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		Background to the Pacific
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		CHAPTER 1

		“He Has Cheated the ‘Grim Reaper’ About as Often as Any Living Man”

		1890 to 1940

		They would soon be dead. How could they think otherwise? The eight men, ranging in age from twenty-two to fifty-two, alone on the ocean, crammed into three tiny rubber rafts, had drifted for so long that they could not be certain where they were or how long they had been afloat. In a day or two, at most, they would undoubtedly join the countless unlucky voyagers lost forever to the Pacific.

		They had survived multiple challenges. Each day, the sun’s glare bounced off the ocean surface to emit “billions of sharp splinters of light; no matter where one looked, it was painful.” The blistering sun had so burned their skin that one of the group compared it to “being turned on a spit.” They had prayed for nighttime’s welcome relief, only to shiver in the dark from the chilling ocean swells that drenched them. “Daytimes we prayed for the coolness of the nights; nights we craved the sun,” wrote one of the eight.

		Men had lapsed into stupors, bobbing in the ocean with their mouths half open and fatigued heads drooping on sunburned chests. They had battled both extreme hunger and severe thirst, and had grimaced from constricted muscles caused by squeezing into rafts hardly big enough for two people, let alone three. “Our bodies, our minds, the few things we had with us were slowly rotting away.”[1] Intensifying their anxiety was that they would perish without a trace, denying family and other loved ones details that could help bring closure. They could hold on awhile longer, but eventually the Pacific would wield the upper hand.

		Except for one, the eight men had led routine lives. They had attended school, dated girls, played baseball and football, and afterward commenced careers they hoped would bring long and pleasant lives. The one exception, however, enjoyed a lifestyle the others could only envy. His name dominated the nation’s headlines, and he had packed more thrills into his fifty-two years than the other seven combined. He enjoyed fame as a race car driver, dated gorgeous women, and basked in the limelight of being the nation’s preeminent hero of World War I. He had eluded death so often on the racetrack and in the skies that an adoring public believed nothing could stop him.

		“No man of this living generation has seen death more closely and more often than Eddie Rickenbacker,” wrote popular author W. L. White. “He has learned to look the Old Fellow right back in the eye, as one man to another, returning his steady gaze.” Time magazine turned to legendary figures from ancient Rome in depicting Rickenbacker as a man whose core was built upon “a gladiator’s indomitability.”[2]

		In October 1942 eight men crafted a rousing saga at sea that inspired their fellow countrymen and enhanced the legend of a man who had long captured the nation’s adulation.

		“I Didn’t Go to School—I Went to Work”

		Eddie Rickenbacker’s youth in Columbus, Ohio, provided few hints of the extraordinary path he would follow. In 1879 his father, William Rickenbacher (the last name contained the letter h until Eddie changed it later in life), joined tens of thousands of Europeans who sought a better life across the Atlantic than that offered by the hardscrabble existence prevalent in their native countries. William said goodbye to family and friends in the small village of Zeglingen, Switzerland, nestled in the foothills of the Jura Mountains, determined to join his uncle in Columbus and begin work as a railroad laborer. Two years later, Elizabeth Basler crossed the ocean from Switzerland to settle in the same city, where her two brothers resided. The confident, assertive woman, called Lizzie by everyone in Columbus, adapted quickly to her new surroundings, and four years after her arrival, she married William.

		Life with William, who waged a constant battle with financial problems, was never easy. The birth of their third of eight children, Edward Vernon Rickenbacher, on October 8, 1890, added to William’s burdens. Hampered by his inability to provide for the family, the father vented his rage by whipping the children for the slightest misdeeds.

		Eddie inherited his mother’s grit, and, before he was five years old, he was scouring the city’s streets for walnuts, rags, or pieces of coal that dropped from railroad cars as they rumbled by. He awoke before sunrise to walk two miles to collect the newspapers he would hawk for the Columbus Dispatch, and to milk goats to sell to neighbors.

		Eddie could be counted on to help despite frequent mishaps, beginning with his being struck by a horse-drawn streetcar at the age of four. He suffered only minor injuries, but more serious misadventures followed, such as the time he tumbled down a well, knocking himself out, or slipped from a tree, scarring his chin. Another time, he got his foot caught in some railroad tracks and watched in terror as a steam engine approached. Fortunately, his brother freed him just in time for the train to barrel past. At age eight, as he raced down a steep hill his out-of-control cart flipped over on top of him and slashed his leg to the bone. He smoked when he was just five and organized a group of roguish youngsters known around the neighborhood as the Horsehead Gang, specializing more in fights and stealing cigarettes than in major crimes. Eddie lacked the comforts that kids from wealthier families took for granted, but his Columbus hardships honed an iron determination to outlast his foes and forged a foundation for his subsequent accomplishments.

		Eddie’s life changed drastically on July 18, 1904, when his father suffered a fractured skull and lapsed into a coma after brawling with a fellow worker. When William Rickenbacher died the next month, the embarrassed son chose to suppress memories of the incident, and for decades, Eddie claimed that his father died when a large piece of timber smashed into his skull.

		The night following the funeral, thirteen-year-old Eddie awoke upon hearing noises from the kitchen. He walked in to find his sobbing mother, head in her hands, wondering how she, as the sole parent, would provide for the children. Eddie hugged Lizzie and vowed that he would take care of her and would never make her cry. He then stepped over to his father’s chair at the head of the table and sat down as a sign that, henceforth, he was the man of the family.

		The next morning, instead of walking to school, the seventh-grade student abandoned his education and traipsed out to find a job. Within hours, he started the first of his six nights a week, twelve-hour shifts, earning $3.50 each week for his labors at the Federal Glass Company, even though he had to walk four miles to and from work. Eddie later claimed that the moment he handed his mother his first paycheck “was the proudest day of his life.” He added, “I changed from a boy to a man,” and said that “I didn’t have to be told what we were up against. The day after my father’s funeral, I didn’t go to school—I went to work.”[3]

		Even though dropping out of school was then not uncommon, Eddie considered his lack of education an embarrassing deficiency. Fearing that people might try to take advantage of him, he masked his shortcomings by charging straight into matters before anyone had time to discover that he could not read or write as well as they could.

		“Get Out in Front and Drive Like Hell”

		A crowd in downtown Columbus altered the direction of his life. Eddie wandered over to find out the source of their interest and muscled his way in to see a gleaming new Ford two-passenger automobile, the first of its kind in Columbus, with a salesman touting the benefits of owning such a revolutionary vehicle. When the man finished his pitch, Eddie, never one to shy from an adventure, asked if he could take a ride in the vehicle. “Sure, kid. Hop in, and we’ll go around the block.” The exhilaration of driving by strolling couples at ten miles per hour electrified Eddie. “That thrill would remain vivid all the rest of my life,” he wrote in his autobiography. “And it had a direct influence on the course I would follow for many years.”[4]

		Cars became Eddie’s passion. If ten miles per hour was grand, how much better would twenty or thirty be? His knack for repairing broken bicycles and carriages came to the attention of Lee Frayer, one of the founders of the Buckeye Motor Company in Columbus. With automobile racing rapidly gaining popularity, Frayer asked Rickenbacker to accompany him as his riding mechanic to the 1906 Vanderbilt Cup Races on Long Island, the most renowned car competition then staged in the United States.

		Whereas Frayer at least had the steering wheel to help prevent him from being thrown out of the machine, Eddie occupied the most treacherous, exposed spot in the car, where he contended with dust, dirt, pebbles, and other debris kicked up by cars to their front. Rickenbacker sat next to Frayer, keeping his eye on the gauges and relaying information about where their competitors stood.

		Before 200,000 spectators, Frayer and Rickenbacker drove onto the track for their trial runs. During the second run, Frayer lost control of the car when the front tire blew on a sharp turn. The vehicle swerved off the track, bounded through a ditch, and finally smashed into a sand dune. The impact hurled both riders from the vehicle.

		Frayer suffered a dislocated shoulder, but, miraculously, Eddie walked away with only mild bruises. The close call with injury and death bolstered Eddie’s burgeoning belief that fate smiled kindly on him and that no harm would come his way if he took proper precautions. “Frightened?” said Rickenbacker. “Frayer tried to talk me out of continuing this dangerous experimental sport, but I wouldn’t listen. I was a part of progress. I was going to live. Hadn’t I just escaped? I had faith.”[5]

		In 1909, however, an unfortunate incident with a cinder almost swiped away his future. As he watched a train rumble along the tracks, the wheels kicked a red-hot cinder into Eddie’s right eye. Although a physician removed the particle, the incident left a permanent blind spot that he religiously kept hidden from others so that he could continue racing and, eventually, flying.

		To promote sales of the 1909 Firestone-Columbus automobile, Frayer sponsored drivers to compete in races staged on a variety of surfaces, including county fair races conducted on rough and rocky back roads. Rickenbacker soon made a name for himself. Frayer saw the promise of his young protégé and, in the spring of 1911, asked him to be his relief driver in the first of what would become the sport’s most influential race in the United States, the Indianapolis 500. On Memorial Day the duo finished eleventh in an electrifying spectacle that thrilled 80,000 spectators.

		Encouraged by his performance at Indianapolis, Eddie turned to racing full time. He quickly rose through the ranks, gaining the respect of fellow drivers with a daring style summed up by his motto “Get out in front and drive like hell.” Though aggressive, he was far from reckless, spending countless hours preparing carefully for each race. In 1915 Rickenbacker earned $40,000 to rank fifth in the standings. Motor Age magazine heralded him as “one of the greatest American drivers,” and one driver labeled Eddie “the nerviest and most unerring of them all.”[6]

		
			[image: ]
			
				Eddie Rickenbacker sits behind the wheel of a Mason race car during an Illinois event around 1914. The riding mechanic, Eddie O’Donnell, sits on his right. Accidents during competitions in those early days were common, and deaths were not infrequent.

				Auburn University, Special Collections & Archives

			
		
		“That was a golden period of my life,” he would write. Rickenbacker enjoyed the adulation of fans, loved that newspapers dubbed him “the Baron,” “the Speedy Swiss,” and “the fastest thing on wheels,” and was proud that “We were front-page news.”[7] In 1914, when war rent Europe into two camps, pitting Germany and other Central Powers against Great Britain and her allies, Eddie, concerned that his last name might cause his fans to think he was of German origin, amended it from Rickenbacher to Rickenbacker in hopes that it sounded more American.

		The sport offered excitement and rewards, but it came with a price, as danger and death hovered over every track. Reporters claimed that Eddie lived a charmed life, and Lowell Thomas, famous in his own right for his coverage of celebrated world figures, including T. E. Lawrence, a British officer better known as Lawrence of Arabia, became enamored with Rickenbacker’s eagerness to face “the maelstrom of life, dreaming big dreams, unafraid to test himself against the roughest and toughest.”[8]

		Rickenbacker’s intrepid style, in which he all but taunted the Grim Reaper, reaffirmed his belief in his invulnerability to death. He said, “It came to me that I could control that machine with my mind, that I could hold it together with my mind, and that if it finally collapsed, I could run it with my mind. It was a feeling of mastery, of supreme confidence.” He added, “I believe that if you think disaster, you will get it. Brood about death, and you will hasten your demise. Think positively and masterfully, with confidence and faith, and life will be more secure, more fraught with action, richer in achievement and experience.”[9]

		His racing days brought Rickenbacker fame and money, but a more imposing test—flight—would soon command his attention.

		“Slid to a Stop in a Cloud of Dust”

		In November 1916 Rickenbacker traveled to California to participate in a series of West Coast races. As he drove to Riverside during one free afternoon, a single aircraft resting on a grass runway grabbed his attention. Since he had never seen an airplane up close, he stopped to examine the machine. When he neared the hangar, a man about his age ambled out and introduced himself as Glenn Martin, the designer and builder of the aircraft. Martin recognized Eddie from newspaper photographs and asked if he would like to go for a ride. Though afraid of heights, Rickenbacker accepted the invitation and hopped into the tandem seat for a thirty-minute flight above the California countryside.

		An entire new realm opened to him that day, one in which he was no longer bound by gravity or the inconveniences of traveling America’s roads. When Martin, a former student of aviation pioneers Orville and Wilbur Wright, asked if Rickenbacker would like to take the controls, Eddie readily agreed and quickly veered the aircraft into a smooth bank. That moment hooked the young man, and Rickenbacker decided that his future lay in the air rather than with auto racing.

		The next year, with his nation now embroiled in a European war, Eddie volunteered for air service, but the military informed the twenty-seven-year-old that he was too old for the rigors of the skies and that he lacked the necessary college degree to join its air arm. Taking note of his skill as a racer, however, in May 1917 they swore him in as an Army sergeant and agreed to ship him overseas to serve as a chauffeur for high-ranking officers. His prospects for aerial service brightened when Colonel William “Billy” Mitchell, an ardent advocate of air power, asked to have the car racer as his chauffeur.

		While strolling along the Champs-Élysées in Paris one day, Rickenbacker met New York banker James E. Miller, a fan of his and a captain in the Army’s Aviation Section. Miller, who commanded a flying school in Issoudun, near Tours, France, offered Eddie a post, and after passing the required physical with the help of a doctor who ignored his eye injury and advanced age, Rickenbacker assumed his new position as an engineering officer.

		Rickenbacker received his commission as a first lieutenant in the Army Signal Corps and left for Issoudun. After a brief stint there, in March 1918 he received orders to join the 94th Aero Squadron, a unit of American fliers formed in Texas the previous August. Along with Rickenbacker, the squadron arrived at the front in April to support American and French forces operating near Toul, close to the German border. With this assignment, the 94th became the first American pursuit squadron to operate at the front and engage in combat.

		Eddie found that German fliers posed only one of numerous menaces to his safety. Since the United States had not yet built its own air arm, the military had purchased the outdated French Nieuport 28 aircraft, a plane so badly outclassed by German fighters that the French had rejected it. Once in the air, pilots feared for their lives. Fabric ripped from the wings during steep dives, guns frequently jammed, oil lines ruptured during hard landings, and enemy bullets ignited exposed fuel tanks. The unreliable, poorly constructed Nieuports, fashioned from wood and cotton fabric treated with a highly combustible fluid applied to tighten the fabric, burst into flames at the slightest spark, forcing airmen into making the hideous choice of death by fire or by leaping from the burning aircraft.
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				Eddie Rickenbacker stands beside his airplane in France in October 1918. The “Hat in the Ring” emblem of his famed 94th Aero Squadron is visible on the aircraft’s side.

				National Archives Photo #50126

			
		
		A parachute could have solved the dilemma, but military superiors condemned their use as cowardly and concluded that the life-saving devices made pilots more likely to abandon an aircraft they might otherwise be able to fly back to base. Understandably, Rickenbacker and his fellow fliers held a contrary opinion. He mentioned that for aviators, “Death by burning was the death we dreaded more than any other,” but superior officers forced them to face an impossible quandary. “It was absolutely criminal for our higher command to withhold parachutes from us.”[10]

		At least Rickenbacker had a good luck charm. Eddie was not a deeply religious individual, but he never went anywhere without making certain that his Catholic crucifix—safely inserted in a leather case—rested in his pocket. The ten-year-old daughter of a racing friend from Detroit had given it to Rickenbacker shortly before he left for the war. If he kept that crucifix with him, the girl told Eddie, he would never be harmed. Whether storming into aerial combat or walking the city streets back home, Eddie Rickenbacker made a constant companion of that crucifix for the rest of his life.

		

		—

		Rickenbacker downed his first plane one month after joining the squadron and bagged three more within the next few weeks. First Lieutenant Reed M. Chambers, another talented flier in the 94th, credited Eddie’s success to the former car racer’s coolness under fire and his ability to focus on the task at hand. According to Chambers, Rickenbacker “wasn’t the best pilot in the world. He couldn’t put as many holes in the target that was being towed [in gunnery practice] as I could, but he could put more holes in a target that was shooting at him than I could.”[11]

		By late May 1918, only one month into his tenure over France, newspapers in the United States trumpeted the feat that Rickenbacker registered his fifth kill, making him one of America’s aces. “Rickenbacker Gets Fifth Hun Plane” and “Daredevil Racer Is New Ace,” proclaimed headlines, and the Chicago Tribune reported that “America’s daredevil auto race driver and now an aviator with the American armies has become America’s second ace.”[12]

		On May 17, when he and Chambers lifted off to patrol enemy lines northwest of Toul, Rickenbacker spotted three German planes at lower altitudes. He dove toward the trio, positioned his plane behind one of the targets, and with an accurate volley sent one German spiraling to his death. He next maneuvered his aircraft to evade his two pursuers, but the severe twists and turns ripped the fabric of his upper right wing from the frame. As his plane twirled toward the ground, the fabric flapping in the wind, Rickenbacker utilized every trick he could think of to regain control.
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				Eddie Rickenbacker relied on keen instincts and accurate aim to become the nation’s top World War I ace. Pictured here in his Spad aircraft near Rembercourt, France, in 1918, he is standing behind his plane’s machine guns, which helped bring down twenty-six enemy aircraft during the war.

				National Archives Photo #50127
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				Eddie Rickenbacker often skirted dangers in the European skies during World War I. His Nieuport 28 sustained damage during a May 1918 dogfight with three German planes. Here he stands beside a wing that had broken off his plane moments after he had landed.

				Auburn University, Special Collections & Archives

			
		
		“It was death,” he later wrote. “I had not lost my willingness to fight to live, but in that situation there was not much that I could do. Even birds need two wings to fly.” He said “the good things I had done and the bad things” flashed through his mind, and he wondered if his Nieuport would hit the ground and shatter into a hundred pieces, or if he would plummet toward a cluster of trees and be impaled on their branches. More poignantly, he thought of his mother receiving word of his death. With the plane only a few hundred feet above the ground, Rickenbacker, certain he was about to die, muttered a quiet prayer. Seconds later, in desperation, “Without thinking, almost as though I were moved by something bigger than myself, I pulled open the throttle.” The last-ditch maneuver having halted his downward momentum, Rickenbacker pulled on the joystick and reversed the rudder, a combination he guessed had no more than a million-to-one chance of success. His Nieuport suddenly coughed and sparked to life.

		When Eddie finally regained control, he still had to navigate a deadly two-mile gauntlet bristling with German antiaircraft batteries, machine guns, and rifle fire standing between his crippled plane and friendly lines. With his plane groaning to remain above the treetops and sputtering toward his airfield, Rickenbacker miraculously evaded a torrent of enemy shells and bullets. “I grazed the top of the hangar, pancaked down on the ground, and slid to a stop in a cloud of dust,”[13] he recounted. Eddie whispered a short prayer of thanks, then leapt from the bullet-riddled Nieuport and strutted toward the hangar, grateful that he had once again outfoxed the Grim Reaper.

		In the European skies, the daredevil of the racetrack was further embellishing his record and solidifying his spot as one of the United States’ most popular heroes.

		

		—

		His performance had so impressed his superiors that when the post as commander of the 94th Aero Squadron opened, on September 24 they handed the promotion to Rickenbacker. Many of the college-educated men barely concealed their disdain for someone with little education and often snidely commented about Eddie’s poor grammar and his German-sounding name. Undeterred, the new commander warned his pilots that he would brook no foolishness in the air, and he dictated a list of actions he expected all to follow: aggressiveness in seeking out the enemy, thorough knowledge of every strength and weakness of both their aircraft and the enemy’s, readiness to fly at every opportunity, and the understanding that while he demanded the utmost from them, they could expect the best from him.

		In the coming months, Rickenbacker logged more hours in the air than anyone in his squadron, frequently returning from one mission only to lift off for another following a brief rest and a coffee break. On his first day as commander, Eddie hopped into his Nieuport for a solo flight over German-held territory. He flew near Verdun when tracers from seven German aircraft ripped into his plane. Despite damage to his propeller, Rickenbacker turned to attack and dove directly through the enemy formation, shooting down two before eluding the other five and limping back to the airfield. When he landed, mechanics stared at the splintered propeller and twenty-seven bullet holes that riddled his Nieuport, each within six feet of Rickenbacker’s seat. “Eddie Rickenbacker Has Narrow Escape,”[14] proclaimed the Akron Beacon Journal’s headline two days later. His exploits that day earned Rickenbacker the French Croix de Guerre, and twelve years later the United States belatedly awarded him the Medal of Honor for the same attack.

		Eddie’s example in the air, combined with his firm leadership, brought cohesiveness to the 94th Aero Squadron, which soon posted more kills than any other American unit. One of his fliers, Lieutenant J. L. Maloney, said of Rickenbacker that “he cheered his pilots, and he cussed them. In his quiet, yet forceful and incisive talks to us by candlelight at the mess table, before the big map in the operations room, and on the field before the takeoff on patrol, he inspired us.” According to Maloney, Eddie frequently told his men, “Follow my order and advice, profit by my experience, and I will take you back with me in victory to see the Statue of Liberty.”[15]

		Reed Chambers, as talented a flier as any man Rickenbacker commanded, said that as the days and missions piled up, the squadron’s loathing of their new commander turned to open admiration. Chambers explained that, at first, “he was just an uneducated, tough bastard who threw his weight around the wrong way,” but through actions and words, “he developed into the most natural leader I ever saw.”[16]
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				In 1930 Eddie Rickenbacker proudly displays the Medal of Honor he received for his exploits during a September 1918 melee in which he shot down two of the seven German planes that attacked him.
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		Just before dawn on November 11, 1918, Germany acceded to an armistice with the Allies and agreed that a ceasefire would take effect at eleven o’clock that morning. Rickenbacker, because of his prominent standing, was given the honor—dubious though it might have been because of the inherent risks—of making the final flight over German lines. He had flown 300 combat hours, more than any other American aviator, and had survived 134 encounters in the air. Rickenbacker received the Distinguished Service Medal with nine oak leaf clusters—each cluster representing an episode in which the flier exhibited outstanding courage in moments of extreme peril—the French Croix de Guerre on five separate occasions, and the Medal of Honor.

		The press compared Rickenbacker and other daring aviators to knights of yore, and the public showered the same adulation on the cocky fliers as they did on the president or a beloved baseball star. Since he had earned the designation of “Ace of Aces” by notching twenty-six kills, more than any American flier, an adoring nation bestowed the most acclaim on Rickenbacker. Combined with his exploits as a car racer, Eddie’s military success earned him widespread fame throughout the United States as a bona fide hero. He had become the most celebrated American aviator since the Wright Brothers ushered in the age of flight fifteen years earlier—a status unsurpassed until Charles Lindbergh’s solo transatlantic flight aboard the Spirit of St. Louis a decade later.

		“One of the Truest Knights Our Country Has Ever Known”

		A festive public greeted Rickenbacker on January 31, 1919, upon his return to the United States. New York City’s automobile plants blew their whistles, and the city’s journalists flocked to the ship to scribble down the hero’s words.

		In the first week of February the American Automobile Association feted Rickenbacker at a lavish dinner at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. Renowned people from the worlds of politics, racing, and the military attended, including former president William Howard Taft and Secretary of War Newton D. Baker, who in a speech called Rickenbacker “one of the truest knights our country has ever known.” After Baker’s rousing tribute, the association gifted Rickenbacker, called by the Los Angeles Times the “beloved American ‘ace of aces,’ ”[17] a sparkling pair of platinum and gold wings sporting more than two hundred diamonds and sapphires.

		The following week he appeared at the Capitol in Washington, DC, where Congress gave him a standing ovation. He then boarded a train for his hometown, signing autographs along the route for the lengthy line of passengers seeking to get near the hero. In Columbus, people stood along the tracks to greet the local boy who had added luster to an already-established national reputation, and when he stepped from the train, men cheered and women kissed him on the cheeks. A parade through packed city streets ended in a meeting with the governor and other top officials.

		In the coming months, cities across the nation honored Rickenbacker with similar welcomes and gifts. In June he traveled to Los Angeles for a three-day gala in his honor. More than 300,000 people jammed city sidewalks to get a glimpse of the war hero. As bands played patriotic tunes and trucks packed with war veterans slowly passed by, aircraft from Rockwell Field in San Diego flew over and dropped flowers on the spectators. “Eddie Rickenbacker is in Southern California again after two years spent in accumulating Hun scalps and Allied war medals,” blared the Los Angeles Times of the man who was now “feted and honored more than any one man who has ever visited Los Angeles.” Comic actor and filmmaker Charlie Chaplin attended the festivities, and on the final day, popular actor Douglas Fairbanks honored Rickenbacker with a lavish luncheon at his Beverly Hills home, followed by a tour of the star’s film studio. “That Los Angeles celebration outdid them all,” Rickenbacker wrote in his autobiography. “The official program had full-page advertisements from all the movie stars.”[18]

		A song titled “I’m Glad to Be Back in the USA,” with Rickenbacker’s image on the cover of the sheet music, amassed astounding sales figures, with 10,000 copies sold in the flier’s hometown alone. Promoters begged him to endorse commercial products, star in movies, or embark as a speaker on a vaudeville tour, but he declined every offer because he felt they were simply trying to take advantage of his war heroics. The sole exception, meant to augment his depleted finances, was his consent to publish a memoir. Titled Fighting the Flying Circus and written for Rickenbacker by a ghostwriter, the book enhanced Rickenbacker’s image, provided financial stability, and cemented his role as America’s number one hero. He had already triumphed on the ground during his racing days; he now earned additional fame for doing the same in the air.

		Once the warm receptions ended, Rickenbacker shifted his focus to more sedate occupations. He was ready to conquer new worlds, realms that offered financial security and a comfortable life, but inevitably contained dangers both familiar and new.

		

		—

		While the United States turned to flappers, bootleg gin, gangster Al Capone, and the Great Depression, the 1920s and 1930s offered Rickenbacker a time of triumphs and setbacks. Once home from the war, Eddie rejected financially lucrative offers to return to the racetrack, and instead concentrated on promoting aviation in his country. He embarked on a series of cross-country flights, stopping in various cities to talk to crowds about aviation while simultaneously trying to establish speed records along the way.

		Rickenbacker faced risks each time he headed skyward, including as a passenger. In one 1920 takeoff from Omaha, the plane hit a ditch at the end of the airfield, bounded over a road, and smashed into a house. A two-by-four punctured the side of the cabin, missed his head by inches, and exited out the back of the aircraft. Before his thirtieth birthday, Rickenbacker had already illustrated multiple times that he lived a charmed life. “In more than twenty-five years tinkering with speed,” wrote one reporter, “Captain Rickenbacker figures that he has cheated the ‘grim reaper’ about as often as any living man. He has cracked up in racing cars and fighting planes.”[19]

		Newspaper columnist Henry McLemore wrote of the time he had nearly perished in an aircraft with Rickenbacker. “I looked Mr. Death in the eye with Rick” when accompanying the aviator in his attempt to set a new cross-country speed record. The engine quit as they flew over the Rocky Mountains, forcing McLemore and two other passengers to prepare for a crash. With his heart pounding and his palms sweating, McLemore worried that he was about to meet a shattering demise when his friend suddenly emerged from the cockpit. “Then, over the big drum of gasoline that took up most of the fuselage, crawled Rick. I can see his grinning face now.”

		Rickenbacker, assured as ever, said to McLemore and his two associates, “Boys, you had better adjust your safety belts. We may have to make a forced landing.” McLemore glanced at his seat belt, thinking there was no way a device that small would help him survive a crash, and then looked at Rickenbacker. “His old friend of many years, Mr. Death, was just outside the windows, but he was laughing at him,”[20] said the columnist. Fortunately, the engine restarted, and they continued the flight, but the incident illustrated for McLemore not merely Rickenbacker’s calm, confident response to crises, but also that fate appeared to smile on this uncommon man.

		The World War I ace kept his name in the headlines by setting cross-country speed records. He once raced from coast to coast in a little over thirteen hours, and topped his own record by dashing from Los Angeles to New York City in just over twelve hours. A crowd of five hundred cheering fans greeted him as the plane touched down, and publications gushed that the aviator ate breakfast in Los Angeles and dinner in New York.

		Combined with his prior accomplishments in racing and in World War I, the feats lifted Rickenbacker to a lofty stratosphere of celebrity occupied heretofore only by Charlie Chaplin, Charles Lindbergh, and New York Yankees baseball slugger Babe Ruth. Like those three, he gave Americans mired in the Great Depression a cause to celebrate, and in the unsteady economic times, he became a role model in how to face life’s daily challenges. Women had considered him one of the nation’s most eligible bachelors before his 1922 marriage to socialite Adelaide Frost, and men longed to enjoy the fame and adulation the aviator received from an adoring nation.
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				Eddie Rickenbacker married Adelaide Frost in 1922. Her tenacity matched that of her famous husband and helped play a role in his rescue from the Pacific Ocean twenty years later.
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		Reporter Walter Kiernan, a friend of Rickenbacker’s, wrote that Eddie possessed traits that every American desires, and listed them as “Iron nerves, a steady hand, never flustered, confidence in his machine and, if his machine failed, the kind of confidence in himself that could outweigh the disadvantage.” He added that “Rick believed that if a man knew his business and was certain of his equipment, the element of chance was reduced proportionately to a fraction.”[21] People from coast to coast, then battling severe problems of their own, saw a bit of themselves in the aviator and figured if Captain Eddie could surmount his obstacles, perhaps they could, too.

		“The Tough Guy Had Recognized Somebody Who Was Tougher”

		While Rickenbacker electrified the country with his record-setting speed jaunts across the nation, he took steps to stabilize his financial status. With the backing of three prominent automobile executives, Rickenbacker became vice president and director of sales for the Rickenbacker Motor Company. The initial Rickenbacker cars appeared in 1922, offering an attractive package that included a four-wheel braking system and impressive speed of sixty miles per hour. However, during an economic recession a few years later—this prior to the Depression—his company suffered from slumping sales and financial difficulties.

		With the company in a death spiral, and finding himself shackled to a quarter-million-dollar debt at age thirty-five, Rickenbacker moved into smaller quarters and sought other economic opportunities. Friends urged him to declare bankruptcy, but he vowed to repay his creditors and planned his comeback. “I was not ashamed and not afraid,” he wrote of the dismal time. “Failure was something I had faced before and might well face again.” He contended that instead of branding failure as a calamity, it can rejuvenate a person if he is willing to work hard and learn from it. “Here in America, failure is not the end of the world. If you have the determination, you can come back from failure and succeed.”[22]

		Rickenbacker’s personal fortunes brightened when he purchased the Indianapolis Motor Speedway, the track that had helped cement his career as a top car racer. Eddie ordered significant improvements to the fabled track and arranged for radio coverage of the annual Indianapolis 500 Memorial Day race.

		His outlook brightened further in January 1935, when Rickenbacker took the helm at Eastern Air Lines, a firm with great potential but beleaguered with fiscal woes. Eddie modernized an outdated fleet, added new routes to enhance ease of travel for passengers, and increased wages for better productivity. With future prospects improving, in 1938 he and several associates purchased the firm, with Rickenbacker as its president and general manager. Under his guidance, Eastern turned into the most profitable airline in the United States.
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				Eddie and Adelaide Rickenbacker pose for a photograph around 1935 with their two adopted sons, William (left) and David
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		Rickenbacker relied on an adroit, if sometimes unpopular, managing style. He worked far into the night, seven days a week, to inspect facilities, become acquainted with the employees, and determine the changes that could transform the airline. He flew 200,000 miles during his first year alone, and, according to Time magazine, “poked his nose into every airplane, every ticket office, every hangar, and every repair shop.”[23] He had a series of “Captain Eddie Says” posters mounted in every office that bore different Rickenbacker slogans pertaining to the value of quality workmanship, thrift, and safety. Rickenbacker’s insistence on doing things his way enraged many of his subordinates, and his brusque personality annoyed others, but once he outlined a path to success, Eddie would not be swayed.

		For a time, Charles Lindbergh’s landmark 1927 transatlantic flight from New York to Paris had catapulted the aviator to the national prominence that Rickenbacker had previously enjoyed. However, the public still retained a love for the tough, no-nonsense hero of World War I, and, within ten years, his success at Eastern once again put him in the public eye. One 1938 poll named Rickenbacker “the greatest living human being,” and his fame extended to every level of society. One evening Eddie entered a popular New York restaurant for dinner. As he ate, a group of notorious mobsters at a nearby table looked over and chatted to one another about the aviator’s presence. Suddenly one of the gangsters, infamous for the long list of rivals he had supposedly murdered, walked over and sheepishly asked Rickenbacker for his autograph. As the popular columnist Ed Sullivan recounted about the moment, “The tough guy had recognized somebody who was tougher.”[24]

		Stubborn in dealing with his rivals and subordinates, Rickenbacker displayed a sentimental side when it came to youth. He believed that young boys and girls needed heroes, and he loved his stature as a role model to legions of teens and preteens. He turned to a popular format—the Sunday newspaper comics—to deliver his message to American youngsters that a combination of hard work and clean living brought about success. The popular strip Ace Drummond, based loosely on his own aviation career, featured a dashing flier who rescued people in distress, and from 1933 to 1939, the comic appeared in more than 100 newspapers across the United States.

		

		—

		One fan of the strip, a teenager from New Jersey named Johnny Bartek, loved reading about Rickenbacker’s deeds. Eddie was Bartek’s childhood hero, and the youth hoped to meet the aviator one day.

		Johnny’s parents, born in Czechoslovakian villages only a few miles apart, immigrated to the United States, married, and settled in Bayonne, New Jersey. They were a loving and nurturing couple whose words and actions were anchored in a deep religious foundation and in the simpler things of life. Charles provided a stable life, while Mary maintained a spotless home filled with family photographs and the aroma of stuffed cabbage. The most prominent photo was that of a castle entrenched on a rock, with the biblical quote “The Lord Is My Rock and My Fortress and My Deliverer.”[25]

		After Johnny’s father lost his job due to Depression-era cutbacks, the Barteks moved to Freehold, New Jersey, where Charles began working in a rug mill. Both parents believed that despite the setback, their Baptist faith would sustain them through their travails. Each morning, Mary either attended church or listened to religious services on the radio, and no matter the weather, at dusk she could be found in her favorite pew for that evening’s service. Bartek loved and admired his mother, who had named him after the Apostle John, but like many boys his age, he used to sneak out of the house to avoid what he concluded was time wasted listening to a sermon.

		The freckled youth with thick red hair was never comfortable in the classroom, either, and consequently dropped out of high school following his freshman year. He worked assorted odd jobs before looking up to where his idol, Eddie Rickenbacker, had become master of the sky. Bartek enrolled in a four-month course in an aircraft mechanic school, and before long he could inspect any plane to ensure that the engine functioned properly. Like Rickenbacker, he saw glory and nobility in soaring through the sky, once the sole domain of starlings and robins, hawks and eagles.

		Bartek never suspected that in a few years, fate would cast him and the man he so admired in an epic sea odyssey.
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		CHAPTER 2

		“Would Have Been at Home with Lance and Armor”

		February 1941 to October 1942

		Blinded by the mystique associated with flight, Johnny Bartek overlooked the dangers that accompanied Eddie Rickenbacker each time he lifted off the ground. By the late 1930s, the senior executive of Eastern Air Lines still regularly boarded airplanes on frequent trips to inspect factories and hangars throughout the nation.

		“He Was Cool Throughout”

		Rickenbacker’s nighttime flight from New York’s LaGuardia Field to Atlanta on February 26, 1941, seemed to be one of those routine trips. He was among thirteen passengers, including popular political columnist Drew Pearson and Maryland congressman William D. Byron, aboard the Douglas DST Silversleeper, called the “Mexican Flyer.” After delivering a speech to the city of Birmingham’s municipal aviation committee the next day, Eddie would board a second flight to Florida in hopes of persuading his board of directors to approve $5 million for the purchase of new equipment.

		Pilot James A. Perry Jr., age twenty-nine, and copilot Luther E. Thomas, thirty-one, prepared for takeoff as steward Clarence Moore directed passengers to their seats. Perry’s inexperience—he had captained Eastern planes for only one year—bothered Rickenbacker, but the famous flier’s unease paled compared with Perry’s discomfort in having the nation’s most celebrated aviator, and his ofttimes irascible boss, looking over his shoulder.

		Perry lifted off at 9:05 p.m., with weather reports cautioning against low cloud cover and possible heavy rains. Rather than adopt the normal air route to Atlanta, Perry followed a path that skirted the worst storms, but deteriorating conditions followed the Silversleeper. Information also suggested that severe weather was fast closing in on the Atlanta airfield. Concerned over what he might encounter in Georgia, and knowing that he carried illustrious passengers, Perry walked back to inform Rickenbacker to expect tricky weather as they descended into Atlanta.

		Near the town of Stone Mountain, eighteen miles northeast of Atlanta, Perry contacted the Atlanta tower operator, who notified the pilot that the cloud cover stood at just 300 feet, the minimum height for a safe landing. He also told Perry that Delta Air Lines had rerouted two flights away from Atlanta because of the weather, but that a third plane had landed safely only moments ago. Upon receiving the tower’s clearance at 11:44 p.m., Perry continued his descent.

		With Atlanta’s Candler Field drawing closer, the pilot dropped into a thick overcast. Closer to the airfield, Jonesboro chief of police O. L. Roberts reported that residents saw a big plane flying westward over his town, but rather than turning south toward the airfield, it seemed to head toward a sparsely settled area with poor roads.

		With visibility no more than one mile, the twin-engine aircraft droned on into a rain that was fast turning into sleet. Perry dropped from 500 to 300 feet, hoping to dip below the cloud cover and gain sight of the airfield, but the sleet, one of the most hazardous threats to flying, obstructed his view.

		Rickenbacker had just put away his work and was chatting with Moore when Perry lowered the left wing to enter a turn toward the airfield. Rickenbacker felt the wing hit against something—he later learned it was the tops of trees—which flipped the left wing up and the right wing down. As the cabin lights extinguished, Rickenbacker, knowing from his past experience that the best place to be in a crash was the rear of the plane, jumped out of his seat and hurried back. “In a surprise crash, the plane sometimes breaks in two,” he later explained. “If you’re in the rear, you will be thrown out. It may break your neck, but you won’t run the hazard of burning up.”[1] Fortunately, someone in the cockpit, moments before he perished, had cut the electrical system to prevent fires from consuming Rickenbacker and the other passengers.

		The plane started disintegrating before he could reach the back of the cabin. Perry had overcompensated for brushing the foliage by raising the left wing, but that also further lowered the right wing, which hit and became entangled with large pine trees. The collision ripped the right wing from the fuselage, sent the aircraft into a wild somersault, and knocked it directly toward other trees.

		The plane smacked into the forest south of Atlanta near the small town of Morrow with such force that the noise awakened residents in the area. The plane cartwheeled, sliced the tops from a cluster of trees, and came to rest on its roof as it burrowed into the earth. The impact shoved the plane’s nose and cockpit backward under the inverted top of the fuselage, instantly killing both Perry and Thomas. The tumbling sheared the nose section from the plane, sliced off the tail section, uprooted trees in its path, spiraled debris inside and outside the aircraft in every direction, tore loose and hurled one motor seventy-five feet away, and thrust Rickenbacker and the other passengers against seats, arm-rests, and the floor. The plane, according to Rickenbacker, twisted “like a paper bag,”[2] and broke in two, with him lying on the floor between the cockpit and cabin compartments.

		The darkness masked a nightmarish scene. The front third of the plane was embedded in the earth, while the cabin housing Rickenbacker and the other passengers protruded at a 45-degree angle. Sleeping in his seat at the cabin’s rear section, passenger George Feinberg suddenly found himself lying on the upended ceiling. Miraculously suffering only minor injuries, he crawled out of the wreckage through a crack in the plane’s side, one of the eight fortunate passengers who survived the mishap.

		Rickenbacker suffered the worst injuries, particularly to his left side. He fractured his left hip when the impact of hitting the terrain smacked him against an armrest, and experienced excruciating pain from multiple cracked bones, including his ankle, left elbow, nose, and several ribs. A gruesome slash oozed blood above his left eye, and his shattered left hip socket and pelvis shot waves of pain throughout his body. With the bulkhead and a gas tank resting inches from his head, and barely able to move his right leg even a few inches, Rickenbacker had survived the impact because he had immediately left his seat for the rear.

		Plane parts and shattered tree limbs littered the ground. Jesse S. Rosenfeld, who had been hurled from the plane, heard survivors inside the aircraft moan for assistance. “For God’s sake, help!”[3] A fully alert Rickenbacker, held in place by debris tossed about by the impact, covered in his own blood, and soaked from the gasoline dripping from the fuel tank, feared dying in an explosion if he could not extricate himself from the tangled mess.

		As freezing rain pelted him, Rickenbacker concluded he had no choice but to try to free himself from the metal that tightly encased him. “What the hell,” he said later. “If you have to die, you might as well die trying to get out as laying there and letting the thing happen.”[4] He twisted his body and forced himself upward a few inches, but a jagged piece of aluminum directly above sliced into his face and popped the left eyeball out of its socket, leaving it dangling on his cheek. Rickenbacker tried again, but slumped back when he cracked more ribs, which produced a sound that reminded him of popcorn popping. He now had no choice but to lie in the debris, accept his pain, and hope that someone came to his rescue before the plane exploded and fires engulfed him.

		Despite his own precarious condition, Rickenbacker shouted encouragement to others, and even apologized on behalf of his airline. “I’m sorry this happened to you boys,” he kept repeating. When one of the passengers who had exited the plane suggested that they should build a fire to ward off the cold, Rickenbacker, aware of the fuel gushing out of the damaged aircraft, shouted, “No! Don’t light a match. You’ll set the gasoline on fire. For God’s sake, don’t light a match!” He added, “Just sit tight and wait. Somebody will come and get us.”[5]

		Philip Brady, a mechanical engineer from New York en route to the Canal Zone, could hardly believe that anyone, especially the horribly injured Rickenbacker, could have maintained his composure throughout the ordeal. “Rickenbacker was swell,” Brady said. “As long as he was conscious, he kept calling out to us to be careful. He was cool throughout.”[6]

		Some of the other survivors tried to locate help. N. Hansell of the Bronx, New York, stumbled from the wreckage and wandered around until he encountered a dog. As dawn approached, he followed the animal to a home belonging to farmer J. T. Lee, who called the airport. Jesse Rosenfeld also staggered through muddy woods until he reached a home belonging to a second farmer, who took him to a nearby telephone.

		“You’ll Have to Shoot Me to Get Rid of Me”

		Unaware of the drama to their north, Eastern Air Lines and airport officials worried when they were unable to make contact with the aircraft. Shortly after midnight, the officials called for ambulances. Bishop Simpson, one of Eastern’s airport mechanics, and fifteen other workers divided the area around Jonesboro into five sections and organized a comprehensive search of the terrain. For more than six hours, in rain, fog, and sleet, they slipped on treacherous ground and stared into a darkness illuminated only a few feet at a time by their flashlights. The men talked to area farmers to see if they had heard or seen something. At one point, they came within 300 yards of the plane without spotting it, due to the thick vegetation and fog.

		Atlanta newspaper reporter William Key wrote of the rescue party’s frustrations and concluded that the men staged as thorough a search as possible “over country at its worst with rain making the roads and the fields slithering masses of red clay. Through the night, men from Candler Field, from police departments, from nearby farms, and from Jonesboro and Morrow sought to blanket the territory in which the ship was believed to have fallen.”[7]

		Near dawn, they finally stumbled onto the outer edges of the crash site. For 400 yards, rent trees with their tops shorn off pointed to an isolated spot tucked into dense foliage and deep ravines 700 yards off a dirt road. “Large trees were flattened and broken,” wrote one of Atlanta’s premier reporters, Ralph McGill. “The sylvan dell had become a coldly stark and bloody hell.” Bodies of the dead and injured
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		“No. Keep That Yourself.”
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		“Take That Medal Out and Put It in Your Hand”
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		“Someday You’ll Pray for Help”
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