers
were thrilled, but they
knew they  still  had  a

lot to learn.
One  important  lesson
came when the balloon
caught  fire  during  an
experiment. The paper
was  too  close  to  the
flames.  So  they  made
the  opening  at  the
bottom of  the  balloon
larger so the fire would
not  touch  the  sides.
They also started using
fireproof  materials  like
a lum  to  t r ea t  t he
paper.  These  early
problems taught  them
that invention requires
p a t i e n c e  a n d  a
willingness  to  fix
mistakes.
In the full story of the
Montgolfier  brothers
f o r  k i d s ,  t h e s e
experiments are a key
part.  They  show  that
even geniuses have to
try, fail, and try again.
The  brothers  never
gave up, and each test
made  their  balloon
safer  and  better.
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The Big
Public
Test in
Annonay
On  June  4,  1783,  the
Montgolfier  brothers
decided it was time to
show their invention to
the world. They invited
people  from the  town
of Annonay to watch a
public  demonstration.
They  had  built  their
largest  balloon  yet,
made of linen and lined
with  paper .  I t  was
a b o u t  3 3  f e e t  i n
diameter  and  looked
like  a  giant,  colorful
bag.
The brothers built a fire
under the balloon and
waited for  it  to fill  with
hot  a ir .  The  crowd
watched in amazement
as the balloon swelled

and began to tug at its
r o p e s .  W h e n  t h e
brothers  let  go,  the
balloon  rose  into  the
sky.  It  climbed higher
and  higher,  reaching
an  altitude  of  about
6,000 feet. It stayed in
the  air  for  about  10
minutes  and  traveled
almost 1.2 miles before
coming  back  down  to
earth.
The people of Annonay
were astonished. Many
h a d  n e v e r  s e e n
anything like it.  Some
thought  it  was  magic,
whi le  others  were
scared.  But  everyone
agreed that something
extraordinary  had
happened. When news
of  the  flight  spread
across  France,  the
Montgolfier  brothers
became  famous  very
quickly.  The  king  of
France,  Louis  XVI ,
heard  about  the i r
invention  and  invited
them  to  Paris  for  an
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e v e n  b i g g e r
demonstration.

THE FIRST
PASSENGERS: A
SHEEP, A DUCK,
AND A ROOSTER

Before  a l lowing  a
person  to  fly  in  a
b a l l o o n ,  t h e
Montgolfier  brothers
wanted to make sure it
was safe. They decided
to  send  some  animal
passengers first. This is
one  of  the  most  fun
parts  of  the  story  of
the  Montgolfier
brothers  for  k ids ,
because  it  involves
animals!
On  September  19,
1783,  the  brothers
prepared  a  special
balloon  for  the  flight.
The passengers were a
sheep,  a  duck,  and  a
rooster.  Why  these
three  animals?  The
sheep  was  chosen
because  its  body  was

similar  to  a  human's.
The  duck  was  used
because it is a bird and
c a n  s u r v i v e  h i g h
alt i tudes.  And  the
rooster was included as
a control  animal since
it did not fly, but could
he lp  compare  the
effects of the flight.
The  balloon  lifted  off
from  the  Palace  of
Versailles  in  front  of
King  Louis  XVI  and
Q u e e n  M a r i e
A n t o i n e t t e .  T h e
animals were placed in
a  w i c k e r  b a s k e t
a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e
balloon.  The  flight
lasted about 8 minutes
and  reached  a  height
of  about  1,500  feet.
When  the  ba l loon
landed,  the  animals
were  unharmed.  The
sheep was eating hay
a s  i f  n o t h i n g  h a d
happened.  The  duck
quacked  happily,  and
the  rooster  crowed.  It
was a huge success!



8

8 Montgolfier Brothers For Kids 2025-08-29

T h i s  e x p e r i m e n t
showed  that  l iving
things could survive a
balloon  flight.  The
brothers  and the King
were now ready for the
next  step:  sending  a
human into the sky.

Human
Flight
Becomes
Real
The  first  humans  to  fly
in  a  hot  air  balloon
w e r e  n o t  t h e
Montgolfier  brothers
themselves. Two other
brave  men,  named
Jean-François Pilâtre de
Rozier and the Marquis
d'Arlandes,  had  the
honor.  On  November
21, 1783, they climbed
into a beautiful balloon
decorated  with  gold
and blue designs.  The

ba l l oon  was  ve ry
large—about  75  feet
tall  and  50  feet  wide.
A  crowd of  thousands
gathered  in  Paris  to
watch.  The  balloon
lifted  off  gently  and
floated  over  the
rooftops  of  the  city.
The two men stayed in
the  air  for  about  25
minutes  and  traveled
over 5 miles. They flew
over  the  Seine  River,
past  churches  and
palaces,  and  landed
safely in a field outside
the city. It was the first
time in human history
that  people  had  flown.
T h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e
Montgolfier  brothers
for kids would never be
complete  without  this
amazing day.
The  Montgolfier
b r o t h e r s  w e r e
overjoyed. Their dream
of  human  flight  had
come true.  They were
celebrated  as  heroes
across  France  and
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Europe.  People  called
them  the  "fathers  of
aviation" because they
had opened the door to
the skies.

HOW DOES A HOT
AIR BALLOON
WORK?

Now that you know the
story of the Montgolfier
brothers  for  kids,  you
might  wonder:  how
does a hot air balloon
actually  fly?  It  is
simpler than you think!
A  hot  air  balloon  flies
because  hot  a i r  i s
lighter  than  cool  air.
When you heat the air
inside  the  balloon,  it
becomes  less  dense.
The  cooler  air  around
the balloon pushes up
on the hot air, making
the  balloon  rise.  It  is
the  same  reason  a
bubble rises in water.
The  Montgolfier
brothers  did  not  fully
understand the science

at  first.  They  thought
smoke  had  special
powers.  But  we  now
know that it is the heat
that matters. A modern
hot  air  balloon  works
exactly the same way:
a burner heats the air
inside  the  envelope
(the big balloon part),
and  the  balloon  goes
up. To come down, the
pilot lets some hot air
escape through a vent
at  the  top,  or  the  air
cools naturally.
Here  are  a  few  key
p a r t s  o f  a  h o t  a i r
b a l l o o n  t h a t  t h e
Montgolfier  brothers
invented:

The Envelope:
This is the large
fabric bag that
holds the hot air.
The brothers
used paper and
linen, but
modern balloons
use strong nylon.
The Burner: In
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the brothers'
time, this was a
fire on the
ground. Today, it
is a propane
burner attached
to the basket.
The Basket:
Early flights used
a simple wicker
basket. The
brothers' animal
passengers and
first human pilots
all stood in a
basket.

The  basic  design  has
not  changed  much  in
over 200 years, which
shows how brilliant the
Montgolfier  brothers
were.

THE LEGACY OF
THE MONTGOLFIER
BROTHERS

The  Montgolfier
brothers  did  not  stop
with  balloons.  Joseph
continued  to  invent
other  things,  including

a  type  of  hydraulic
pump.  Étienne  helped
spread  the  news  of
their  invention  and
built more balloons for
demonstrations.  But
their greatest legacy is
the  invention  of  flight
itself. Before them, the
sky  was  something
people only looked at.
After  them,  it  was  a
place people could go.
Their  invention  led  to
many  other  advances
in  aviation.  Ballooning
became  a  popular
sport  and  a  way  to
study the weather and
the atmosphere. Later,
inventors  used  the
same  principles  to
build  airships,  gliders,
a n d  e v e n t u a l l y
airplanes. Every time a
plane  takes  off,  it  is
thanks  in  part  to  the
curiosity  and  courage
of two French brothers.
Today, hot air balloons
are  still  flown  for  fun
and sport. Festivals all
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o v e r  t h e  w o r l d
celebrate  ballooning,
with dozens of colorful
balloons filling the sky.
T h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e
Montgolfier  brothers
for  kids is  a  reminder
that anyone can be an
inventor,  no  matter
where  they  start.  You
d o  n o t  n e e d  a
laboratory or a degree.
Y o u  j u s t  n e e d  a
question, a little bit of
cou rage ,  and  the

wi l l ingness  to  t ry
something  new.

Fun Facts
About the
Montgolfi
er
Brothers


