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Introduction

Today, traveling by air is one of the safest ways to get from one place to another. Put simply: airplanes rarely crash. But in 1926, when air travel was new, it was different. Planes crashed for all sorts of reasons. Propeller blades snapped and broke. Wings failed, breaking off completely. And all too often, engines just stopped in midflight. “In such a crisis, there is no time to think,” said one early aviator. “You either automatically do the right thing or you die.”

In clear skies, pilots often made the wrong choice. In bad weather, they had even fewer options. Rain, snow, and fog made flying almost impossible. In open-cockpit planes, raindrops felt to pilots like marbles hurled at their faces at a hundred miles an hour. Goggles fogged up, paper maps blew away in the wind, and aviators got lost. A pilot, in moments like these, was told to find railroad tracks on the ground and follow them. By doing so, a lost flier could find the nearest town.

But flying just fifty feet off the tracks was dangerous too. In one such case, a pilot slammed his plane into a mountain when the railroad entered a tunnel. Worst of all, pilots could do everything right and still lose, for reasons out of their control. In the 1920s, plane builders often used wood to construct their machines, then stretched linen over the wings, like pillowcases. These lightweight materials helped make flying possible. But the wood could rot and the fabric could tear, dooming even the best fliers. As one expert pointed out, “Many pilots have been killed in wood fuselage ships.”

These deaths worried the aviation industry. Planes may have been flying for two decades, but the industry itself was just getting started, really. Most people had never sat in an airplane. And if they thought planes were dangerous, who would fly in them? Who would take the chance? So in the 1920s, the industry started holding events to stir up excitement: airplane races. Small at first, these events quickly grew until pilots were racing against one another in what became known as the National Air Races. Soon, Americans weren’t just reading about pilots darting across the ocean; they were watching them race over their own rooftops or across the country in one of the most famous events of all: the Bendix Trophy race. “It has become,” one pilot said of the Bendix, “like the World Series.”

These races were often fatal for pilots. To win, they had to fly fast and low—sometimes making hard turns around small towers called pylons. It was a recipe for disaster and, many men believed, no place for a woman. In the late 1920s, newspapers published articles questioning whether a woman should be allowed to fly anywhere, much less in these races. That such questions could be posed—and taken seriously—might strike us today as ridiculous. But they were all too typical of the time. American women had earned the right to vote only a few years earlier, and laws still forbade them to serve on juries, drive taxicabs, file lawsuits, or work night shifts. It is not surprising, then, that female pilots flew through a storm of insults. They weren’t real aviators, as far as the men were concerned. They were ladybirds, flying flappers, and sweethearts of the air. They were just “girl fliers”—the most common term for female pilots at the time.

But in 1926, a new generation of female pilots was emerging, and they refused to be excluded. Instead, they united to fight the men in a singular moment in American history, when air races attracted bigger crowds than opening day at Yankee Stadium and an entire Sunday of NFL games combined. These were no “sweethearts,” no “ladybirds.” If these women aviators had to have a name, they were fly girls—a term used to describe female pilots and, more broadly, any young women who refused to be told what to do, whom to marry, or where to work, appearing bold as a result.

It’s a story that plays out over one tumultuous decade, when so much about America was changing. At the beginning, in 1927, even independent women interested in aviation were considered cargo to be flown by male pilots from point to point. At the end, in 1937, women would compete head-to-head against men in that great cross-country race for the Bendix Trophy. A woman, many believed, could never beat a man in such a race. But in 1936, one woman did, in a stunning upset that finally proved women not only belonged in the air—they could rule.


Among them were wives and mothers, teachers and bankers, daredevils and starlets. And five women in particular: Ruth Elder, a charming wife from Alabama who paid the price for going first; Amelia Earhart, a social worker living with her mother on the outskirts of Boston and looking for a way out; Ruth Nichols, a daughter of Wall Street wealth in New York, who wanted to make a name of her own; Louise McPhetridge Thaden, a dreamer from rural Arkansas who wanted it all—a job, a family, fame—but would have to make a difficult choice; and Florence Klingensmith, a young pilot from the northern plains whose gamble in the sky would change everything for the other women on the ground.

In the decades to follow, only one of these five women—Amelia Earhart—would be remembered. But for a few years, before each of the women went missing in her own way, these female pilots captivated a nation, hoping to beat one another and longing to beat the men. At times, a hundred thousand people swarmed dusty airfields to watch them compete, darting through the sky in their colorful planes—robin’s-egg blue and pale orchid; scarlet red and gleaming white—and racing, an impossible tale playing out in a deadly sky.

It began on the Kansas prairie, with a young woman named Louise McPhetridge dreaming of something big.

She wanted to fly.


Part I


CHAPTER 1

The Miracle of Wichita

The coal salesmen on the Arkansas River took note of Louise McPhetridge from the moment she appeared in the window by the door. It was hard not to notice her. McPhetridge was young and slender, with a tangle of brown hair and surprising height for a woman at the time. At five foot eight, McPhetridge was usually the tallest woman in the room and sometimes taller than the men she passed on the streets of Wichita, Kansas.

But it wasn’t just how she looked that made her remarkable; it was the way she talked. McPhetridge had attended college, and she spoke with perfect grammar. Perhaps more notable, she had a warm Southern accent, a hint that she wasn’t from around Wichita. She was born in Arkansas and different from most women in at least one other way: McPhetridge was boyish. That’s how her mother put it. Her daughter, she told others, “was a follower of boyish pursuits.”

Louise’s parents, Roy and Edna, could doll their daughter up in white dresses as much as they wanted when she was a child. Louise would always find a way to change into overalls and get dirty. She rounded up stray dogs. She worked on her father’s car engine, and sometimes she joined him on his long car trips selling healing ointments, a job that had finally landed the McPhetridges in Wichita in the summer of 1925. At nineteen years old, Louise found herself living near the coal company close to the Arkansas River.

It was a hard time to be a woman looking for work, with men doing almost all the hiring. “Write, stating age, height, weight and where last employed,” employers told women looking for a job. They often wanted the most attractive employee, not the most skilled. But the man who owned the coal company had different standards. Jack Turner was an immigrant from England, who had come to America with just seven dollars in his pocket and then turned it into a small fortune. He argued as early as 1922 that workers should be paid what they were worth, no matter their gender. And he predicted a future where men and women would be paid equally, based on skill. But he was known, most of all, for coal. “Everything in Coal,” his advertisements said. “Coal Is Scarce. Fill Your Coal Bin Now.”

He hired Louise McPhetridge not long after she arrived in town. And for a while, McPhetridge stayed focused on her job, selling coal. But by the following summer, her mind was wandering, following Turner out the door, down the street, and into a brick building just half a block away. The sign outside was impossible to miss. TRAVEL AIR, it said. AERIAL TRANSPORTATION TO ALL POINTS. It was a small place, but to Louise, the name, Travel Air, was almost magical, and the man working inside was the most unusual sort.

He was a pilot. And his name was Walter Beech.



Beech was thirty-five that summer and a long way from his native Tennessee. But he felt at home in Kansas. “I want to stay in Wichita,” he told people, “if Wichita wants me to stay.”

The reason was professional. In town, there were two airplane factories, and Beech was the kind of person they needed to hire. He had learned to fly and repair airplanes with the U.S. Army in Texas. And thanks to this experience, Beech had become the general manager at the company Travel Air. The small outfit was just getting started building airplanes in Wichita, and Beech’s job was to sell them. He was to sell them by winning races, especially the 1926 Ford Reliability Tour, a twenty-six-hundred-mile race across the Midwest. The race would begin and end in Detroit, with stops to refuel in thirteen cities along the way. The winner would be famous. All of Wichita would be watching. And the aviation industry hoped it would prove that planes were a reliable mode of transportation.

“Don’t save this motor,” the engine man told Beech at the starting line in Detroit that August, urging him to fly as fast as possible. “Let’s win the race.”

Beech pushed the throttle of the Travel Air plane as far as it would go. He was first into Kalamazoo, first into Chicago. With the help of a navigator named Brice “Goldy” Goldsborough flying along with him, Beech flew into the fog around St. Paul—and won yet again. Then he prevailed in Des Moines and Lincoln and, finally, most important, Wichita, the midway point in the race. This time, he beat the other fliers by almost seven minutes despite engine trouble.

“It’s certainly good to be back home again,” Beech told the crowd of five thousand people after stepping out of the cockpit. “The old town looks good to me, and wonderfully restful after the strain of hard, fast flying.”

A beauty queen, Miss Wichita, presented him with a golden key to the city. And six days later, back in Detroit, in front of another large crowd, race officials gave Beech a trophy and a check for twenty-five hundred dollars—first place. He and the other pilots had covered a total of 61,000 miles, flying on despite eight accidents and one death, when a plane hit a man on the ground. But if the point of the Ford tour was to prove that an airplane was reliable, Travel Air, with Beech at the controls, had succeeded. At the very least, it had proven this: Beech knew what he was doing.

“Let us consider,” he said, “that not every hometown boy is a fool. Let us consider listening to their arguments of what they can do. Pick out a miracle that is possible for them to accomplish.”



Back in Wichita that summer, McPhetridge tried to do her job, selling coal for Jack Turner. But she was distracted by the news about the races and the planes. She just had to see them for herself. Day after day, she went to the Travel Air hangar, where the planes were stored, in the tall grass east of town. She stuck out amid the grease-stained mechanics and pilots working on the planes, but she felt at home among them. She wasn’t a pilot flying a plane. But as a girl back in Bentonville, Arkansas, McPhetridge had longed to pull off miracles of her own.

McPhetridge once jumped from the second story of a barn just to see what it felt like. She drove her father’s car long before she was old enough to have a driver’s license, and she sometimes did things just because others said they couldn’t be done. It was the sort of behavior that got her into trouble at times.

Now, at the airfield in Wichita, McPhetridge was flirting with trouble again. It was only a matter of time before her boss, Jack Turner, caught her there when she should have been selling coal. McPhetridge thought she was going to get fired. Instead, she got a phone call from Walter Beech.

He and Turner wanted to offer her a different job. They wanted her to work for Travel Air’s new West Coast salesman, D. C. Warren.

“Warren has agreed to take you out to San Francisco,” Beech told McPhetridge at their meeting. “Your salary won’t be high, but he will teach you this aviation business and see that you learn how to fly.”

McPhetridge was stunned. Her parents were too. They knew their daughter was different. Her mother had even accepted the fact that Louise would never be a traditional woman, the kind who would be happy tending to a home. But this job offer from Walter Beech was too much, even for them.

“Oh, Louise,” her mother said, disapproving. Her father wasn’t pleased either. He wanted to call Beech to tell him that Louise could not take the job in California. But Louise talked her father out of making the call.

“It is,” she told her parents, “the one thing I want to do.”

Not long after, in early April 1927, she said goodbye to her family, to her job selling coal, and to everything else in Wichita and climbed into a Travel Air plane headed West. It was cold in Wichita that morning, almost freezing. Yet the sky over the prairie was blue, giving McPhetridge a clear view of the ground from the passenger seat of the little plane bound for the coast. By nightfall, she had reached San Francisco.


CHAPTER 2

Devotedly, Ruth

Across the country from McPhetridge in California, another young woman wanted to make a move of her own. She lived in a house so big it required no street number. The Nichols family gave their address as simply Grace Church Street, Rye, New York. The home was about twenty miles from midtown Manhattan. Visitors couldn’t miss it—all three stories of it.

But inside, the house was dark and scary. Dead animals mounted on the wall stared down on everyone. A grandfather clock ticked away, ringing on the hour. In the dining room, children were expected to behave while the family ate off fine china. And any child who broke the rules might be forced to answer to the owners of the house, Erickson and Edith Nichols, and possibly sent to dine with the family’s servants. In 1925, there were three of them.

The oldest child, a daughter, had at least one thing going for her: she wouldn’t be there for long. Ruth Nichols was expected to marry a wealthy man with social connections. Her parents had a plan for Ruth, and she didn’t want to disappoint them. Yet Nichols was also worried, asking herself an important question: Did she have a right to live her own life? Shortly after her eighteenth birthday, in early 1919, she got an idea of what that might feel like.

A flier named Eddie Stinson was in Atlantic City giving airplane rides, and Ruth’s father wanted her to have one. Every fiber in Nichols’s body told her not to fly in Stinson’s open-cockpit, single-propeller plane. It seemed much too dangerous. She didn’t even like roller coasters. But Nichols stood next to Stinson and smiled. She was five foot five and blue-eyed, wearing goggles and a helmet pressed down over her brown hair. She was going.

The plane took off and Stinson began to laugh, flipping his plane upside down to impress the girl on board. Nichols—eyes shut, stomach churning—was not amused. But she survived the flight. And by the end of it, surprisingly, her fear was gone. “I felt,” she said later, “as if my soul were completely freed from my earthly body.”

Just a few months later, emboldened by her moment in the sky, Nichols left home against her father’s wishes. She wasn’t getting married; she was going to Wellesley College, an elite school for women near Boston. “College life,” she told her mother, writing home that fall, “is simply great!” There were costume parties to attend, lazy days spent swimming at a nearby lake, and joyful nights singing school songs in the moonlight. It was everything she wanted, and Nichols told her parents about all of it in letters she sent home, signing them with love: “Devotedly, Ruth.”



Her parents weren’t giving up just yet. After Nichols’s second year at college, her mother and father pressured her to walk away from school. The offer: a winter in Miami. The goal: “to become a lady.” This time, Nichols listened—for a while. That winter, she agreed to go to all the dances, theater parties, and Junior League activities that her mother scheduled for her. But she also wanted to use the time to learn how to fly, asking an instructor named Harry Rogers for help.

“How much are flying lessons, Captain Rogers?” she asked him one day near his seaplane on the water in Miami.

“They come high,” he replied. “Sixty dollars an hour.”

It was the sort of money that made flying impossible for most people. But not for the daughter of wealthy Erickson Nichols. Ruth was almost twenty-one now and agreed on the spot to pay Rogers five hundred dollars for his services—a decision that surely got the young pilot’s attention.

Rogers was not like Nichols’s college professors—not at all. In their lessons, Rogers yelled at her. “For Pete’s sake,” he’d tell Nichols when she was flying, “don’t ask me why! Do it because I tell you!” Other times, he just insulted her, calling her “dumb,” “the dumbest,” a “nincompoop” flying at “numbskull speed.”

But Nichols refused to give up, and soon she was flying on her own—solo in an airplane.


“I’m a flier now, Harry!” she told Rogers after her first solo flight.

“A flier, my eye,” he snapped. “You’ve only just begun. But maybe,” he added, “just maybe, you’ll make it yet.”

She returned to college in the fall of 1922, graduated in 1924, and then decided to sail around the world aboard an ocean liner that was attempting to become the largest ship ever to circle the Earth. This, Nichols thought, would be an exciting trip, and it was.

But soon she was torn between two worlds: her parents’ world in New York and the world she wanted to create for herself; the marriage that was expected of her and the adventures she wanted to pursue on her own. Increasingly, she was sure of only one thing: the next time she went around the world, she was going by airplane.

There was just one woman she’d have to beat.
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Ruth Nichols’s pilot license—signed by pioneer Orville Wright—was just the beginning for Nichols, who wanted to set records in the sky.


Courtesy of Jeff Nichols





CHAPTER 3

An Extremely Interesting Girl

A melia Earhart was living in Los Angeles the first time she flew. It was the summer of 1920, and she was just a passenger that day, paying a small fee for the thrill of a brief flight. Six months later, it would be different. In January 1921, Earhart approached a female instructor at an airfield in Los Angeles with a question.

“I want to fly,” she said. “Will you teach me?”

The instructor, Neta Snook, liked Earhart immediately—the direct way she spoke, how she walked around the airfield with a book tucked under her arm, and how she wore her hair. Quietly, at home, Earhart had been cutting it off one inch at a time so that her mother wouldn’t notice the gradual change.

But paying for flight lessons with Snook wasn’t going to be easy. Money was tight for the Earharts. They were renting out rooms inside their home on Fourth Street in Los Angeles to help cover expenses. Earhart didn’t even have the money to pay Snook at first, buying lessons on credit. Then she made a decision that made things even harder: Earhart wanted a plane of her own. “I want to fly,” she said, “whenever I can.”

To make it happen, Earhart took a boring office job, sorting letters in a mailroom. She asked her sister, Muriel, if she owned anything that Amelia could sell. And then Amelia’s mother stepped in to assist. In the end, they collected enough cash to buy Amelia a Kinner Airster—a two-seat, open-cockpit biplane, made right there in Los Angeles—for about two thousand dollars. It was light and fast. “All in all,” Snook noted, “it was not a plane for a beginner.”

Twice, she and Earhart crashed in it. Once, the cause was too little gasoline. Another time, they crashed on takeoff, smashing the propeller and landing gear but not injuring themselves. Earhart had cut off the ignition switch before they hit the ground, reducing the chance of an explosion. She’d also apparently brought makeup, which she began applying as soon as it was clear that they had survived the crash. “We have to look nice,” Earhart told Snook, “when the reporters come.”

The reporters were coming. The West Coast aviation press soon took note of Amelia Earhart, who was not just flying around on weekends but participating in air rodeos, the air shows of the time. Just as notable, as far as her sister was concerned, Earhart seemed to be falling in love—with a man named Sam Chapman. He was an engineer from Massachusetts who was renting one of the rooms in the Earharts’ home. He was tall and redheaded, and, above all, he seemed understanding. Chapman stayed quiet while Earhart spoke to reporters and made bold predictions. The next time she went East, she said, it would be by plane, in her Airster. “A Lady’s Plane as well as a Man’s,” said Kinner ads in Los Angeles. “Read what Miss Earhart has to say after flying a KINNER AIRSTER.”



It was an ambitious plan for Earhart. But like most of her plans up until now, it didn’t work out. All her life, Earhart had been on the move. As a girl, she had lived in five different states and attended six different high schools. Because of her parents’ choices, bad luck, or impatience, she couldn’t seem to stay in one place. Earhart, it seemed, was always leaving something behind.

Now, in 1924, she was on the move again. With her parents’ marriage falling apart, she was leaving Los Angeles for the East Coast. But she wasn’t going by plane, as promised. Her Airster had been sold. And her local fame was gone with it. All she had left from her time in California, really, was Chapman, her boyfriend, who was moving back East too.

They were soon living a short distance apart from each other, just north of Boston. Earhart was living with her mother and sister in Medford while Chapman moved in with his mother in seaside Marblehead. They were engaged now—that’s how Chapman described it, anyway. Engaged and sure to marry. “In the near future,” he vowed. Because they were happy. “Happy indeed,” Chapman said. But Earhart was feeling something different, something closer to hopelessness.

It wasn’t just about the move, or the plane she had sold, or the fame she had left behind in Los Angeles. It was sort of about everything. Earhart had dreamed of being a doctor, or an engineer, or a poet. She had dreamed of going to college, too. And she knew such dreams were possible for a young woman like her, if she worked hard. Earhart kept a scrapbook filled with newspaper clippings about important women making news. She cut out the stories and pasted them on the pages as motivation, perhaps, or proof that she could do anything.

But by the summer of 1926, none of those dreams had panned out. Earhart had dropped out of Columbia University in New York—twice. She couldn’t go back, she told a friend, “owing to financial difficulties.” And now here she was in Medford, twenty-nine years old and working as a tutor—yet another job that, for Earhart, wouldn’t last long.

She could have married Chapman; all she had to do was say yes. But instead, she made a different choice.

On August 18, 1926, Earhart turned up on Boylston Street in Boston to register at the Women’s Educational and Industrial Union or WEIU, a bureau that helped women find jobs. It was run by women, for women. She was case no. 49166—just another woman seeking work at the WEIU and willing to stretch the truth to get it.


Earhart lied about her age, saying she was only twenty-seven. She overstated her education, adding three semesters to her time at Columbia, and she made it appear as if she had attended just one high school—not six. Earhart was retelling her story to her liking. But even she was realistic about her job prospects. Gone were her dreams of medicine and engineering. Instead, Earhart told the WEIU, she would be happy to work as a hostess, a teacher, or “anything connected with an aeronautical concern.”

The screener, or person who took down her information, at the WEIU was impressed with her. Earhart was five foot eight with dark blond hair, gray eyes, and a dignified air. She was well-read and smart, and the WEIU screener noted these details, scribbling comments about Earhart on her registration card:

“An extremely interesting girl—very unusual vocab—is a philosopher—wants to write—does write.”

But one detail about Earhart stuck out most of all.

“Holds a sky pilot’s license?”

It was a question, not a statement. But it didn’t matter. There was no job for Earhart in aviation, nothing connected with “an aeronautical concern.” The WEIU placed her at Denison House, a settlement home in Boston’s Chinatown that focused on helping new immigrants. She was going to be a social worker.

Outside Denison House, the streets of Chinatown bustled with life. The neighborhood was filled with Chinese-goods stores and Syrian restaurants, rug dealers selling carpets and crowded streetcars rumbling by on elevated tracks, churning up the dust of the city—a city that had no hold over Earhart. All she needed was a chance, and she’d be gone. “When I leave Boston,” she told a friend, “I think I’ll never go back.”


CHAPTER 4

The Fortune of The Air

It began as a dare of sorts, announced to the public on May 22, 1919.

“Gentlemen,” it said. “As a stimulus to the courageous aviators, I desire to offer . . . a prize of $25,000 to the first aviator of any allied country crossing the Atlantic, in one flight, from Paris to New York or New York to Paris.” It was signed “Yours very sincerely, Raymond Orteig.”

Orteig was forty-nine, a Frenchman by birth—and not an aviator. He was a wealthy hotel owner. He owned two of them in New York City and seemed to have little in common with the heroic airmen who sometimes stayed in his hotels. He was short and stocky, a shepherd’s son and an immigrant. At the age of twelve, he had left his small village in France and come by ship to the United States. Go to America, his grandmother had told him. “And see what you can do.”

Orteig arrived in New York with hardly any money in his pocket. He was lucky to get a job at a restaurant and even luckier to move up: from waiter to general manager and, finally, to owner. By 1902, Orteig owned two hotels, luxurious establishments that helped make him rich. He assured aviators that he had the twenty-five grand to reward a successful transatlantic crossing. And in late 1926, pilots finally felt confident enough in their little planes to attempt a flight across the ocean for the Orteig Prize.

By accident, almost, Orteig’s money was about to spark air
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