
Page 2Chattanooga News Chronicle - December 16, 2021

By Terry Howard
Contributing Writer

Okay, I’m 
convinced that 
the aviation 
industry has 
put my name 
on a “no-fly” 
list. I mean, 
how else can I 
rationalize my 
always ending 
up flying in a 
dreaded mid-

dle seat? Read on.  
Recently I flew roundtrip to Las 

Vegas and Los Angeles. Clearly, hu-
man interactions have changed and 
COVID has had an impact. Where 
flying was once an enjoyable experi-
ence, that’s not always the case these 
days. First, the trip to Las Vegas. 

Having barely made the flight, I 
eased my way down the aisle and — 
as is the practice with Southwest Air-
lines — tried to find the first available 
seat. Not surprising, the only remain-
ing ones were those in the middle. 

Seated in the first available row 
with a vacant middle seat were two 
very large people. Now I didn’t ex-
actly relish the thought of being, 
“sandwiched” between these two so 
I kept going. 

Further down I spotted another 
opportunity. The closer I got how-
ever, the two occupants shot an icy 
glance at me, then quickly hunched 
over the vacant middle seat and into 
an intimate conversation. OK, I got 
the message, so I kept going. 

Short on options, I came across 
my last opportunity before takeoff. 
The problem, however, was that there 
was somebody’s stuff on the middle 
seat. Feeling the heat from the flight 
attendant, I pointed to the middle seat 
with a polite, “excuse me, I need to 

sit there.” With that, the nonverbal 
unhinging began. 

The gentleman in the aisle seat, 
let’s call him “Mr. Warm and Friend-
ly,” ripped his seat belt loose, bolted 
into the aisle and muttered something 
under his breath as I squeezed by. 
The lady in the window seat, let’s 
call her “Sister Congeniality,” swept 
up her stuff from the middle seat, 
jammed it into her briefcase and, like 
“Mr. Warm and Friendly,” muttered 
something under her breath. Now 
this is going to be really interesting, 
I thought. 

Once seated, my next task was to 
figure out what to do with my sud-
denly very useless elbows. But while 
I waffled, Mr. Warm and Friendly 
slammed his elbow onto one armrest. 
Goodbye option one. 

Although the other armrest was 
vacant, I hesitated before laying 
claim to it. Since I was last seated, 
I wondered about armrest protocol. 
Did the occupants on my left and 
right hold exclusive rights to the two 
armrests since they were there first? 
If so, should I ask permission before 
venturing onto their armrest turf? 

But before I could figure out 
answers to these vexing questions, 
Sister Congeniality quickly staked 
claim to the entire armrest. Well, that 
ended that. Dangling elbows and all, 
I tried to fold myself up in my dog-
gone middle seat, anxiously looking 
forward to getting to Vegas.

Now with the trip to Las Vegas 
trip in mind, let’s fast forward two 
months later to my flight from Los 
Angeles to Atlanta on Delta Airlines. 

First, and much to my chagrin, 
my boarding pass indicated that once 
again I’d been assigned to a middle 
seat. But when I arrived at the gate 
and asked for a switch to an aisle 
seat, I was told by, let’s call her “Miss 
Nice and Cordial,” that none were 

available because the flight was full. 
Accepting my predicament, I 

stepped cautiously onto the plane and 
sized up the passengers beginning 
with those in First Class; occupants 
likely the targets of envious stares, or 
anyone who may freak out when told 
to put on a mask.

Soon I arrived at my seat on row 
twenty-eight. As I enounced myself 
in the middle seat, it dawned on me 
again the number of thoughts that 
race through the mind and decisions 
one must make in a space of six feet 
and in a short amount of time. 

Did I forget to put on enough de-
odorant this morning?

Am I surrounded by friendly 
neighbors?

Can I stomach those pretzels and 
tiny cookies they serve these days?

How far can I push my seat back 
before it slams into the knees of the 
passenger behind me? 

The voice from the PA system 
reminded us to keep wearing masks 
except when eating or drinking with 
a warning that those who fail to do 
so risk being fined and banned from 
future fights.

Next, one is faced with “bath-
room dilemmas.” If you’re seat-
ed across from one, you’ll hear a 
“whoosh” at each flushing. Those 
seated next to the window must get 
past two, sometimes napping, pas-
sengers to get to restrooms not de-
signed for obese travelers. 

When our plane touched down, 
I thought about how much flying 
has changed since the 9/11 terrorist 
attacks on our nation; days gone by 
of few security checks, of full meals, 
of a time when mask wearing (and 
anti-mask freak outs) were unthink-
able, when niceness and flight civil-
ity were the norms…… and when I 
was not imprisoned by a reprehensi-
ble middle seat.
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Edmond 
Albius: How a 
Young Slave 
Launched 
the Vanilla 
Industry 

By Logan McCall 
 
During the middle of the nineteenth century, the 

manufacture of vanilla was limited almost exclusively 
due to the difficulty of pollinating and propagating the 
plant in any zone outside of its home region in the 
Americas. It was not until a twelve-year-old French-
owned slave by the name of Edmond Albius had a 
moment of genius that the production of vanilla was 
opened up into other regions, and vanilla became af-
fordable to the average consumer. Prior to Albius’ dis-
covery, export of vanilla on his home island of Bour-
bon (modern day Reunion) was limited to fifty kilos.  
A little over thirty years later, export was in excess of 
200 tons. 

Although most of the vanilla used today is arti-
ficially manufactured, culinary and perfumer vanilla 
was originally extracted from the Vanilla planifolia 
orchid. Until Edmond Albius’s breakthrough, the only 
source of vanilla was from wild Vanilla planifolia col-
lected by villagers in the orchid’s home regions. Hor-
ticulturalists and gardeners had been able to grow the 
orchid in other zones, but they were unable to find a 
way to propagate the plant due to the Vanilla planifo-
lia’s symbiotic relationship with a particular species 
of Melibona bee. Due the special design of the vanilla 
orchid flower, only this bee has evolved the adaptation 
to reach the pollen and pollinate the plant. 

Edmond Albius was born into slavery on the is-
land of modern day Reunion in 1829. Albius never 
met his father and lost his mother at a young age. After 
reaching an age where he could be of some use, his 
owner sent him to live with a new master,Ferreol Bel-
lier -Beaumont. Beaumont was a noted horticulturist 

on the island who was given to experimenting with a 
variety of commercial vegetables on his estate. Due to 
Albius’ young age and Beaumont’s amiable nature, Al-
bius spent most of his early days at the estate simply 
following Beaumont around his estate as he tended to 
his plants.    

 Beaumont also maintained a garden of plants that 
he had collected as curiosities, including a thriving 
specimen of Vanilla planifolia. Familiar with a hand-
ful of pollination techniques and the failed attempts at 
propagating vanilla outside of his home, he had tried 
many times to hand pollinate his own specimen with 
no success. He was thus no doubt greatly surprised 
to find that the plant forming fruit during one of his 
walks. Shocked, he questioned his staff on the matter 
and discovered that Albius was to thank. 

Albius explained that he had seen Beaumont hand 
pollinate some of his simpler plants on the estate and 
had resolved to attempt to do the same with the vanilla 
plant. Albius had picked up a blade of grass and insert-
ed it into the orchid flower until it reached the pollen 
and, with a flick of his finger and thumb, managed to 
pollinate the flower. As they watched the orchid de-
velop fruit and seed that could be commercially used, 
Beaumont asked Albius to repeat the experiment with 
some other vanilla specimens, which Albius was able 
to do with remarkable precision. Aware of the econom-
ic possibilities that producing commercial quantities of 
commercial presented to the island, Beaumont notified 
the owners of other estates of the breakthrough, and 
Albius led workshops where he taught many others of 
his method. Soon, high grade vanilla was the number 
one cash crop grown on the island. 

 Due to the widespread popularity of vanilla in 
Europe, many horticulturalists had attempted to find a 
way to artificially pollinate the Vanilla planifolia flow-
er prior to Albius. However, none of the methods that 
were contrived were commercially viable, and the pro-
fessional community was more than a little taken aback 
when the insight of a 12 year old French slave succeed-
ed where all of their efforts had failed. Botanist Jean-
Michel-Claude Richard soon claimed that he himself 
had taught Albius the technique three or four years ear-
lier. Beaumont and many others quickly stepped forth 
to rigorously defend Albius and there is a wealth of his-
torical documentation of Albius’ defenders explaining 
the absurdity of Richard’s claims. 

While Albius’ discovery remained credited to his 
name, he never benefited financially from his con-
tribution to the island’s economy. Following the end 

of slavery on the island, Albius soon found himself 
without resources and amongst an unsavory circle of 
people. He was later arrested for stealing jewelry and 
sentenced to ten long years in prison. Beaumont sought 
the assistance of the governor and the local justice 
of the peace to plead leniency for Albius, explaining 
that Albius would likely have not made his mistakes 
had a state pension been provided to him to honor his 
contribution to the community. Albius’ sentence was 
eventually commuted to five years, following which he 
returned to live in a home provided to him by Beau-
mont. Today, a small statue in Albius’ honor stands at 
the spot that Albius had first pollinated Vanilla planifo-
lia, and there is a high school on the island which bears 
his name. 

The New York Times was also present at Taylor’s 
funeral. The news publication characterized the service 
as “one of the greatest tributes ever paid a colored man 
in this city and described Taylor as “the world’s great-
est negro runner.”

Middle Seat Blues

CONTRIBUTED PHOTO: A slave by the name of Edmond 
Albius had a moment of genius that the production of 
vanilla was opened up into other regions, and vanilla 
became affordable to the average consumer. 
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