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			For my spirited daughter, Violet O’Leary. Soar high, stay curious, and keep surprising yourself. I love you.

		

	
		
			
			
				Everyone has oceans to fly if they have the heart to do it. Is it reckless? Maybe. But what do dreams know of boundaries?

				Amelia Earhart
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				Truth is such a rare thing it is delightful to tell it.

				Emily Dickinson
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				The only thing new in the world is the history you don’t know.

				Harry S. Truman

			

		

	
		
			A Note for Readers

			Sex, violent death, and mystery. If your life has one of these things, people might be interested. If it has two, now you’re tabloid fodder. If it has three, you’re Amelia Earhart.

			Because of these titillating elements, more people have gotten Amelia Earhart wrong than perhaps any other person in the last century. Wrong “facts” about every single aspect of her life. Wrong conclusions about her personality, her career, her goals, her sexuality. And her disappearance.

			My first encounter with Amelia Earhart was through a squeaky-clean Scholastic biography that my mother helped me choose from a flyer in third grade. I was wowed by her story, and I well remember my dad’s admiration for Amelia when we all discussed her at dinner. Decades later, Amelia Earhart floated back into my world while I was researching my last book, which is about a kid who stowed away on Richard Byrd’s storied 1928 expedition to Antarctica. Byrd’s publisher, George Palmer Putnam, had organized a national competition for a Boy Scout to join Byrd’s crew and then write his own Putnam book for young boys. I was aghast: What kind of person sends an untrained boy on a life-threatening expedition to the bottom of the globe? Well, the kind of person who would marry the heiress of the Crayola empire, and then hire Amelia Earhart to write a book, and then have an affair with Amelia Earhart. Those juicy details were somehow absent from my childhood Scholastic book.

			So here was Amelia, buzzing over the Hudson River to help promote Commander Byrd’s departure (with the Boy Scout and the stowaway aboard). It’s been said that the story you should write is the one that sticks in your head. I realized I knew very little about Amelia Earhart. Was she the wholesome role model depicted in biographies for children, or did she have a tarnished political background and a secret, messy family legacy, like Charles Lindbergh? Was she a great flier or merely brave? What was her inner life like? And what was her later marriage with George Palmer Putnam—her manager, publisher, and business partner—like? I wanted a fleshed-out narrative, an Amelia Earhart book for adults.

			Everyone I asked, from cousins to cabbies, had a strong take on Amelia Earhart. The more I dug in, the more I realized that she had been a lightning rod for almost a century of projections and agendas: chauvinists who wanted to belittle her abilities; those who wished to skew her sexuality and ambition to align with nonexistent reality; well-meaning historians who bought into all sorts of whitewashed narratives (supplied by family, estate overseers, museums, etc.); historian frauds who used Amelia’s disappearance as a point of departure for their own smart-sounding yet evidence-free theories; and outright crackpots whose speculations about her fate belong in science fiction yet grab headlines even today.

			I find truth much more interesting than nontruth. In striving to illuminate who Amelia Earhart really was, I found myself not only a researcher but also something of an avenger—it was astonishing how much time and effort I spent just debunking Earhart lore that had been repeated for generations, not to mention coming up against influential people who had a stake in hiding crucial facts.

			What stands out is that Amelia Earhart—the real woman, not the one of fantasy—was ambitious, courageous, intelligent, curious, sexual, overconfident, lazy, kindhearted, shrewd, and flawed. One quality doesn’t negate another. You can be all sorts of things simultaneously, which drives lightweight and unscrupulous chroniclers batty—it’s hard to write a simple narrative when your subject contains multitudes. Another Jazz Age great, F. Scott Fitzgerald, famously observed that “the test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function.” But how fascinating and inspiring the truth is, as opposed to nonsense!

			So I approached my work as a trained journalist with one overriding focus: to uncover and report the truth without any personal agenda. The truth will lead you to how Amelia Earhart’s story is deeply intertwined with that of George Palmer Putnam, once a boldface name who continues to fade from memory as the years go by, all while Amelia’s legacy rises.

			This is a story of ambition and marriage. Amelia Earhart and George Palmer Putnam together exploited the freewheeling climate of the Jazz Age and the more sobering Great Depression for their personal gain but at the same time inspired countless young people—especially young women—to fulfill their own ambitions. My narrative delves into the relationship between Amelia, a boundary-pushing woman, and George, a talented mythmaker eager to mold her legacy. Their partnership crafted the polished, iconic image of Amelia Earhart that still emboldens everyone from young children reading their first Amelia Earhart biography to women astronauts, moved by Amelia’s spirit since youth and now embarking on groundbreaking space expeditions.

			Laurie Gwen Shapiro—New York City, 2025

		

	
		
			A Word on Name Usage

			During my research on Amelia Earhart and George Palmer Putnam, I considered the naming conventions appropriate for a detailed narrative nonfiction book. Some writers before me have used “AE” for Amelia and “GP” for George. However, I found that Amelia adopted “AE” as a public persona at the strong suggestion of her manager and future husband, and those closest to her continued to call her Amelia or Millie, openly disregarding George’s affects.

			George, when mingling with the hoi polloi, insisted that he be called “GP,” pronounced “Gee-Pee.” To be fair, the nickname helped differentiate him in an industry where many of his relatives had similar names, like his powerful elderly uncle, George Haven Putnam, a book publishing legend. At G. P. Putnam’s Sons, the company his grandfather founded, underlings respectfully addressed him as Mr. Putnam, and his later California business partner, Cap Palmer, revealed that the inner circle always called him George. Amelia’s endearments for him were “Gyp” and “Gyppy” and, by many trustworthy firsthand accounts, rarely GP.

			In George’s embellished revisionist memoir from the 1940s, ghostwritten by his young, loyal hire, Cap Palmer, there’s a striking inclusion: a prenuptial agreement, handwritten by Amelia and given to him on the eve of their wedding—included in an adulterated form later on in this book. Amelia signed the original document as simply “A.” However, in the typed version used for his memoir, George changed the signature to “AE.” This swap wasn’t the only adjustment; the published letter, as recrafted by George, included several other intriguing modifications that served his preferred narrative.

			For authenticity, clarity, and consistency in this narrative, I’ve gone with “Amelia” and “George.” This decision not only supports historical accuracy but also offers a smoother reading experience in a narrative filled with Earharts and Putnams. I’ve also occasionally used first names for other figures to enhance reader connection.

		

	
		
			Needle in a Haystack
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			Amelia Earhart was sitting across from George Palmer Putnam. He was on the phone, not acknowledging her, taking his sweet time. He was a flamboyant, career-making publisher who liked to be in the news. Putnam was always photographed with swells of the era: standing next to Charles Lindbergh, the first man to fly solo across the Atlantic; posing with Commander Richard Byrd, the man who conquered the South Pole; smiling with Howard Carter, the man who discovered King Tut.

			Amelia was thirty-one years old, a Boston social worker. She was not a famous person. But unknown to her that spring of 1928, Putnam had decided he wanted to create a new hero—the first woman to cross the Atlantic in an airplane!—the counterpart to the world’s most famous man, Charles Lindbergh.

			Putnam sent out feelers to find candidates for such a heroine, who merely had to be the first female Atlantic passenger to get famous. The idea was familiar: sponsor the wildly risky adventure, find someone physically attractive and willing to imperil their own life, sign them to an exclusive tell-all deal, publicize the thing to the max, and make a fortune on book sales.

			Soon word came from Boston: George Putnam’s old friend, a PR guy named Colonel Hilton Howell Railey, had found a perfect candidate: Miss Earhart was an experienced flier, she was well spoken, and she had pleasing looks. George’s response was swift and decisive: “She must be in my office by the start of the next morning!” When George Palmer Putnam wanted things done, there was no room for argument.

			Railey told Amelia that someone in New York City wanted to see her about a possible flying venture. She was a committed full-time social worker and only a part-time aviator, but Amelia’s heart beat faster at the prospect of sponsored flying, a rarity for any woman, even the most accomplished pilot. She agreed to go to New York.

			Railey escorted her down from Boston by train. At 2 West Forty-Fifth Street, just off Fifth Avenue, a colossal Putnam banner fluttered from the rooftop. A landmark of New York’s Jazz Age publishing district, the Putnam Building reached sixteen stories skyward. An elegant retail bookstore graced its lobby, and its prime location was often touted in newspapers as “just 100 feet off Fifth.” Times Square, now ablaze with neon, was just a couple blocks west and had recently eclipsed Herald Square as the energetic heart of Manhattan.

			On the day of Amelia’s arrival, thirty skyscrapers had already reshaped the Midtown skyline, transforming the area into a bustling hub aglow with light. The district housed titans like The New York Times, the city’s most respected newspaper, and The New Yorker, a sharp-witted rising star on the media scene that, even in 1928, held outsize influence among the cultural elite.

			Railey brought Amelia to the elegant reception room of G. P. Putnam’s Sons and introduced her to George’s neat and professional brunette secretary, Miss Josephine “Jo” Berger. Dressed in the day’s standard attire for working women in publishing—back-seamed stockings and practical T-strapped low heels—Jo exuded an air of efficiency, and in her respectable brown day dress, with a powdered nose and a touch of rouge, Amelia, too, seamlessly blended into the office’s urbane ambiance. An Episcopalian bluestocking, she easily could have pursued a secretarial career in publishing had she desired.

			Jo had explained to Amelia and Railey that Mr. Putnam, eager for their meeting, was held up in another discussion. After Jo assured Railey that she would look after their special guest, Amelia replied that it was no problem at all for her to wait. Railey gave Jo a curious look and headed to the building’s third floor, where he had a satellite office for his Boston-based PR firm. “Come get me if needed!” he said.

			Amelia, having arrived on the dot, saw the wait as a glaring sign of negligence. Why endure an overnight trip from Boston if only to be kept waiting? But, in reality, it was a calculated chess move. Railey and Jo had recognized this for what it was: a deliberate delay meant to assert dominance before the game even began. George Putnam, one of the numerous Putnams in the building and not nearly as powerful within the family firm as people might assume, was nonetheless making waves in the publishing world. Critics might have grumbled, but post-Lindbergh, George’s rise to industry prominence was evident to all. By deftly securing the rights to Charles Lindbergh’s story with a blend of charm and dogged determination, George had turned its success into a springboard for a slew of bestselling adventure tales.

			Unbeknownst to her at that moment, Amelia Earhart was poised to become his next great triumph.

			George, the peacock at the handsome desk, was still conducting his power phone call, his deep voice filling the office. Impeccably dressed in a flawless double-breasted suit, he was well versed in commanding the room—and absorbing the admiring glances that often followed.

			To kill more minutes, Amelia’s eyes might have scanned what the bookcase held: there was Lindbergh’s famous G. P. Putnam’s Sons’ book, “WE” (those peculiar quotes around all caps), probably signed by the fabled Lindbergh himself. Should she confess to having a clipped newspaper picture of Lindbergh tacked up in her social worker’s bedroom? Would that be seen as genuine admiration or as an overly starry-eyed gesture for a woman her age?

			At last, the publisher ended his call, allowing dramatic silence before inquiring, “And how about you? Do you consider yourself a risk-taker?” Amelia replied, “It depends. I’m here to learn more.”

			Weighing how much to disclose, and after securing her promise of secrecy, he shared glimpses of the confidential project: he was scouting for a female passenger to be the first across the Atlantic.

			A widely read piece in The New York Times had recently announced the end of the brassy, high-voltage flapper era, signaling the rise of a more subdued and sophisticated modern archetype, and Amelia Earhart perfectly encapsulated this transition. Her role as a Boston social worker lent her a wholesome allure reminiscent of the great Charles Lindbergh’s all-American aura. To George, who’d done some quick homework, Amelia was a fresh narrative, embodying class, poise, and captivatingly elusive independence—qualities he believed the world would eagerly embrace.

			As she shared stories about her years studying science at Columbia and her experiences setting records in air rodeos in California, George considered how she might appear in a publicity photo. While Amelia didn’t fit conventional beauty standards, she had a striking presence: tall and slender with almond-shaped gray eyes. Her smile, revealing a gap between her front teeth, added an unexpected touch of charm, though he wondered how this would photograph. But that perfect patrician nose! And her hands were lovely, with long fingers. Her unpainted nails were unlike those favored by Ziegfeld showgirls, hotly pursued by married men in his circles. He had weighed the option of some well-known aviatrixes, such as his neighbor, the elegant debutante Ruth Nichols of Rye, New York. But Amelia’s pleasant, straightforward demeanor aligned precisely with what Mrs. Guest, the feminist financier behind the risky venture, was looking for. Amelia was also well bred and embodied values of wholesomeness, Christianity, and Puritan lineage, but she was new, unknown, which the public loved.

			If Amelia Earhart survived a flight to become the first female passenger to cross the Atlantic, he’d go big. Very big.

			Like George, Amelia was processing rapidly. Behind those rimless spectacles was a man with a solid history of making shrewd choices. Would he catch her in a lie? Did he know she had shaved two years off her age (from thirty-one to twenty-nine)? Lots of women did that, though—surely he would understand. Did her eyes betray her vulnerability—that she looked at this not only as an adventure but also as a chance to indelibly etch her legacy while time was still on her side?

			This was a whirlwind for her. The afternoon before, Railey had giddily called George to report that he’d found the ideal candidate. George often hesitated to acknowledge it, but Railey’s talent for promotion outshone his. Unlike George, Railey was no mere salaried family man tied to dividends and modest pay; he was a trailblazer in public relations, answering to only himself at the helm of his own successful firm. George trusted him implicitly; theirs was a bond forged in the wake of the Great War, rich with shared confidences. For Railey, collaborating on George’s ventures was more than just business—it was an exhilarating diversion from serving his routine corporate clientele, a world of airlines, railroads, and tobacco companies. Despite Railey’s lucrative roster, it wasn’t money that drove him; it was the thrill of the chase, the pleasure of the game, that drew him to these unorthodox challenges alongside Putnam.

			As for the secretive task at hand, steel heiress Amy Guest, whose staggering wealth sat at a rumored $1.9 billion in 1928 dollars (equivalent to nearly $35 billion today), had initially planned to be a passenger herself, aiming to bolster feminist movements and enhance US-Britain ties. Yet faced with her family’s fears for her safety, she felt compelled to search for an alternate flier, one whom she would back.

			The first tantalizing bulletin reached George Palmer Putnam through Railey, a man with countless connections who liked to keep his name out of newspapers. The intelligence was delicate: One of Railey’s prominent clients, Commander Richard Byrd, had leased a surplus plane—the very one used for his North Pole expedition—to Guest for the flight. Although Byrd’s connection had to remain clandestine, Railey had given George a golden tip-off and trusted that his friend could come up with a good spin. George was thrilled, and they both knew a bestseller could come of it if the gal selected made it.

			That gal was still in George’s office two hours after Railey had dropped her off. Though he had gone up to his third-floor office, his curiosity finally wore him down, and he decided to personally investigate the cause of the delay.

			Railey’s sudden entrance prompted George to swiftly gauge Amelia’s reaction to the man with whom she had just shared a train ride—someone whom many women found utterly captivating. Did her eyes linger a little too long, her smile a tad too bright? Railey, tall and sporting a mustache, his black hair neatly combed back, still carried the unmistakable aura of his military past, even a decade after transitioning to civilian life.

			“Did you show George your pilot’s license?” Railey prodded Amelia with his genteel Southern cadence, adding, “Has she mentioned she’s the first American woman to own one?”

			“I hold the sixteenth license issued to a woman in the world,” Amelia chimed in. She was taken aback by George’s understated response to her impressive paperwork, which bore the signature of Orville Wright, the hallowed aviation pioneer himself.

			In contrast to George—a brazen opportunist who had by 1928 already garnered the tongue-in-cheek nickname “Lens Louse” from the press—Railey operated as a quiet mastermind, often choosing to work from the shadows. This discreet nature would be an asset when he later co-commanded the Ghost Army, America’s most clandestine unit during World War II. George Palmer Putnam, self-mythologizer, would soon write Railey out of the narrative of that first meeting with Amelia. Railey, always valuing results over recognition, would not object.

			However, years later, when Amelia’s name rang louder than even George’s, Railey candidly admitted—off the record—that he had been in that room the day the very married George Palmer Putnam met Amelia Earhart. Thinking back to that significant meeting, Railey would muse all those years later: For George, it was undeniably “love at first sight.”

		

	
		
			One
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			The Kingmaker

			The George Palmer Putnam of the Jazz Age may have been the flashiest Putnam, but he was only the latest in a long, winding road of famous Putnams. He wasn’t the first George, or even the first George Palmer Putnam.

			In 1887, he entered the world as a son of the second heir to the family’s publishing empire, and all Putnam males were expected to contribute to keeping the empire strong.

			The rise of American letters owed much to the Putnams. Their publishing company revolutionized the industry by nurturing homegrown talents such as Washington Irving, Herman Melville, Harriet Beecher Stowe, James Fenimore Cooper, and Edgar Allan Poe. Beyond their literary contributions, the Putnams had a storied history, with ancestors playing notable roles in events like holding down the fort during the American Revolution and, far less commendably, pointing fingers during the Salem witch trials. In the Revolutionary War’s Battle of Bunker Hill, Israel Putnam, another direct forebearer, is said to have declared, “Don’t shoot until you see the whites of their eyes!”

			Long before the days of celebrity pilots and publishing giants, George’s lustrous grandfather, George Palmer Putnam the First, laid the foundation for their family’s publishing legacy. In 1825, he left his home in Brunswick, Maine, to apprentice at his uncle’s carpet company in Boston. Then, in 1838, after working as a bookstore clerk and as a messenger for a religious book firm, he cofounded Wiley and Putnam near Broadway’s Trinity Church in New York City. George Palmer Putnam I was the driving force behind the prestigious Putnam’s Monthly and eventually ventured out on his own, expanding their reach across the Atlantic. By establishing an office in London and securing American publishing rights to the finest European authors, he aimed to showcase the quality of American publishing to a European audience, which often viewed the former “revolting colonies” as lacking in cultural sophistication. His success in distributing high-quality European literature in America also helped to elevate the standing of American publishers both at home and abroad, challenging the stigma that American literature was inferior and proving that the “revolting colonies” had indeed become revolutionary in the realm of letters.

			After the sudden 1872 death of the hallowed founder, which happened at his beloved basement bookstore just after five in the evening, the publishing firm’s mantle was taken up by one of George’s sons, George Haven Putnam, our George’s uncle. Despite the challenges of managing complex familial ties, he brilliantly navigated the firm through various economic downturns with steely resolve. George Haven Putnam, a Union veteran of the Civil War, was aptly nicknamed “the Major.” Every day in the Roaring Twenties, the spirited, elderly Major, still a hard-liner for tradition and etiquette, walked into the latest of several Putnam buildings early in the morning with the same vigor he once brandished on Civil War battlefields. Despite his age, his step remained spry and assured, a testament to his well-lived life in a rapidly modernizing world of radios and skyscrapers.

			Like any man nearing the end of his glory, the Major kept careful track of his potential successors, weighing their strengths and weaknesses, then marking out those who seemed most suited to carrying on the legacy. The George that Amelia Earhart knew from the papers was not the sole heir to the Putnam empire: he was fifth in line, strategically vying for the top spot in an age-old game of succession. Although George’s father, John Bishop Putnam, was long dead, George still had a waiting elderly uncle and a slew of cousins to contend with. The daily sight of the four other founding Putnam descendants, each a potential successor and often riding the same elevators as they rose through the ranks, fueled George’s ambition to emerge victorious.

			The Major surely recognized that despite his flashy nephew’s occasional triumphs, George was a wild card—cunning but rogue, often succeeding more by luck than by judgment. With Palmer Cosslett Putnam, the Major’s talented engineer son, currently in Africa and showing no interest in the family business, and Irving, his septuagenarian brother, out of contention, the Major pondered the future of the family legacy.

			From the gleaming silverware in his home to his tailored suits at work, George Palmer Putnam epitomized the refined upper-middle-class world from which he hailed. Yet George was not one to follow the crowd. Captivated by novelty, he quickly lost interest when results did not come swiftly. His journey through the prestigious Gunnery School (now the Frederick Gunn School), Harvard’s hallowed halls, and breakfasts with his father at the Union League were merely steps along an uncertain path. As the always-reading loner at boarding school, he longed to stand out, even from the taller boys who bullied him, surviving on his wit and occasionally cruel jokes. How could he prove his true self to everyone? With his family lightly dismissing his mediocre grades at Harvard as the result of “health concerns,” he dropped out after just a year. Avoiding the buttoned-down security of a family job, he then tramped around California, taking any job he could find. Under family pressure, he briefly attended Berkeley—only to drop out there as well.

			In 1908, on a Sierra Club excursion up Mount Whitney, George, who was now trying his hand as an outdoorsy Ivy League guide, took a shine to a young climber named Dorothy Binney, a well-bred athletic girl visiting from back East. At twenty, the tall brunette in a long skirt with petticoats was intelligent, handsomely pretty, and, even better, an heiress to the Crayola empire. As they walked, George learned about her father, Edwin Binney, who had invented Crayola crayons when Dorothy was fifteen. She had grown up at Rocklyn, a six-bedroom fieldstone mansion in Sound Beach (now Old Greenwich), Connecticut, a millionaire’s showplace complete with two hundred feet of Long Island Sound shoreline, dramatic spiral staircases, and a magnificent swimming pool—a home that would fetch more than $14 million in 2019. Dorothy’s mother, Alice, had even named the crayon company Crayola, merging craie, the French word for “chalk,” with ola, from oleaginous, to suggest oiliness. While the Putnams were steeped in a heritage that resonated deeply with many Americans, their fame was rooted more in history than in wealth. By contrast, the “new money” Binneys, with their serious wealth, enjoyed a thick financial cushion.

			George was an excellent marksman in the wild, thanks to childhood outings with his father, John, and now he had a pretty heiress in his sights. Dorothy returned to the East Coast, flattered by the “swell guy” she’d met but uncertain if he was the one—plus, he wanted her to leave the East Coast for California. When he learned about the Ivy League suitors competing for her hand, determined to reel her in, he upped the ante with relentless, heartfelt letters and weekly bouquets of red roses. Dorothy was not the first, nor would she be the last, woman swept off her feet by George’s unwavering pursuit—a behavior that contemporary therapists might label “love bombing.” His attention cast a dreamy spell, and it was easy to fall for the intensity. Yet face-to-face, his ardor seemed to wane. Though undeniably attractive, Dorothy had deep-seated insecurities, a consequence of her mother’s hurtful comments during her younger years. Her mother had suggested that she was one of those girls whose looks alone couldn’t retain a man’s attention; she needed to do more to make herself attractive to suitors.

			Even before accepting George’s proposal, she felt a nagging unease, which she recorded ambivalently in her diary: “A strenuous letter from George, and two apologies in next mail. So, do I love him enough to wear his ring? Oh, heavens. Why this?” Young Dorothy wrote all in her diary, adding, “I wish someone would love me.” Dorothy soon discovered, perhaps a bit shockingly, that George’s family wasn’t very monied at all, but to her parents, the Putnam name, steeped in American history, was an ideal match for their nouveau-riche crayon fortune. The Binneys appreciated the arrestingly handsome young man’s willingness to wait until her college graduation; his patience in waiting reflected a broader societal norm during an era when long courtships were not only common but often seen as a sign of respect and genuine commitment. For them, his flexibility and pledge to their daughter sealed the deal. Let him prove to them what he could do out West.

			In the late 1800s, trains were the hallmark of American progress and bridged the expanse between the coasts, playing an instrumental role in changing the face of the landscape. By the early twentieth century, nearly all intercity travel relied on this network of steel and steam. Against this backdrop, a young George relocated to Bend, Oregon, determined to show his prospective in-laws his mettle. This promising town in the Cascade Mountains was a blip on the map, accessible only by stagecoach. Yet, at just twenty-one, George sniffed opportunity in the prospective extension of the rail lines there. He wrote the occasional squib for Eastern newspapers, advocating for Bend’s inclusion in the national rail grid, and thanks to his tireless advocacy, Bend was soon serviced by two major rail lines. By 1910, an entrepreneurial George had bought The Bend Bulletin from then-owner J. M. Lawrence, the sole newspaper voice in town.

			“I had no idea of settling in any one place until I reached Oregon,” he later recalled for the Brooklyn Eagle. “I liked the country better than any other place I had ever seen, and I decided to stay there. That was when I was twenty-one. When I was twenty-two I was elected Mayor of Bend. I think that I was among the youngest Mayors of any Western town. For a good all around education I would recommend being the Mayor of a small town. I had a perfectly swell time.”

			On October 26, 1911, Dorothy and George were married in front of over four hundred guests at Rocklyn. Delmonico’s, one of New York’s oldest and most time-honored restaurants, catered the event, and the Binneys generously covered all expenses—to the cash-poor Putnams’ great relief. The newlyweds then set out on a six-thousand-mile honeymoon, another fine gift from Dorothy’s parents, and journeyed through Central America, visiting Panama, Costa Rica, and Guatemala. It was an underwritten opportunity for George to conduct research and to network, although he involved Dorothy in the process by having her record and organize his notes. She felt an exhilarating sense of purpose, even though she typed up her ambitious groom’s notes during her long, hot honeymoon. Yet her diaries, later printed by her granddaughter, note a lack of intimacy and indicate that the trip felt more like an “extended business venture” than a “romantic excursion.” More doubts crept into Dorothy’s mind—had she misjudged their connection? Committed and literally at sea, she felt ensnared by her choice.

			The transition from a wanderlusty, business-oriented honeymoon to settling down did little to ease Dorothy’s concerns. Backed by more Binney family funds, George and Dorothy bought the most impressive house in Bend—a town of just 536 people, far from the bustling city it would later become. George’s lack of intimacy, first noticed during their travels, persisted, leaving Dorothy feeling increasingly sidelined. Their marriage seemed more focused on bolstering George’s career than on building a shared life of adventure and affection. His relentless networking and creation of self-serving stories only magnified her unease. As a result of small-town politics and a lack of suitable candidates, Ivy-educated George was elected “Boy Mayor” at twenty-four by a six-to-one margin. His embellished story about his unexpected election—a humorous tale in his Bend newspaper that claimed his only rival had fallen out a window—was soon a nationwide syndicated hit.

			As prominent figures in a tiny community, the Putnams relished their status and soon celebrated the birth of their first son, David. They introduced a touch of East Coast sophistication to local conventions by hosting tennis games and social gatherings at their home, following Sunday services they didn’t even attend. In November of 1912, Dorothy, an advocate for women’s rights, nearly became the first woman to vote in Oregon. She stepped aside, possibly at George’s suggestion, allowing the governor’s wife to claim that honor. His debut book, The Southland of North America: Rambles and Observations in Central America during the Year 1912, was published by his family’s company the following year; it was neither outstanding nor terrible. Over time, George secured small contracts as a West Coast correspondent for several wire services, and when genuine stories were scarce, he supplied fabricated narratives—the bigger the lie, the more he got paid.

			Under old Major Putnam’s adept leadership, the family’s publishing business back in New York was just fine, even without the energetic presence of the Major’s nephew George, who did not want to be where he was not needed. George’s father, John, had managed the New Rochelle printing plant, affectionately known as Knickerbocker Press, or KP, a name inspired by Washington Irving. Besides running the plant, John also led the firm’s educational department and served as its treasurer. Following John’s death in 1915, George’s oldest brother, Robert, took over these responsibilities.

			In 1915, the Bend newspaperman and small-town mayor worked with Governor James Withycombe, switching from the Democratic Party to the Republican Party. During World War I, he enlisted in the Oregon National Guard and briefly served on the Mexican border before returning to Oregon. Despite never serving overseas, he later served the Department of Justice in Washington (and sometimes New York) as an undercover agent who monitored soldiers suspected of vice. While working undercover for the anti-vice squad, George became friends with the tall and imposing Lieutenant Hilton Howell Railey, just two years older than him but his superior. George was jealous that Railey had also made a name for himself as a writer, and that a widely read Saturday Evening Post story about his war years had caught the eye of the Major, who, as he soon found out, was mentoring Railey and giving him freelance assignments at the family firm.

			So at the beginning of their connection, George was one of Railey’s lowly enforcers. “I spotted him,” Railey recalled, “as I was raiding some kind of dive. On the rear seat of a Department of Justice staff car, he had slid down to almost the nape of his neck when I began to chat with him.” After realizing who George was, Railey mentioned his connection to the Major, and they frequently crossed paths in their covert roles and even at publishing parties. The more they interacted, the more Railey pegged George as a “bored and lazy” scion with a slippery grip on honesty. However, George’s unconventional publishing ideas, met with skepticism by his uncle, intrigued Railey, who found himself adding his own ideas and getting roped into schemes and nights at the private men’s clubhouses George enjoyed, like the informal Coffee House Club. George was well read but bawdy, always up for the new, and, if you were with him, quite fun. An unlikely bond built on shared secrets formed.

			In October 1918, George’s thirty-six-year-old brother, Robert Faulkner Putnam, husband to the widely admired feminist writer Nina Wilcox Putnam, fell victim to the flu pandemic at their mother’s Rye residence. Robert’s shocking death left a void in the family business, prompting George’s mother to urge him to take on his big brother’s duties. Feeling valued, George heeded the call, promptly moving his family to Rye and jumping back into New York publishing, which would soon define him. Through Robert, George had seen a marriage that valued a woman’s intellectual autonomy, and while Dorothy was bright and fun, not to mention rich, he envied men with wives who made headlines beyond society pages. “While I was out West I worked on a paper,” he recalled later, “took some courses at the University of California, and generally found plenty to keep myself busy. Still I had not definitely decided whether I wanted to go into the publishing business. But when the business was left without a head because of death of my father and brother I came to New York. It was my own inclination and circumstances that decided me. And generally that is the way most things are settled.”

			While the Major appreciated George’s dutiful return to the firm, he hesitated to hand over the reins of the family business to a brash and cocky college dropout, regardless of George’s West Coast achievements, and sought harder evidence of George’s capabilities. As George familiarized himself with a complicated business, the Major monitored him closely, assigning tasks as deemed appropriate and hinting that with proven diligence, he might earn a stint in the London office and see how they did things there.

			Soon, the family welcomed son number two, George Palmer Putnam III, lovingly nicknamed Junie for “Junior,” a nickname Dorothy’s brother shared. When the crayon heiress felt that a bigger house was needed and asked her parents for the money, George couldn’t be more pleased. They needed a place to entertain.

			Things were going swimmingly at the office too, and with his first notable professional challenge set by the Major, George was dispatched to Europe with a mission: persuade Ignacy Jan Paderewski, the world-famous pianist and then Polish prime minister, to write a book for their firm. Though he didn’t secure Paderewski’s commitment, George forged invaluable contacts and secured writing opportunities. Throughout their European trip, which started in Paris and ended in Poland, Dorothy was again far more than just a travel companion. As George’s literary right hand, she transcribed his notes and immersed herself in his desire to be taken seriously in the literary world. Their teamwork paid off when George’s article on Poland graced the front page of the New-York Tribune, a fine upgrade from The Bend Bulletin.

			By 1924, just as once hoped at the dinner table, the ascent of Dorothy and George in literary circles was unmistakable. Yet after his European sojourn, George decided to replace Dorothy as his de facto secretary with a real secretary, an attractive brunette named Josephine “Jo” Berger. At the office, rumors swirled about the nature of their initial relationship. Though never publicly confirmed, recorded evidence points to an early office romance that, following Jo’s marriage, transformed into a steadfast friendship. George, ever loyal to those close to him, ensured she was generously compensated for her continued support. Meanwhile, as George and Dorothy’s shared life was touted in the society pages, Dorothy’s role in his professional life receded.

			In Rye, after tapping into Dorothy’s inheritance once more, the young couple built a sixteen-room Spanish-style pink stucco mansion. Dorothy, asserting some independence, employed her own chauffeur. Yet beneath the luxuriant surface, there bubbled quiet tensions and silent spite. In that era, conjugal sex was not merely a marital expectation but a legal obligation; failure to comply could even serve as grounds for divorce. Dorothy’s diary entries from this period subtly reveal their emotional chasm and George’s indifferent yet lawful demands in the bedroom. Her writings also expose a profound loneliness, exacerbated by George’s frequent absences. Even though the couple lived in the suburbs of New York, George often chose to stay overnight in Manhattan hotels, citing business demands that stretched late into the evening or began unusually early. His trips to London, necessitating lengthy voyages by ship, further deepened Dorothy’s sense of isolation.

			It wasn’t long before the maverick became the driving force behind G. P. Putnam’s Sons’ surprise bestsellers, and with a sharp eye for what was in vogue, he reinvigorated the company’s image. He drew in fresh, modern authors and rubbed shoulders with the rest of the crème de la crème. While sipping cocktails with like-minded buddies during Prohibition, George expressed his unfiltered opinions about the Major: He compared his uncle’s antiquated thinking to the Statue of Liberty’s tarnished green. While the rush was on for Great War stories, the old Major stubbornly clung to the Civil War era, even regrettably passing up the profitable translation rights for All Quiet on the Western Front. When speaking to potential authors, George confidently asserted that he was the man with the golden touch at the firm, with a growing list to prove it.

			Books that outperformed those signed by his uncle were not merely commercial triumphs but personal victories. With each announcement of a new bestseller, he began to view himself as the sole possible successor to the venerable Putnam legacy. This first half of the Roaring Twenties saw George develop a new fondness for publishing adventure literature, which he pursued through blatant social climbing and grand soirees in Rye, all funded by Dorothy’s wealth. On any given evening, ordinary guests might mingle with the day’s remarkable figures, such as North Pole explorer Admiral Peary or Carl Akeley, the pioneering taxidermist behind the majestic ape displays at natural history museums. In one corner, you might find the playboy Danish explorer Knud Rasmussen nursing a drink while Roy Chapman Andrews—the janitor turned adventurer, often cited as the inspiration for Indiana Jones—held court from the sofa. Could that be Howard Carter, who unveiled Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922, discussing his find near the grand piano? A glittering lot.

			One night, a wild idea would take root in George’s mind: to transform his spirited eleven-year-old son, David, into a celebrity explorer. He would send the little devil exploring, just like his adult clients. And get a book out of the popular, if lousy, student. Teach his worried teachers a lesson or two.

			While most people dismiss the fleeting whims of 4:00 a.m. brain waves by daylight, George was the type to seize even the wildest notions. David Binney Putnam’s rise to extraordinary fame began in 1925, when, on a chilly February day, thirty-eight sailors and eighteen scientists boarded a steam yacht from Brooklyn led by Bronx Zoo director William Beebe, one of G. P. Putnam’s Sons’ bestselling authors signed by George. Using the largest vessel ever built for oceanic exploration, Beebe and his team would start off on their groundbreaking Arcturus Expedition, heading from New York to the Galápagos Islands and south to a drifting oceanic realm that had puzzled voyagers and scientists for centuries: the Sargasso Sea, the only sea without a land boundary and one whose mysterious deep waters had never been explored for new animal life. Several of the forward cabins had been transformed into an oceanic land with cages and tanks for the live aquatic creatures they hoped to bring back. The deck held cables three miles long, ready to be sent down into equatorial waters. Beebe had even outfitted a section of the Arcturus with a novel glass bottom, an unprecedented feature for expeditions. He had also introduced the bathysphere, a compact submarine designed for deep-sea observation. The skipper remarked, “This is the queerest equipped vessel that has ever set off from a New York port.”

			George’s eleven-year-old son, David, and his wife, Dorothy, joined the expedition on March 23. They had traveled from Rye to Panama just so that David could experience the Galápagos. With a youngster aboard, the adventure of the Arcturus and its leader, Beebe, the kind of person people spoke about in that knowing, reverent way, became compelling enough to attract frequent press coverage. However, the daily reports on the young sixth-grade cabin boy, David Binney Putnam, soon captured the hearts of young readers and their parents. To a bewildered Beebe, George Palmer Putnam justified the accompanying juvenile’s narrative as serving a dual purpose: it would disrupt the publishing status quo and act as a prelude to Beebe’s anticipated adult exploration narrative in the months to come. Beebe laughed and was thrilled by the promotional potential. Go ahead, George. Whatever sold more of his books!

			While some in the publishing industry dismissed the bold move as mere nepotism, others, including thirty-one-year-old Harold McCracken—a youthful, good-natured explorer and recent addition to George’s firm—recognized it as genius. Their alliance had been sealed at New York’s storied Explorers Club over Manhattans, with George offering the self-funded explorer a cushy position. On McCracken’s first day, George set the tone with a clear mandate: “What I want to publish are books with original ideas. You find them. I don’t care how badly the manuscripts are written. I can hire plenty of Phi Beta Kappas at a nickel a dozen who know where to put all the periods and commas, but don’t have an original idea in their head.”

			McCracken’s first big assignment was to make George’s son a star, and by golly, he did. By September, McCracken had placed excerpts of David’s book (his voice brightened by ghostwriters) in youth magazines like St. Nicholas and the more important Boys’ Life, captivating readers with the notion that it was authored entirely by a kid. By the all-important Christmas season of 1925, David Goes Voyaging had become a sensation, topping the children’s book charts and ranking fourth on the adult bestseller lists. “People are reading the hell out of this stuff!” George exclaimed to McCracken. The overwhelming success quickly led to the creation of an exciting sequel, David Goes to Greenland, which managed to outsell its predecessor with 28,500 copies. The lousy student David Binney Putnam had become a phenomenon.

			Given the stupefying success, why stop at one boy star? At George’s directive, McCracken regularly supplied him with newspaper clippings about adventurous boys and suggested privileged others whose parents could become valuable contacts if their kids were given a whiff of fame. Thirteen “jaw-dropping, all-true” stories, handpicked by George and McCracken, soon captured global attention, and the formulaic Boys’ Books by Boys series became a highly profitable mill for the family firm.

			Next up after George’s son was thirteen-year-old Deric Nusbaum, stepson of Jesse Nusbaum, the respected superintendent of Colorado’s Mesa Verde National Park. His “self-authored” book, Deric in Mesa Verde, focused on the cliff dwellings and interactions with the nearby Pueblo tribe. Following him, sixteen-year-old Henry Bradford Washburn, from the Groton School in Massachusetts, recounted his adventures in Among the Alps with Bradford. Like all the young men picked, Washburn had a cosseted upbringing of private schools and house servants, but unlike the others, his book was entirely his own work. Even George had to concede the boy clearly had writing talent. That boy might go places long after he left the Putnam limelight.

			The “boy explorers” who landed on George Palmer Putnam’s growing roster went on increasingly harrowing quests to drum up publicity for possible bestsellers. One of the most dangerous adventures was undertaken by sixteen-year-old Augusto Flores, who was among a group of five brave Argentine teenagers trying to reach New York to win a locally offered prize of twenty-five thousand pesos. The contest went awry when two of the group died—one from a flood in Bolivia, the other from a snakebite in Ecuador. Two others fell ill and withdrew, but Augusto Flores carried on, facing relentless storms and wearing out six pairs of shoes as he covered forty miles a day—aside from the few days he was held back during an unjust arrest in Bolivia. He crossed alligator-infested rivers and one time faced Nicaraguan rebels.

			When George received word from McCracken that Flores, the last trekker standing, had reached Texas, he was wild with excitement. “Think of the foreign sales too!” he exclaimed. George promptly secured a deal for Flores to complete the remaining seventeen hundred miles to New York on foot under the banner of G. P. Putnam’s Sons, while McCracken orchestrated a sweeping publicity campaign to herald Flores’s arrival. Capitalizing on his friendship with Jimmy Walker, New York’s charismatic and notoriously hard-drinking mayor, George obtained a proclamation—a simpler alternative to a ticker-tape parade, yet a perfect pretext for extensive press coverage. Soon, newspapers nationwide were featuring photos of Walker welcoming the young adventurer at city hall.

			Once in New York, an exhausted, threadbare Flores recounted his adventure to a bilingual ghostwriter, and the resulting book, My Hike: Buenos Aires to New York, quickly climbed the bestseller lists, published not just in English but also in Spanish and Portuguese. George and McCracken toasted in the office. Where could they find a story to top that? They could orchestrate danger and let the newest kids get the thrills of a lifetime.

			The relentless quest for profits often overshadowed the safety of these youthful adventurers. A fifteen-year-old cabin boy, “the author,” got stuck in ice on a Siberian fur-trapping boat and needed an airlift rescue (during which a pilot died). One ten-year-old boy was introduced to West Indies Vodou practices by an Episcopalian priest, Reverend Henry S. Whitehead, who, at the time of these events, was archdeacon of the Virgin Islands. Whitehead was an unvetted supernaturalist who played a significant role in introducing Vodou into popular American culture. He was later suspected of pedophilia and was a close friend of weird-fiction writer H. P. Lovecraft. Another young author under contract with Putnam climbed an unexplored Alaskan volcano and was nearly burned when it erupted; two other boys almost drowned after being trapped by a blue whale. All of this was a stark testament to the perilous nature of the adventures George endorsed—episodes of bravery and danger intermingled with unchecked ambition and peril.

			One of George Palmer Putnam’s longest-lived boy explorers, a kid named Robert “Dick” Douglas Jr., survived an extraordinarily age-inappropriate adventure to Africa that resulted in a coauthored bestseller called Three Boy Scouts in Africa. About seventy-five years later, the boy explorer was ninety years old and still sharp, recalling in detail in his self-published memoir the liability waiver his parents signed that absolved George and his firm of responsibility should young Dick be killed by lions, locals, snakes, or a transport accident. With considerable charm, George had placated Mom and Dad’s fears, convincing them the journey would be a lifetime opportunity that could secure the family’s future. And, in many ways, it did.

			Dick Douglas’s moment in the spotlight began when he won a contest that was advertised in Boys’ Life as offering three “all-American” Scouts an unprecedented African adventure guided by the renowned explorers Martin and Osa Johnson, a married couple whose popular adventure books were already on George’s list. George, master of publicity, saw an opportunity to boost sales even further by targeting the era’s 625,000 American Scouts. Railey, emphasizing the importance of Southern representation, pushed for a third participant: Douglas—the great-grandson of Stephen A. Douglas, whose 1860 presidential bid and famous debates with Abraham Lincoln were etched into the annals of history.

			Young Dick Douglas, just as Railey had suggested, was a promotional jackpot. The resulting book “by” the three lucky kids swiftly gained traction. Within a year, 125,000 copies were sold out of an eventual print run of 400,000, and Three Boy Scouts in Africa was translated into seven languages. Though an impressive feat, it is alarming to modern sensibilities: its “compelling” narrative spotlights the Scouts’ degrading interactions with the underpaid Maasai people who were hired to cater to the winning boys’ needs and used for racist comic relief in the book. In an equally appalling move that stirred controversy even back then, the boys strayed from the Scout code, which advocates against harming animals for trivial reasons. Yet each boy was required to kill a lion. George, sensing the promotional value, had encouraged this deviation, recognizing that many Americans were turned on by the ugly world of big-game hunting.

			While Americans largely viewed the shockingly bigoted narrative as great fun, it was not received so lightly abroad; the French publication Revue des lectures sharply criticized it, stating, “These young Americans neither prayed nor hesitated to mock their black servants’ beliefs.” However, in the US of the time—deeply influenced by eugenics and mired in the darkest history of the Jim Crow era—the boys were celebrated as noble representatives of America’s promising future.

			George Palmer Putnam’s uncanny ability to spot up-and-coming trends was indisputable, especially as his strategic marketing tapped into the public’s growing infatuation with aviation with an ease that others envied. After World War I, civilian interest in aviation soared. Daredevil pilots performing at air shows and barnstorming events became the era’s celebrities, and rapid technological advances suggested thrilling possibilities for transportation and communication. By 1926, aviation was firmly planted in the public’s imagination, largely due to Putnam.

			Paramount Pictures’ Wings, featuring Clara Bow, then universally known as “the It Girl,” and two actors playing World War I aviators, was a silent-film sensation. With an ensemble cast of over three hundred pilots and an unprecedented $2 million budget, the film clinched the inaugural Academy Award for Best Picture, and a play adaptation enjoyed a successful Broadway run.

			Wings’ release resonated with a nation still processing the Great War, hungry for tales of bravery and national pride, and it marked a pivotal moment in American film history. George Palmer Putnam’s contribution to this cultural shift was foundational and strategic. He marketed the surprisingly loose material from John Monk Saunders, an unstable alcoholic but gifted writer in his mix who would later marry Fay Wray, the famed actress known for her role in King Kong. The bits and pieces from a brilliant, if troubled, man were expertly rewritten into the screenplay for Wings by Hope Loring and Louis D. Lighton. After the silent film’s resounding success, Putnam further capitalized on its popularity by commissioning Saunders to create a novelization of the film. This innovative move not only launched the film-to-book industry but also capitalized on the movie’s acclaim to further solidify his family firm’s financial success.

			But just when it seemed like nothing could top Wings, along came 1927, and with it, Charles Lindbergh, whose sensational feat left the remarkable success of Wings looking positively pedestrian by comparison. The previously obscure Midwestern airmail pilot was thrust into the limelight following a 1926 newsreel that broadcast the unclaimed $25,000 Orteig Prize for the first nonstop solo flight from New York to Paris. The prize, established by Raymond Orteig in 1919 to further aviation and strengthen Franco-American ties, was reserved for aviators from Allied countries, excluding Germans. Captivated by the challenge, Lindbergh began to strategize, laying the groundwork for what would become a historic flight.

			Though just twenty-four, Lindbergh was no rookie. He’d trained at the Nebraska Aircraft Corporation, flown daredevil stunts, and handled airmail between Chicago and St. Louis. But bagging the Orteig Prize required more than skill; it called for cash. After Lindbergh was turned down by Wall Street, St. Louis backers stepped in, funding the construction of the Spirit of St. Louis by Ryan Airlines. Lindbergh tested his new aircraft in St. Louis before taking off from Long Island, New York. Though the press first mocked him as “the Flying Fool,” Lindbergh’s rugged looks and relentless drive quickly turned derision into adoration.

			In 1927, as Lindbergh’s bold endeavor captured the nation’s imagination, Amelia Earhart found herself enthralled by his daring spirit and unshakable courage. She eagerly followed his exploits, pinning his handsome, deified face—clipped from a newspaper—to her wall. Meanwhile, in Rye, New York, George pondered the fortunes awaiting the lucky individual who would land Lindbergh’s story for a lucrative book deal.

			Early in the morning on May 20, Roosevelt Field on Long Island was dark and damp. As preparations for the flight progressed, a mechanic inquired if Lindbergh planned to fly with only five sandwiches and two canteens of water. Lindbergh’s answer was clear: “If I get to Paris, I won’t need them anymore, and if I don’t, I won’t need them either.” Furthermore, Lindbergh had chosen to fly without a radio, given its weight and limited utility over the Atlantic. Lindbergh’s flight was singular; he was setting out alone on a transatlantic flight longer than any before it.

			Just before 8:00 a.m., the Spirit of St. Louis took off with 2,750 pounds of fuel. Anticipation gripped those watching as it ascended and vanished into the clouds.

			The headlines said it all: The Biggest Story of a Decade. Radios and newspapers focused on the fearless young pilot. The flight was emblematic of American individualism and the nation’s belief in pushing boundaries.

			Meanwhile, George’s mind was racing as he fixated on the idea of being the first to tell Lindbergh’s story. The New York Times had already offered Lindbergh $60,000 for his story, and George hoped to sway Lindbergh toward a book deal with the help of his main contact there. George’s foresight and risk-taking had positioned him as a groundbreaking figure in the publishing world, and Lindbergh’s flight presented yet another opportunity to redefine the industry.

			Immediately after Lindbergh’s electrifying and historic departure from New York, George Palmer Putnam wasted no time. He tapped into his significant connection at The New York Times, striding purposefully from his office on West Forty-Fifth Street to Times Square to confer directly with features editor Fred Birchall. With Birchall’s cooperation secured, Putnam swiftly arranged for a cable to be sent from the Times’ New York office to its Paris counterpart, ensuring a crucial meeting with Lindbergh upon his landing. Armed with an initial offer of $60,000 in 1927, equivalent to just over $1 million today, Putnam decisively set the stage for a rapid book deal, seizing the aviator’s story for a global audience and solidifying his reputation as a publishing trailblazer.

			The nation closely followed Charles Lindbergh as he ventured alone across the Atlantic. Fourteen hours in, his plane a mere dot over the ocean without radio communication, the public braced for troubling news. Despite their fears, people across America held on to hope, millions picturing the young aviator navigating through the hypnotic blur of sky and sea as exhaustion began to take its toll.

			At 7:15 p.m. on May 20, the Flying Fool was sighted soaring above St. John’s, Newfoundland. Lindbergh was still alive but deeply fatigued, his overtaxed mind conjuring hallucinations of ghosts. In a desperate bid to maintain his focus, he slapped himself awake before opening the cockpit window to the bracing cold, determined to continue his perilous journey through the dreary skies. At 10:22 p.m. on May 21, Lindy landed in the Parisian suburb of Le Bourget after thirty-three and a half hours of flight. He had no idea if anyone would greet him, but one hundred thousand did. The euphoria of it all! When he was spotted, the crowd howled joyfully, screaming his name. People pulled at his helmet and his flight suit and terrified him. “As soon as I touched down, a human sea swept toward me. I saw a danger of killing people with my propeller, and I quickly cut it off,” he recalled.

			The interior of the Spirit of St. Louis was torn apart by souvenir seekers before it could be secured. Lindbergh went to the American embassy for the night. The following day, France roared again when he stepped out onto the balcony, perhaps the most famous living person on Earth; he hadn’t even processed the information after calling his mother in Detroit.

			Miraculously, Charles Lindbergh received Birchall’s speculative offer via telegram at the Paris branch of The New York Times; the aviator was indeed in need of funds, with less than $1,500 of the initial $15,000 he had raised in America remaining, and he was eager to repay his backers. Overjoyed, George began searching for a ghostwriter almost as soon as he hung up, determined to share the story with the world as swiftly as possible. Meanwhile, he summoned his wife from Rye to Manhattan with an eager phone call, exclaiming, “Come on over!” The streets echoed with honking horns and hearty embraces. As excitement bubbled up throughout the city, envy percolated throughout New York’s publishing circles. It was thought that Lindbergh had accepted George’s offer, and even before all the details of Lindbergh’s travels were finalized, plans for a book were taking shape. Anyone with a piece of Lindbergh was minting money, and every nuance was fastidiously arranged; by a twist of fate, the chosen ghostwriter, an American journalist, had shared the ship journey home with Lindbergh. This writer was poised to chronicle Lindbergh’s adventures in a forthcoming autobiography that bore the working title His Own Story. The epochal flight had sent Charles Lindbergh into the stratosphere, and he returned to an ecstatic welcome in the United States. Millions of Americans were glued to their radios, listening to NBC’s live broadcast of Lindbergh’s conversation with the president at 11:30 a.m. The fervor spilled over into New York City, where over one hundred thousand people watched the ticker-tape parade on Broadway and three hundred thousand gathered in Central Park. In total, more than four million New Yorkers thronged the streets to celebrate. The Lindy Hop filled dance floors across the nation in Lindbergh’s honor. Recognizing his achievement, Time magazine named him its first “Man of the Year,” and a commemorative airmail stamp featuring his portrait was quickly issued.

			J. Carlisle MacDonald, the ghostwriter, drew from his talks with Lindbergh aboard the USS Memphis and in Paris, settling into George’s Rye estate to write. But Lindbergh, ever the stickler for accuracy, swiftly rejected the early drafts. They were littered with mistakes and lacked his distinct voice and flair. Faced with an eager readership behind one hundred thousand preorders, George, typically a man who needed to ask for nothing, found himself pleading with Lindbergh for a solution. Uncompromising, Lindbergh resolved to take over, vowing to rewrite the story himself to ensure that it truly reflected his experiences. After a grueling parade schedule, Lindbergh finally had a chance to retreat from the public eye.

			The task ahead was no less daunting: he had three weeks to refine MacDonald’s rough draft into a polished manuscript. His writing sanctuary, however, was nothing short of luxurious. Lindbergh settled into Falaise, a neomedieval mansion in Sands Point, Long Island. Owned by Harry and Carol Guggenheim—Harry hailed from a line of mining magnates and harbored a deep passion for aviation—the estate spanned ninety private acres, providing Lindbergh with luxury and privacy.

			George’s anxiety grew with each passing day, especially given the rapid turnaround he had promised buyers. Inspired by Lindbergh’s habit of treating his aircraft as a collaborative partner in his journey, George suggested changing the title to “WE”—italicized and set in quotation marks. “I didn’t realize the scope of this undertaking,” Lindbergh later admitted. After immersing himself in the project, he found himself spending fourteen-hour days transcribing his thoughts onto yellow legal pads. George marveled at Lindbergh’s almost mechanical manner in crafting the narrative about his iconic flight, stretching it to forty-five thousand words as the contract required. Though MacDonald might have felt overshadowed, his substantial $10,000 kill fee likely offered some consolation.

			Pedal to the metal, in three weeks, Lindbergh delivered work that was unmistakably direct yet somewhat restrained. Given the flier’s snowballing commitments, George was grateful for any manuscript in his hands and expedited it through Knickerbocker Press, his family-run imprint, adding in a sappy foreword by the American ambassador to France, Myron T. Herrick, that likened Lindbergh to legendary figures such as Joan of Arc, Lafayette, and the young biblical David. And though some rivals had their hopes pinned on that supercilious George Palmer Putnam’s stumble, the outcome defied them. “WE” was another tour de force for the executive, with sales of 650,000 copies in its inaugural year alone.

			George later recounted handing Lindbergh his first eye-wateringly large royalty check—$100,000, just half of what was to come and just under $2 million in today’s dollars: “I couldn’t get the time of day out of him until I came around with his first royalty check. It was for an even $100,000. This will open him, I told myself. I was partially right too. He glanced at the check, smiled briefly, and commented, ‘On that basis, you can come around more often.’ ” Such a coup not only rocketed George to new heights in the publishing realm but also earned him the nickname Kingmaker among some of his friends and rivals. A bespectacled man with the Midas touch, capable of turning narratives into gold.

			Reinvigorated, Lindbergh again commandeered the Spirit of St. Louis in a flying project this time lavishly bankrolled by
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“AN EXHILARATING TALE.”
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