
THE BALLOONIST 
 

Pierre leaned on the edge of the wicker basket as the hot-air balloon drifted over the 

forest. His forearms pressed into the crisscross pattern taking the entire weight of his 

upper body, and his fears. 

At this height he could see Paris in the distance, his home. How he longed for things 

to return to the days of his childhood when life had been less complicated; he missed the 

blissful ignorance of his youth. Now at the age of fifty-four, he no longer had room for 

such naivety. 

He looked down as the balloon sailed over the edge of the forest; the trees replaced 

by an endless sea of wheat fields. Farmers dotted the landscape, tending to their meagre 

crops. Despite the laborious work Pierre imagined they were content living a simple life, 

a life of innocence. 

It had started with innocent intentions, a gathering of like-minded people worried 

about their country. The American War had depleted France’s wealth to the point where 

basic needs were no longer being met. The price of bread rose daily as too did the cost of 

wheat and wine. 

But, stronger, and younger, personalities than he had gained influence as the ranks of 

the group swelled. At first he’d kept them at bay, the warmongers, but it didn’t take long 

before they ostracised him for his thoughts. 

The warmongers claimed that King Louis XVI would not recognise the National 

Assembly as he’d promised.  

Formed by the members of the third estate, which made up over ninety-six percent of 

the population, the main goal of the National Assembly was to remove the sovereign 

power from one man, the King, and give it to the people.  

This would allow for democratic elections and the possibility of taxation reform that 

would ease the burden of collection, which was now placed upon the nations poorest 

citizens. 

When Pierre had tried to dismiss these fears, the warmongers cited the mounting 

number of troops gathering in the hills as proof of the King’s treachery. They argued that 



he would attack the citizens of Paris, and that they had no choice but to defend 

themselves. 

The Bastille was a logical place to gain arms. It had an abundant amount of powder 

and rifles, and it would be an easy target. Guarded only by the invalids; those soldiers 

who were no longer suitable to serve in the field, the warmongers assumed that if a large 

enough force were to confront them the invalids would simply surrender without a fight. 

Pierre had protested, but the more he did so the more the warmongers accused him of 

siding with the King. 

When Pierre pointed out it was he who had formed the group, the warmongers 

claimed he’d done so under the orders of the King, to flush out those with rebellious 

spirits. They demanded he be put to death, however most the group was not willing to kill 

one of their own without proof, so Pierre had escaped death that day. 

Fearful the warmongers would convince the group to attack the Bastille, Pierre had 

gone to the authorities, informing them of the planned attack. He assured them that if 

they re-enforced the guards and strengthened the fortress’ battlements, they could avoid 

the impending conflict. Confident that his people would not want to shed the blood of 

their fellow Frenchmen he had returned home. 

That night the King had thirty-two grenadiers brought in from the Champ de Mars, 

along with eighteen eight-pound guns, and twelve five-pound guns. And it had worked. 

On seeing the extra weaponry the warmongers rethought their attack and retreated. 

Pierre allowed his thoughts to wander from the events of the past few weeks. As his 

eyes wandered the landscape below he saw a young girl rolling down a hill. The image of 

his daughter Sabine popped into his head. She loved this part of France. As a child she 

had frolicked through the fields, rolled down hills, and chased butterflies until her legs 

could no longer support her. He would have to carry her home on those days, her 

exhausted body slumped against his, her gentle breath warm against his neck. 

Sabine was all grown up now, she had her own family and didn’t need him anymore. 

Not that it mattered, he couldn’t protect her from what was about to happen. 

The warmongers had changed tactics and convinced the people to riot. Sick and tired 

of poor living conditions they plundered the areas around Paris, sacking hospitals, 



schools and churches. They took food, weapons and whatever else they needed for the 

cause. 

His friend Jean Paul had approached him that night, trying to convince Pierre to 

rejoin them. The group wanted him back; they needed his leadership. 

“Leadership for what?” he’d asked Jean Paul. 

“The attack on the Bastille. It’s happening tomorrow. We need you there.” 

“You don’t need me. Besides, Remy won’t allow my return.” 

“Remy’s in over his head,” Jean Paul said as he leaned across the table to grasp 

Pierre’s hands. “The success of the raids has gone to his head; he thinks he’s a tactician 

now. But he doesn’t have your skill for anticipating the enemy’s moves. He doesn’t have 

your patience.” 

“And that’s why he won’t listen to me.” 

“Make him listen.” 

Pierre shook his head and pulled his hands away. 

Jean Paul pushed himself up from the table and walked over to the kitchen so he 

could pour himself more wine. He took a long sip. “He’s armed now. They’ve got guns, 

so many guns.” He shook his head and took another sip. “But despite this arsenal he’s 

collected Remy’s convinced it’s only a matter of time before the King sends in the 

army to wipe us out.” 

“Not even Louis is stupid enough to kill his own people.” 

“Try telling that to Remy. He’s paranoid. He’s convinced we need the gunpowder 

that’s stored inside the Bastille.”  

Pierre laughed despite the seriousness of the situation. “He must be mad.” 

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Jean Paul said. 

“No… he must aware of the extra fortifications they’ve added. The eight-pound guns 

alone would be enough to tear everyone apart.” 

“He says we don’t have a choice. Without the gunpowder the army will obliterate us 

anyway.” 

Pierre got up from the table and walked over to his friend. “I’m sorry,” he said, 

placing his hand on Jean Paul’s shoulder, “but I can’t be a part of this. Is there no way 

you can stop it from happening?” 



Jean Paul lowered his gaze. “We’re committed now. Our actions have left us with no 

other choice.” 

The two men had left on good terms although Pierre could not shake the feeling of 

impending doom. He’d created the group, and that made him responsible for its members. 

If only he hadn’t gone to the authorities and convinced them to add extra fortifications to 

the Bastille. Guilt ridden he’d fled Paris, unwilling to watch the destruction of his friends 

and family. 

Tears rolled down his cheeks, their salty drops finding their way into his mouth. He 

rubbed them away, a futile gesture as more replaced them. 

His beloved France would never be the same; his actions had guaranteed that. 

The sound of thunder filled the cloudless sky. 

Pierre looked up, his eyes settling on Paris. In the distance he could see the flash of 

the eight-pound guns, the smoke rising from their barrels. Again the sound of the guns 

echoed across the countryside. 

The boom of the guns caught the attention of the men in the fields below. They 

looked around trying to locate the source of the noise, turning to each other with raised 

arms and shrugged shoulders. Soon, Pierre thought, soon they will understand. 

He pushed himself up and stared at the rising smoke. He should have done more to 

stop it. So many people would lose their lives today because of his actions. He couldn’t 

allow that to happen again. 

Slowly, almost without thinking, he reached up and grabbed the ropes that tied the 

balloon to the basket. He heaved himself up and stood on the edge of the wicker basket. 

With tears streaming down his face Pierre loosened his grip on the ropes and leaned 

forward. 

The air rushed past his face, a slap that focused him on the ground as it hurtled towards 

him. A short distance away the little girl continued to roll down the hill. Pierre gazed at 

her as she laughed with joy at the simple pleasure. He remembered his own daughter at 

that age and smiled, his final thoughts of happier times. 

  

 


