
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  LA PISTE des GÉANTS in MONTAUDRAN 

 

L’Envol des Pionniers: 
A legendary site opens to the public 
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PRESS KIT 
§ A FLAGSHIP FACILITY FOR A HISTORIC SITE 

 
La Piste des Géants is a cultural site integrated in an ambitious urban project being 
launched by Toulouse Métropole in Montaudran, historic birthplace of aeronautics. 
Devised around the runway used for takeoff by the pioneers of civil aviation, La Piste 
des Géants comprises several facilities: Les Jardins de la Ligne, open in June 2017, a 
large landscaped itinerary evoking the lands over which the pioneers of La Ligne flew; 
La Halle de La Machine, a contemporary structure that houses La Machine Street 
Theatre Company’s ‘Bestiary’ since November and L’Envol des Pionniers, in the site’s 
rehabilitated historic buildings. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

In order to do honour to and make known the amazing saga of Toulouse that 
witnessed the birth of civil aviation with the first flight by Latécoère which took off from 
Montaudran, then L’Aéropostale and finally Air France, Jean-Luc Moudenc, Mayor of 
Toulouse, President of Toulouse Métropole, wished to have the historical buildings 
around the legendary runway rehabilitated. 
In partnership with the Pioneers’s descendants and many associations, L’Envol des 
Pioneers, a facility dedicated to the story of aeronautics, was created and will be 
inaugurated on 20 December 2018, 100 years almost to the day after the inaugural 
flight to Barcelona. 

  



 

 
Historical High Points  
 
In the inter-War years, Toulouse witnessed an amazing human and economic 
adventure. On 25 December 1918, Pierre-Georges Latécoère took off from the 
Toulouse-Montaudran airfield on a Salmson 2A2 and reached Barcelona 2 hours and 
20 minutes later. He had just created the first French airborne postal service. 
This is how the fabulous saga of ‘Lignes Aériennes Latécoère’, renamed 
‘L’Aéropostale’ after its acquisition by the industrialist Marcel Bouilloux-Lafont in 1927. 
Despite its renown and its pioneer’s fervour, L’Aéropostale was not profitable and was 
bought up in 1933 by the new airline, Air France, which kept La Ligne going until the 
start of World War II. 
Montaudran then became home to an Air France maintenance centre for 70 years, 
until 2003. 
Our city’s industrial history is closely linked this site, which saw the birth of Toulouse’s 
aeronautic adventure. Today, the district of Montaudran continues to make history in 
Toulouse, which has become the undisputed European capital of Aeronautics and 
Space. 
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From the first Latécoère Company aircraft at the Air France Revision Centre to the 
prestigious Ligne Aéropostale saga, it is the entire historic heritage of civil aviation that 
is celebrated in the very birthplace of what has made Toulouse an aeronautics capital. 
 
This venue, named L’Envol des Pionniers (Pioneers’ takeoff), comprises several 
buildings: 
 
• Château Petit-Espinet Raynal, 1,000m², which was Latécoère headquarters and has 

always houses the site’s administrative offices. 
 
• Magasin Général n°30, 2,700m², adjoining the Château, built in the 1920s, was long 

the warehouse for aeroplane parts. 
 
• Maison de la Radio, built in the late 1920s, with a surface area of 40m², was the 

station emitting and receiving messages from L’Aéropostale. 
  



 

 

§ A COURSE OF ADVENTURE & EMOTION 
 

The Magasin Général is now open to the public with a 700m² permanent exhibition and 
itinerary for visitors, a 200m² space for temporary exhibitions, an aeroplane hangar and 
educational workshops, as well as a lecture hall and shop. 

 
 
 

The permanent exhibition: ‘La Ligne’ 
 

In the historic buildings, the visitors’ itinerary retraces the history of the Montaudran 
site, the beginnings of aviation with the fabulous saga of the Latécoère and 
Aéropostale lines. Beyond this dimension, it plunges visitors in these Pioneers’ daily 
lives through eye-witness accounts, personal possessions, reconstructions and more 
entertaining experiments. The scenography calls on visitors own senses through 
interactive, audiovisual and multimedia devices, models, games and experiments... 

 
 
 

A century of history according to four main themes 
 

0 - MONTAUDRAN 
 

This introductory sequence recounts the industrial past of Montaudran, from the arrival 
of Pierre-Georges Latécoère until Air France took over (1917 to 2003). This is a way of 
setting the stage and linking World History and the extraordinary history of 
L’Aéropostale, which signals the beginnings of civil aviation in France and in the world. 
Audiovisual systems and collectors’ items — accessories belonging to fighter pilots, 
documents having belonged to P, model aeroplanes and artefacts linked to 
L’Aérodrome de Montaudran — bear witness to a century of history, the premises of 
aviation until Air France took over. A hologram of Didier Daurat, who was Director of La 
Ligne, invites visitors to pursue the itinerary through the Grande Halle. 

 
 
 

1 - LA LIGNE 
 

 “I’ve reworked all the numbers. They confirm the opinion of the specialists: it cannot be 
done. We have only one option: to go ahead and do it!” Pierre-Georges Latécoère 

 
L’Aéropostale would link Europe and South America, extending its lines all the way to 
Chile, flying over the reputedly impassable Andes and developing an impressive airline 
network on the South American continent: Brazil, Argentine, Chile, Venezuela, Bolivia, 
etc. And there was, always for the sake of saving flight time, the challenge of night 
flights, a genuine (and perilous) revolution at the time. 

 
At the heart of the permanent exhibition, the part dedicated to the legendary La Ligne 
helps recount the adventure of L’Aéropostale with key dates and portraits of the 
Pioneers. It will enable visitors to understand how and how far this truly exceptional 
human sage accomplished what then seemed impossible! 

  



 

 
2 - OF AEROPLANES AND MEN 

 
Designing and manufacturing, flying and connecting cities and continents, these 
three stages in the construction of the Aéropostale line are the subject of this part 
of the exhibition. 

 

It is dedicated to all the men and women on all levels, without whom nothing could 
have been done throughout the adventure... With eye-witness accounts, images 
from archives and artefacts to bear witness, it calls very much on emotion. 

 
 
 

3 - OF MAIL AND TERRITORIES 
 

Finally, what underlies this adventure, the leitmotiv: “The mail must go through!” is 
illustrated by immersive exhibits dedicated to those unlikely flights over land, sea, 
desert and mountains, where the courage of pilots had no equal other than the 
performance of their aircraft. A sense of duty — and poetry — can be found with 
each of the anecdotes and historical accounts and/or extreme experiences. 

 
Deserts are tamed with Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, oceans crossed with Jean 
Mermoz, mountains cleared with Henri Guillaumet… 

 
 
 

The flight simulator (Bréguet XIV) 
 

In the future, next summer, thanks to a flight simulator the exhibition will propose a 
piloting experience on a Breguet XIV, an aeroplane of legend that successfully 
accomplished the first reconnaissance flights. 

 
It will enable visitors to share the challenge of flying over the three territories — 
desert, ocean, mountains — and learn about all the aspects of transporting mail: 
itineraries along the line, messages sent, physical appearance of the mail itself, 
damaged mail. 

 
Visitors will be able to feel, even more than the physical effort required to fly a 
Breguet XIV, the difficulty of finding one’s way, especially in very different weather 
conditions, as well as the thrills of flying in mid-air and how fragile Man really is 
when faced directly with Nature. 

 
And more, the flight simulator will transmit scientific information (the basics of flying 
a Breguet XIV, flying ‘visually’) or make it possible to discover the landscapes and 
territories over which the Pioneers flew at the time. 

 
 

A 450m² area for aircraft 
 

Adjoining the permanent exhibition, the Hangar has on display the full-size model 
of the French SALMSON 2A2 biplane, which the Association ‘Les Ailes Anciennes 
de Toulouse’ is in the process of building. This plane was the very first to have 
been built industrially in Toulouse by Pierre-Georges Latécoère who piloted the 
inaugural flight on 25 December 1918. Flown by René Cornemont, this aeroplane 
reached Barcelona in 2 hours and 20 minutes, thereby laying the cornerstone for 
the first act of La Ligne. 

 
Other aircraft of legend will be highlighted in the exhibition. 

  



 

La Ligne on display — with posters 
 

22 December 2018 to 31 August 2019 
 

The art of advertising posters developed fully in the 19th century and talented 
poster artists grasped the phenomenal impact of the birth of aviation in the early 
20th century and the Golden Age of aeronautic cinema in the 1930s and 40s. 
The La Ligne s’affiche exhibition proposes a journey with the support of Musée Air 
France —Bernard Pourchet, in particular — to have an overview of the three period 
periods presented at L’Envol des Pionniers: Lignes Aériennes Latécoère, 
Compagnie Générale Aéropostale and the creation of La Compagnie Air France 
before World War II. 

 
The exhibition also presents, for the very first time, original posters from 1932 to 
1953. These posters from French cinema come from the collection of Christian 
Seveillac, who has been collecting posters for films on aviation for the past decade. 
It is the only private collection on this theme in France. 
Other partners have contributed more posters to the exhibition: in particular, 
Cinémathèque de Toulouse, Pathé, Le MATOU, Agence Roger-Viollet, Gaumont 
and TF1. 
There is a small screening room in the exhibition showing excerpts of films 
recounting the adventure of L’Aéropostale. 

 

 
 
 

‘Real-life’ mediation 
 

In 1918, the air is cool, there is low cloud cover and L’Aéropostale’s very first 
flight is ready to take off. For the very first time in the world, the mail will be 
delivered by air. Will this succeed? 

 
Like an outdoor stage, pilots, mechanics, managers and aircraft fabric workers are 
there to share their experience with visitors. The public will thus be able to meet 
these figures, played by actors, wearing their professional outfits, every half-hour, in 
the exhibition halls, emerging from behind an airplane, to recount anecdotes and 
other stories relating to this mad venture. 
L’Envol des Pionniers chose to present live scripted mediation the better to share 
this great human adventure and bring back to life the places as they were at the 
time of this sage. Through four characters — a pilot, mechanic, aircraft fabric 
worker, passenger — ‘ghosts of the past’, each visit will have many surprises in 
store for visitors to enhance their discovery. 

 
 

 
  



 

 
 
 

L’Envol des Pionniers also uses many outside areas to organise outdoor events 
Didier Daurat’s reconstructed office will open to the public in 2019 as will a 
restaurant at the end of 2019, in Château Petit-Espinet Raynal. 

 
 
 
 
 

§ ART ENTERS L’ENVOL des PIONNIERS 
 

Sculptures have also been set up or returned to their place. 
 

• Announced by Jean-Luc Moudenc at the end of 2015, a sculpture of Latécoère 
was commissioned from Madeleine Tezenas-du-Montcel in 2017. It was placed at 
the entrance to the Château Petit-Espinet Raynal courtyard, named Cour Pierre-
Georges Latécoère. 
This bronze statue on a 2-metre high stone pedestal represent the founder of La 
Ligne France-Amérique du Sud (Lignes Aériennes Latécoère) and initiator of the 
first aeronautics industry in Toulouse in the suit he wore for the first flight from 
Toulouse to Barcelona on 25 December 1918, holding a logbook in his hand. The 
base represents the itinerary of the line from France to South America. The 
sculpture is turned towards the entrance to L’Envol des Pionniers, Pierre-Georges 
Latécoère looks upward at the sky. 

 
• The sculpture L’Air, by d’Aristide Maillol, a monument to the glory of the 
pioneering crews of La Ligne France-Amérique du Sud, was restored to the 
enclosure of L’Envol des Pionniers, facing the airfield from where La Ligne aviators 
took off. 
This stone sculpture, made in 1938-1939 by the great sculptor Aristide Maillol 
(1861-1944), was commissioned by the Pioneers of La Ligne, after the death of 
Jean Mermoz. 
A gift from Air France to the municipality of Toulouse in 1948, it stood in the Jardin 
Royal of Toulouse from 1948 to1993. Removed after having been damaged, it was 
temporarily on display at the Abattoirs (slaughterhouse). 

 
 

• Air France also had a plaque to commemorate La Ligne de L’Aéropostale, set up 
in front of the steps to Château Petit-Espinet Raynal. 
It exists in two copies, one of stone, the other of bronze. The bronze plaque, 
property of Toulouse Métropole, has been replaced in the same place. 

 
• Finally, a Banc de la Liberté, a bench sculpture in the shape of an open book, will 
be placed in the courtyard of the Château being permanently positioned in Les 
Jardins de la Ligne. This interactive bench, a gift of Les Ponts du Cœur 
Association, provides access through a QR code to literary content, in writing and 
audio. With the UN-UNESCO label in the framework of the Decade for the 
Rapprochement of Cultures, its purpose is to transmit the values so dear to Antoine 
de Saint-Exupéry, precisely where the pilot and writer actually lived. 

  



 

 
 

Evocative, the name of the site highlights the exceptional nature and the human 
dimension of the aeronautic adventure. The name also has a role in the tourist 
and cultural vocation of the facility, since it promises excitement to future 
visitors, by underscoring a saga which found its source in human imagination 
and genius and attests to an exceptional contribution for Toulouse and France. 

 
 

 
 
 

§ SPONSORS WHO CULTIVATE THE 
PIONEER SPIRIT 

 

 
Dorine Bourneton 
French aviatrix, writer and lecturer, the only survivor of a plane accident at the 
age of 16, she became the world’s first disabled woman to become an aerial 
acrobatics pilot. 

 
Bertrand Piccard 
Swiss explorer and physician, he completed the first round-the-world flight 
around the world non-stop in a balloon and is the initiator and co-pilot of the 
solar airplane Solar Impulse, with which he completed the first round-the-world 
flight without fuel in 2016. 

 

  



 

 

§ KEY ELEMENTS 
 
 

Financial elements 
The cost of the aeronautics memorials section for La Piste des Géants is 
M€10.6, including M€1.2 for the scenography and audiovisual facilities. 

 
Funding is supported by Toulouse Métropole with 12.6% participation of the 
Occitanie Region and FEDER. 
The Altran Company for skills sponsorship. 

 
 

Key dates: 
 

- Start of the works: January 2017 for 21 months 
- June 2017: designation du Delegate SEMECCEL 
- January 2017 to June 2018: works on the enclosure and roofing, 
Technical facilities and interior partitions in the Workshop area and Ateliers + 
Château’s enclosure and roofing 
- June 2018: start of the works on the scenographic facilities 
- Delivery of the facility au delegate: autumn 2018 
- Inauguration: 20 December 2018 

 
La Piste des Géants was designed in keeping with the Toulouse Montaudran 
Aerospace site as a whole by David Mangin, urban planner with the Seura 
Agency and the architect Patrick Arotcharen, to guarantee the aesthetic unity 
of the historic site, to respect patrimonial constraints. 

 
 
 
 
 

A public service delegation which creates synergy 
 

In June 2017, Toulouse Métropole chose SEMECCEL (Société d’Economie Mixte 
d’Exploitation de Centres Culturel, Éducatif & de Loisirs), which also manages Cité 
de l’Espace, as Public Service Delegate for the exploitation and development of 
L’Envol des Pionniers. SEMECCEL was selected for the quality of its scientific and 
educative mediation, capacity to enhance the attractiveness of sites and boost the 
networks around related themes, like Space and civil aviation. The contract was 
drawn up for 12 years and provides for a M€4.6 investment for L’Envol des 
Pionniers. 

 
 
 
 
 

en Occitanie 

 
PROJET COFINANCÉ PAR LE FONDS EUROPÉEN DE DÉVELOPPEMENT RÉGIONAL 

 


