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A History of the Challenge of Man-powered Flight
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Abstract

The yearly summer television broadcasts of the "Birdman Contest" for man-powered aircraft
is familiar to Japanese TV audiences. It is a contest with the very simple rules aimed at seeing
how far teams can fly their own designed and hand-built man-powered aircraft when launched
from a 10-meter high platform on the shore of Lake Biwa in Western Japan. This popular annual
program has now entered its 30th year.

Because this long-running TV program is composed as a variety show that seeks to bring in
humor and entertainment aspects, the viewers rarely get to see the great amount of design,
engineering and construction work that goes into these aircraft and the records they set—not
to mention the training of the pilots who pedal them to record distances. In this report I offer a
simple introduction to the birdman team, the transitions it has gone through over the years and

the technologies it has developed and applied to its aircraft.
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