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Acclaim for
Legends, Lies, and Cherished Myths
of American History

“Richard Shenkman tells us the truth about all the tall tales of American history that our school teachers always touted.”


—Cleveland Amory



“Facts go only skin-deep, but they can prickle memorably, which is why books like this, disabusing us of our cherished bunk, are useful and fun.”


—New York Times



“Shenkman briskly applies the varnish remover to American history.”


—Bernard Weisberger
Contributing Editor, American Heritage



“An entertaining compendium of things that everyone knows but just aren’t so…. Shenkman calls attention to excesses both of business and of history.”


—Miami Herald



“Happily, Legends, Lies, and Cherished Myths of American History is not revisionist history in the usual sense…myth-destructive and fact-productive…. Let’s have a second helping please.”


—Salt Lake Tribune



“Irresistible browsing…. Shenkman debunks a host of popular myths associated with American history. From the Founding Fathers to the Reagan presidency, heretofore undisputed facts are exposed as fiction.”


—Booklist








Author’s Note

AMERICANS, DESPITE EVERYTHING

you hear, know plenty of history. They know that the Pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock, that Teddy Roosevelt charged up San Juan Hill, that Columbus discovered the world is round, and that Eli Whitney invented the cotton gin.

The punch line, of course, is that Americans know all these things but that none of these things are true.

We usually admit that Americans are somewhat ignorant of history, but we don’t realize how ignorant. It is not just that a clear majority does not recall that the first ten amendments to the Constitution are known as the Bill of Rights or that people have a hard time remembering that Lincoln was President in the mid-nineteenth century. It is much worse than that. Not only have they forgotten what they should remember, but they have remembered what they should have forgotten.

Thoreau says somewhere that you remember only what is important. What Americans seem to remember from their history, however, is all that’s mythical. With time, facts fade. But myths seem to go on and on, whether it is a tale about the Liberty Bell or the nonsense about Lincoln and Ann Rutledge.

Recently Diane Ravitch asked, in a book which revealed that most teenagers are unaware the Constitution was drafted in the second half of the eighteenth century, “What do our 17-year-olds know?” But what do we adults know?

The answer clearly is: less than we think we do. For as it turns out, even many of the best-known stories from history are false.

Americans are not to blame for knowing so much that is not worth knowing. Even historians have been taken in. Myths are not easy to detect. As E. M. Forster wrote, “Nonsense of this type is more difficult to combat than a solid lie. It hides in rubbish heaps and moves when no one is looking.”






Discoverers and Inventors
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CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS’S achievements were so great that people have been willing to believe almost anything about him, no matter how fantastic.

Nothing is better known, for instance, than the story that Columbus convinced people the world is round, not flat. “Before Columbus proved the world was round,” the Encyclopædia Britannica reported in an advertisement for the publication in 1961, “people thought the horizon marked its edge.” Continued the Britannica: “Today we know better.”

“Indeed we do,” one critic has remarked. The authority of the Encyclopædia Britannica notwithstanding, it was Aristotle who proved the world is round, pointing out during an eclipse that the earth casts a spherical shadow on the moon. Plato popularized the concept. By Columbus’s day it was taken for granted. The story giving Columbus credit for the discovery did not even surface until after he had died.

The person mainly responsible for the myth was Washington Irving. An obscure writer had mentioned it before, but it was Irving who popularized the story in a dramatic and embellished account. The story appeared not in one of Irving’s works of fiction but in what was billed as a biography of Columbus.

In Irving’s account, Columbus, in need of funds for his trip to the Indies, goes for help to the sages of the University of Salamanca, whom he tells about his “theory” that the world is round and that the best way to go east is to sail west. The “simple mariner” argues for his theory with “natural eloquence,” in a plea, “as it were,” for “the cause of the new world.” Unfortunately Columbus is turned down, the sages being deaf to this entreaty for the exercise of reason and light. Irving laments the outcome but observes: “What a striking spectacle must the hall of the old convent have presented at this memorable conference!”

As prizewinning historian Samuel Eliot Morison remarks, the story is “pure moonshine.” Although Columbus did meet with the professors of Salamanca to try to obtain backing for his trip, the “sphericity of the globe was not in question.” According to Morison, “the issue was the width of the ocean.” The professors thought Columbus had underestimated the width of the ocean. They were right.1

A companion story, just as well known, is that Columbus finally got the money needed for his ocean trip after Queen Isabella had pawned her jewels to finance the venture. Not true. Although the queen offered to sell her jewels if that proved necessary, it did not; the voyage was paid for with government funds.2

More controversial is Columbus’s reputation as the “first” European discoverer of America. Determining “firsts” is often a matter of serious dispute, but in this instance it is not. While Columbus was the first European whose explorations of America had any consequences, he was definitely not the first to explore the New World. The first was a Norseman of whom practically no one has ever heard: Biarni Heriulfson (sometimes Bjarni Herjulfson), whom Morison has dubbed “Number One, indubitable European discoverer of America.”*

Biarni is said to have discovered America by accident. According to Norse sagas, Biarni sighted what is now known to be North America A.D. 985 (or thereabouts), when he was sailing from Iceland to Greenland and was blown off course. After Biarni, other Norsemen made voyages to America. Most notable was the famous Leif Ericsson (son of Eric the Red), who, some fifteen years after Biarni, is thought to have established a little community called Vinland or Newfoundland. The Vinland settlement is said to have lasted about a dozen years until the Norsemen were finally driven off by hostile Indians.

For many years Columbus’s defenders discounted the Norse claims in the belief that they did not hold up under close scrutiny. Archaeologists could not find any evidence that Norsemen lived in North America. And Leif’s statement that grapes grew abundantly in Newfoundland (hence the name Vinland) was demonstrably untrue. Grapes don’t grow in Newfoundland at all. In the early 1960’s, however, the remains of a Norse settlement were discovered in northern Newfoundland at a place called L’Anse aux Meadows. And it turns out Leif had been mistranslated, linguists taking him to mean grapes when he meant berries, which are in abundance, just as he said.3

Columbus, of course, is still commonly regarded as the modern discoverer of America, but not by everybody. Some believe John Cabot deserves the title.* Cabot claimed to have landed on Nova Scotia in 1497, a full year before Columbus touched the mainland of North America, but he kept such poor records the claim has forever remained in dispute and cannot now be settled. A second voyage to America, in the summer of 1498, is similarly in doubt.4

But if Columbus may deserve to be called the first modern discoverer of America, he probably shouldn’t be embraced uncritically. For while he was undoubtedly a great man, he wasn’t necessarily a good man. Unbeknown to much of the public, he was directly responsible for the deaths of thousands of Arawak Indians on Haiti. One historian even believes Columbus should be thought of not as a hero but as a murderer.

His first encounter with the Arawaks could not have gone better. He himself wrote that the natives on the island “are so naive and so free with their possessions that no one who has not witnessed them would believe it. When you ask for something they have, they never say no. To the contrary, they offer to share with anyone.”

Columbus, however, did not reciprocate the Indians’ kindness. Under pressure to bring back riches to Spain, he required Indians over fourteen years old to make regular contributions of gold. Indians who did not comply, according to historian Howard Zinn, “had their hands cut off and bled to death.”

Those Indians who weren’t killed were often enslaved and shipped to Spain. On one trip, 500 Arawak men, women, and children were loaded onto ships bound for the Old World; during the voyage 200 died. Far from feeling guilty about the practice of slavery, Columbus boasted about it. “Let us in the name of the Holy Trinity,” he wrote, “go on sending all the slaves that can be sold.” Within two years of Columbus’s arrival, says Zinn, half of the 250,000 Indians on Haiti had died “through murder, mutilation or suicide.” Under Columbus’s Spanish successors the mistreatment continued. In 1515 there were just 50,000 Indians left. In 1550 only 500 remained. By 1650 there were none.5

Yet such is the desire for heroes Columbus will probably always be revered. Morison says he ought to be, for although he had his faults, “they were largely the defects of the qualities that made him great….” Haiti’s Arawaks might feel different. But they aren’t around to protest.*


The distortions of Columbus’s record are matched by Amerigo Vespucci’s. In his day he was frequently regarded as the first European to touch the American mainland. Later he was recognized as the first person to realize America was not part of Asia but a new continent. In our day he has been credited with inventing a new lunar astronomy.

Not one of these claims is accurate. Vespucci lied about beating Columbus to the mainland in an account of a 1497 voyage that was completely fabricated. Vespucci did not realize he was exploring a new world any more than Columbus did. And he did not invent a new astronomy based on the location of the moon or anything else. Morison, himself an accomplished mariner and a former admiral, says that Vespucci’s “claim to have used lunar distances to find longitude is fantastic.” The technique had been known in Vespucci’s time, writes Morison, “[and] Vespucci is to be praised for having heard about it. But he is merely pulling his reader’s leg in implying that he was able to use it. His method, he says, was to turn a primitive plumb-line quadrant or a mariner’s astrolabe on its side to measure the angular distance between the moon and a planet, which is impossible, especially at moonrise, with the instruments at his disposal.”6

America was indeed named after Vespucci, though claims have been made for others. Leif Ericsson has been put forward on the ground that “America” could be construed to mean “Land of Eric.” In Scandinavian languages amt means “land of.” “And so,” as one writer puts it, “Amteric [“Land of Eric”] became America.” Others have suggested the New World was named after one of John Cabot’s friends, Richard Ameryke, the sheriff of Bristol. It is not exactly clear why this should have occurred, but it is supposed to have had something to do with the fact that Cabot had to collect his pension from Ameryke.7

Actually America was named after Vespucci by a mapmaker who had been misled by the explorer’s apocryphal 1497 adventure. It should not have happened, but it did. And so America, as Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, must wear the name of the thief “Amerigo Vespucci, the pickle dealer at Seville who…managed in this lying world to suppress Columbus and baptize half the world with his own dishonest name.”*

Vasco Núñez de Balboa did not lie about his accomplishments, but his reputation as the discoverer of the Pacific Ocean is only partially deserved. The truth is he was not the first European to see the Pacific. He was not even the second or the third to sight it. It is likely that he was the thousandth.

Balboa was first to discover the Pacific from the American side. Of course, there’s an Asian side to the ocean. And the Asian side had been explored by Europeans two centuries before Balboa. Marco Polo is said to have sailed on the Pacific on his way to Java in the thirteenth century. In 1375 a European mapmaker featured the western side of the Pacific in a crude drawing of China. Regular European travel on the Asian side of the Pacific began in 1511, two years before Balboa, with the voyages of Antonio de Abreu. Scholars consider Abreu the real discoverer of the Pacific because his voyages to the Spice Islands led to Ferdinand Magellan’s exploration of the Pacific.


Balboa’s explorations, in contrast, led nowhere. His chief legacy consists almost entirely in the sordid and vicious record he left while blazing his way across Central America to the Pacific. Among other things, he virtually wiped out a village of Indians because the chief liked to dress up in women’s clothes. Six hundred people were killed, most by Balboa’s man-eating dogs. Balboa himself didn’t survive long afterward. After sighting the Pacific, he became entangled in a power struggle with other Europeans for the control of Central America and in 1517 was hanged.8

Balboa at least did one thing for which he is famous: sighting the Pacific. Magellan, renowned for circumnavigating the globe, never did make it around the world. Partway through his trip he got in a beach fight with some Filipino natives and was killed. The expedition was finished under the leadership of Juan Sebastián del Cano.

Henry Hudson is rightfully remembered for exploring the Hudson River, but he did not discover the river, the strait, or the bay that bear his name. The river, discovered eighty-five years earlier by Giovanni da Verrazano, did not even seem to interest Hudson. When he realized it was not part of the fabled Northwest Passage, he promptly turned around at Albany and abandoned his exploration.

His chief association with the bay is that he apparently died there under unpleasant circumstances. Autocratic and suspicious, he was left there after his crew revolted against him.9

The traditional story told about Sir Walter Raleigh and tobacco is false but not wholly false. Raleigh liked tobacco and was probably responsible for its popularity in England. But he did not introduce it into either England or Europe. Scholars say it was first introduced into England in 1586 by a couple of sea captains. Someone named Thevat reportedly brought it to France in 1556.* There’s some evidence other countries may have gotten it even earlier; a couple of sailors supposedly carried some back from Cuba after one of Columbus’s expeditions.

As for the most famous anecdote told about Raleigh—that he was once doused with ale by a servant who was alarmed by the tobacco smoke—there’s not the least bit of substance to it. Historian Jerome Brooks says the story did not even appear until the eighteenth century, long after Raleigh had died.10

Of explorers who came later, two deserve mention, the rivals Robert Peary and Frederick Cook. Both men have been credited with discovering the North Pole, but the truth is neither man may have done so.

Peary’s claim that he discovered the Pole on April 6, 1909, is accepted by almost everybody. Almost everybody has included: President Theodore Roosevelt, who upon hearing the news exclaimed, “Bully for Peary!”; the Congress of the United States, which in 1911 commended him for “his Arctic explorations resulting in reaching the North Pole”; and the National Geographic Society, which as recently as 1983 ran a harsh editorial blasting a made-for-TV movie that dared to dispute his claim. Most reference books credit Peary with the discovery; few even hint that the matter’s in doubt.

Yet it is in question, as it has been from the very first. Originally doubts surfaced because Peary announced his claim several days after Cook had made his announcement. As one writer notes, it seemed odd indeed that a goal which had eluded hundreds of men for centuries had suddenly been achieved by two men almost simultaneously. Later, at congressional hearings, Peary seemed vague about details of the trip, and in several places he contradicted his own writings on the subject, repudiating claims in his own book that several photographs showed him standing at the North Pole (shadows in the pictures proved they couldn’t have been taken when he said they had).

More disturbing was the pristine condition of Peary’s diary, which suggested to some that he had prepared it after the fact. “It is a well-known fact that on a long Arctic journey,” said Congressman Ernest W. Roberts, “ablutions even of the face and hand are too luxurious for the travelers. Pemmican [Indian food made of mixed fat and berries] is the staple article of food. Its great value lies in its greasy quality. How was it possible for Peary to handle this greasy food and without washing his hands write in his diary daily and at the end of two months have that same diary show ‘no finger marks or rough usage’…?”

Most disturbing of all was Peary’s claim to have traveled an average 26.7 nautical miles a day, a feat, says one historian, “un-equaled in the history of polar exploration. By comparison, Cook never claimed to have advanced more than 15 miles a day.”

Cook’s claim that he discovered the North Pole on April 21, 1908 (which he announced in September 1909, five days ahead of Peary), is unprovable. As he limply explained to critics, he left most of his records in a trunk in Greenland and couldn’t substantiate his account. In a later magazine article, he conceded that neither he nor Peary could ever say with certainty that either had reached the Pole because of deficiencies in the measuring instruments.

Belief in the superiority of Peary’s claim was based in part on a misleading and vicious campaign directed against Cook. Most serious of all the charges was the allegation that Cook had previously lied about his claim to have scaled Mount McKinley in 1906. The charge was based on the sworn affidavit of his partner on the trip, Edward Barrill, who said he and Cook had fabricated the story. Barrill stuck to his affidavit but later admitted he’d been paid several thousand dollars for drawing it up.

Claims on Peary’s behalf were exaggerated by self-interested partisans posing as impartial observers. The most impartial observer of all seemed to be the National Geographic Society, which early on appointed itself arbiter of the Peary-Cook dispute. Unknown to the general public, however, the society had underwritten much of the cost of Peary’s trip and had an interest in seeing it succeed. When other institutions around the world seemed poised to award Cook the credit for discovering the North Pole, the society promptly issued a circular imploring them to hold off until after Peary’s claims could be examined in detail—by the society. It then awarded Peary the honor after conducting, according to Howard Abramson, merely a cursory examination of the evidence.11

Next to the explorers, inventors are a dull lot and have inspired fewer myths. But for fun there’s always Eli Whitney, the man who didn’t father the system of interchangeable parts.

Misleading accounts of Whitney’s contribution to the principle of interchangeable parts, made on the highest authority, have circulated for years. In his day Thomas Jefferson celebrated Whitney as a gunmaker, for inventing “moulds and machines for making all the pieces of his [gun] locks so exactly equal, that…the hundred locks may be put together as well by taking the first pieces which come to hand.” More recently historian Allan Nevins has credited Whitney with changing the social and economic growth of the United States for his “sustained work in the manufacture of muskets.” (In 1798 Whitney was given a lucrative federal contract to supply arms manufactured through the use of interchangeable parts.) The usually reliable Dictionary of American Biography assures readers that Whitney’s system of interchangeable parts succeeded so well that the government was able to save twenty-five thousand dollars annually on arms.

To begin with, Whitney did not devise the principle of interchangeable parts as many people believe. He was not even the first person to try to use it in the manufacture of weapons. More than a decade before he won his contract to make arms for the government, a Frenchman, Honoré Blanc, made firing mechanisms for muskets out of interchangeable parts. Blanc demonstrated his technique at a show attended by Jefferson, who wrote: “He presented me with the parts of fifty locks taken to pieces, and arranged in compartments. I put several together myself, taking pieces at hazard as they came to hand, and they fitted in a most perfect manner.”

To be fair, Whitney himself never claimed to have proposed the principle of interchangeable parts. On the other hand, he did claim to have manufactured firearms for the federal government out of interchangeable parts when, in fact, he did not. Peter Baida has reported in the pages of American Heritage that “modern researchers have tested the Whitney firearms that survive, with results that astonished those who had grown up believing the Whitney legend. The tests showed that in some respects the parts of Whitney’s firearms were not even approximately interchangeable. Moreover, many parts of Whitney’s muskets are engraved with special marks—marks that would only be necessary if the manufacturer had failed to achieve interchangeability.”

In 1801 Whitney staged a demonstration to prove the interchangeability of his firearms. Historian Merritt Roe Smith says it must have been fixed. “It appears,” says Smith, “that Whitney purposely duped government authorities…[and] encouraged the notion that he had successfully developed a system for producing uniform parts.”12

At least there remains the legend that Whitney invented the cotton gin. But if it remains, it does so in the face of the facts.


Daniel Thomas, in an article in 1965 in the Journal of Southern History, documents that the cotton gin was invented in Asia and perfected in Santo Domingo in the 1740’s—half a century before Whitney produced his gin. The Santo Domingo gin was crude but effective. A single slave using the machine could produce up to sixty pounds of fiber a day; a slave working by hand could produce just a pound.

The Santo Domingo gin, however, didn’t work on the slippery seeds of American cotton. That was where Whitney came in. His gin was effective on American cotton, but even here his contribution is in question. Whitney’s machine was equipped with a wire brush that needed constant cleaning and wasn’t very efficient. It was left to one Hodgen Holmes to invent a gin equipped with sawteeth, which allowed for the continuous operation of the device without cleaning. It was Holmes’s invention, developed a few years later, which apparently enabled the South to crown cotton as king.13

The cotton gin itself is no less wrapped in myth than is Eli Whitney. One often hears, for instance, the belief that the cotton gin triggered the full-scale development of slavery in the South. In fact, while it may have “dug slavery in deeper in the Deep South,” as Bernard Weisberger suggests, it may not have had much effect on the rest of the region. Slavery in heavy-tobacco states like Virginia, for example, was at least as strong in the pre–cotton gin period as after. Statistics show that proportionately more Virginia families owned slaves in 1790 (44.9 percent)—before the gin’s use—than in 1850, a decade before the Civil War (32.9 percent). Other statistics indicate slavery may have even played a more important role in Virginia in 1790 than later. In 1790 there were sixty-six slaves to every one hundred whites in the state; in the 1850’s the figure dropped to fifty-three slaves to every hundred whites.14


Like Eli Whitney, Robert Fulton has been given the credit for inventing a thing that he actually helped perfect. The first steamboat was built not by Fulton but by James Rumsey of Virginia in 1784. However, Rumsey’s boat, while it worked, did not work well. In an experimental run on the Thames River in London the boat barely hit a high speed of four miles an hour. John Fitch had more success. He built a boat which could carry up to sixty passengers and had a top speed of eight miles an hour. In 1787 Fitch used the boat to take a group of delegates from the Constitutional Convention on a trip up the Delaware River. Still, only Fulton managed to build a steamship powerful enough to be commercially successful in 1807. Well known as it is, Fulton’s first steamship is usually misnamed. The old Encyclopædia Britannica, like most reference books, called it the Clermont. Richard Varick De Witt, the man who painted the most famous picture of the boat, called it the North River of Clermont. The official name, recorded in the government’s annual “List of Merchant Vessels of the United States,” was the North River Steam Boat, a name that apparently had been given to the ship because it ran on the part of the Hudson known as the North River. Historian Frank Donovan says Fulton himself called it the North River Steam Boat or simply the North River. The error of calling it the Clermont began after Fulton had died. Scholars have traced the error to Cadwallader Colden, Fulton’s first biographer, who may have been confused about the name because for many years the ship docked at a place called Clermont; the biography was published in 1817.15

In Thomas Edison’s case the confusion has been over not the invention but the inventor himself. Myths to the contrary, Edison did not grow up poor, he did not do badly in school, and he did not forget his wedding day. He did believe in office anarchy, telling a recruit to his laboratory who asked about the rules, “Hell! There ain’t no rules around here! We are tryin’ to accomplish somep’n.” But he denied the story that a train conductor, annoyed by his dangerous experiments, had struck him on the ear and made him deaf.16

George Pullman is remembered for inventing the Pullman sleeping car, but sleeping cars were in existence long before his appeared in 1864. The first was built for the Erie Railroad Company by John Stephanson in 1843, and it included fancy diamond-shaped windows. Eli Wheeler patented a sleeping car in 1859. Wheeler lost the patent to Pullman after a long legal battle, but during this court fight evidence of the Erie Railroad car surfaced.17

Of all of America’s inventors, Henry Ford has historically been the subject of more errors than any other. Among the mistaken impressions: that he single-handedly invented the moving assembly line, that he was something of a progressive for instituting the five-dollar day, and that he was a genius. (Well, he was a genius, but only for a time.)

The belief that Ford invented the moving assembly line is an unwarranted deduction from the fact that he installed the first one. Ford himself, however, did not conceive the idea; no individual did. As Ford biographer Robert Lacey points out, it was the joint effort of several of Ford’s top engineers.

If the moving assembly line had a single father at all, it was necessity. Sales of the Model T had gone from eighteen thousand cars in 1909–10 to thirty-five thousand in 1910–11 to seventy-eight thousand in 1911–12. People had begun buying the car in such great numbers Ford could not meet the demand for it without dramatically increasing production. Something had to be done, and Ford did it. If he is to be honored, it should be for this: his ability to recognize the necessity for something new and his willingness to try it.

That Ford should be regarded as something of a progressive because of the five-dollar day is the most bizarre of all the myths about him and the most easily refuted. He instituted the five-dollar day mainly to achieve a stable work force and only incidentally to improve the welfare of his employees. As he repeatedly liked to say, the five-dollar day was a matter of “efficiency engineering” with “no charity in any way involved.” The assembly line had proved to be a worker’s nightmare, and the only way to keep the worker from leaving was to pay him or her better than the usual wage.

Ford undoubtedly felt good about paying a wage that was about double what anybody else in the country was paying. But because of the assembly-line savings, he alone among America’s businessmen could afford to pay the higher rate.

He was indeed ahead of his time in employing women, ex-convicts, and the handicapped.* But he hated unions—at a time when unions were in the forefront of the movement for human rights. When labor organizers tried to make inroads at Ford plants, the founder hired a goon squad to beat them up.

Ford undoubtedly was a genius, but sometime around age fifty the magic seemed to disappear. He stuck with the Tin Lizzy long after the public had grown weary of the car, and as a result, he nearly lost everything he’d spent his early years creating. During World War II he took personal charge of the plants working on war-related necessities, but he botched the job so badly some seriously suggested the operation should be nationalized. By the end, as biographer David Halberstam has observed, he who had been known as the creator had come to be regarded as the destroyer. Comments the economist John Kenneth Galbraith: “Against the ineluctable march of bureaucracy… Henry Ford had held his own. The company, in consequence, was nearly dead.”

He was, of course, one of the great tinkerers of all time, but outside his limited sphere he was uncommonly ungifted. If he could not bolt something or haul it or fix it, he usually had no use for it. History especially seemed beside the point. Put on the stand in a libel trial held to determine whether he was “ignorant,” as the Chicago Tribune had charged, he forgot there had been a revolution in 1776, acknowledged he didn’t have any idea why it had taken place, and said he didn’t know who Benedict Arnold was.

One Ford myth is not about the man but about the car. Everyone knows Henry Ford’s crack about the Model T: “Any color so long as it’s black.” What people do not know is that the car did not originally come in black. Until a sharp engineer discovered that black dried faster than any other color, the Model T was painted green with a red stripe.18

What Henry Ford was to the automobile, Charles Lindbergh was in some ways to the airplane. But Lindbergh was not, as popularly believed, the first man to fly nonstop across the Atlantic. He was the sixty-seventh person to make the trip. His special accomplishment was that he was the first to fly the route solo.

The first nonstop transatlantic flight was actually made by two British pilots, Sir John Alcock and Sir A. W. Brown, in 1919. But unlike Lindbergh, they did not go from New York to Paris; they flew from Newfoundland to Ireland, a distance of about two thousand miles—fourteen hundred miles shorter than Lindbergh’s path. When they reached Ireland, they lost control of their plane and crashed in a bog. A month later a British dirigible carrying thirty-one people made the trip from Scotland to America and then back again, in the first round-trip voyage across the Atlantic. In 1924 a German dirigible with thirty-three on board flew from Germany to New Jersey.19

At odds with the American inclination to personalize the inventions of the car and the plane has been the stubborn conviction that some inventions—like the atomic bomb—are such complicated affairs they shouldn’t be identified with anyone in particular.

Yet even the atomic bomb was in the end the creation of a very few people, however many thousands worked to produce it. Virtually unrealized by the public, for example, is that a single individual, Leo Szilard, an unemployed Hungarian physicist, has been credited with conceiving the idea of chain reactions. In storybook fashion, he is said to
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