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For Mom, Dad, 
and that great solo flier 
Grandma





  If you will tell me why, or how, people fall in love, I will tell you why, or how, I happened to take up aviation.




  – louise thaden, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, 1930




There is video content at this location that is not currently supported on your device. Please visit the author’s website, www.keithob.com, to watch the video on your computer.

In the 1920s and 30s, a group of female pilots set out to shatter the ultimate glass ceiling. View the video above to see footage of the remarkable women in action. (1:43)


Introduction

IN 1926, THERE were countless ways to die in an airplane. Propeller blades snapped and broke, and planes went down. Wings failed, folding backward or tearing away completely. Control sticks got stuck, sending airships hurtling toward crowds or hangars. And all too often, engines just stopped in midflight, forcing pilots to scan the ground below for a farmer’s field or a cow pasture—anyplace where they might land in a hurry. “In such a crisis, there is no time to think,” said one early pilot. “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. Storms, squalls, rain, snow, and fog made flying almost impossible. In open-cockpit planes, raindrops felt to pilots like little bullets hurled at their faces at a hundred miles an hour. Goggles fogged up, paper maps blew away in the wind, and aviators became disoriented. A pilot, in moments like these, was instructed to find railroad tracks on the ground—“the only discriminable object in an absolute gray of land and sky”—and follow them. By doing so, a lost flier could find the nearest town. But flying at a hundred and twenty miles an hour just fifty feet off the tracks was treacherous too. In one such case, a pilot plowed his plane into a mountainside when the railroad entered a tunnel. Worse still, pilots could do everything right—navigate through the fog, dodge the mountains, survive emergency landings—and still lose, for reasons out of their control. In the 1920s, plane builders typically used wood to construct their machines, then stretched linen over the wings, like pillowcases, and pulled the thin fabric tight around the spruce spars. These lightweight materials, covered in a protective lacquer, helped make flying possible. But the wood could rot and the fabric could tear, dooming even the best fliers. As one aviation manual pointed out, “Many pilots have been killed in wood fuselage ships.”

Crashes in 1926 killed or injured 240 people—a small but significant number, given that the vast majority of Americans never flew and that the government couldn’t be sure that it was counting every accident. Federal agents gathered their figures not from official calculations but, often, from newspaper reports. Plane manufacturers had no required regulations—and instructors, no required training. Flying, one pilot noted, “is no place for slovenly methods or ideas.” And yet, more than two decades after the Wright brothers first flew at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, the slovenly climbed into cockpits every day, frightening the public and, at times, even themselves. “Would you ride in a lot of planes you know or with some of the pilots you know?” one man asked his fellow pilots at the time. “You know you would not.” It was too dangerous. Even the so-called aviation experts were often unable to explain what caused planes to crash. Investigator: “Plane went into ground, nose first, causing complete wreck, so that it is hard to really tell what happened.” Investigator: “The reason for failure is hard to ascertain.” Investigator: “Completely destroyed by fire.”

By the mid-1920s, the fledgling aircraft industry, eager to prove planes were safe, latched on to one idea capable of creating positive news coverage, marketable heroes, and excitement all at once: plane racing. Small affairs at first, the events quickly grew until pilots were competing against one another for headlines, fame, and the equivalent today of millions of dollars in what became known as the National Air Races. Soon, air-minded Americans weren’t just reading about their favorite pilots darting across the ocean; they were watching them whip their planes around fifty-foot-tall pylons at these races or hearing them scream across the country in one race in particular: the greatest test of speed, strength, and skill financed by important men with large egos, the Bendix Trophy race. “It has become,” one pilot said of the Bendix, “one of our national institutions, like the World Series.”

These races were often fatal for pilots. Too risky for discerning men and, according to many men and the media, no place at all for women. In the late 1920s, newspapers and magazines routinely 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 outlandish. But they were all too typical of the age. American women had earned the right to vote only a few years earlier and laws still forbade them to serve on juries, drive taxicabs, or work night shifts. It is not surprising, then, that the few women who dared to enter the elite, male-dominated aviation fraternity endured a storm of criticism and insults. They weren’t aviators, as far as the men were concerned. They were petticoat pilots, 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 pigeonholed, mocked, or excluded. Instead, they united to fight the men in a singular moment in American history, when air races in open-cockpit planes attracted bigger crowds than Opening Day at Yankee Stadium and an entire Sunday of NFL games—combined. These were no “sweethearts,” no “ladybirds.” If the women aviators had to have a name, they were fly girls—a term used in the 1920s to describe female pilots and, more broadly, young women who refused to live by the old rules, appearing bold and almost dangerous as a result. As one newspaper put it in the mid-1920s, “The people are exhorted to swat the fly, but it is safer to keep your hands off the fly girl.”

It’s a story that plays out over one tumultuous decade when gender roles were shifting, cultural norms were evolving, and the Great Depression had people questioning almost everything in America. At the beginning, in 1927, even independent women interested in aviation would think of themselves as mere cargo to be ferried from point to point. At the end, just a few years later, women would compete head to head against men in that great transcontinental race for the Bendix Trophy. A woman, many believed, could never beat a man in such a competition. 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, divorcées and heiresses, 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 lost soul living with her mother on the outskirts of Boston and desperate for a way out; Ruth Nichols, a daughter of Wall Street wealth in New York, hungry to make a name of her own; Louise McPhetridge Thaden, a small-town dreamer from rural Arkansas who wanted it all—a job, a family, fame—but in the end would have to make a difficult choice; and Florence Klingensmith, a young pilot from the northern plains whose great gamble in the sky would alter history on the ground.

In the decades to follow, only one of these five women 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, racing across the ocean or across the country, 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 of robin’s-egg blue and pale orchid, scarlet red and gleaming white, purple and cream and cobalt and silver, and racing—an impossible tale playing out in a deadly sky in an unforgiving time.

It began on the Kansas prairie, with a hard wind blowing.


Part One


1

The Miracle of Wichita

THE COAL PEDDLERS west of town, on the banks of the Arkansas River, took note of the new saleswoman from the moment she appeared outside the plate-glass window. It was hard not to notice Louise McPhetridge.

She was young, tall, and slender, with distinct features that made her memorable if not beautiful. She had a tangle of brown hair, high cheekbones, deep blue eyes, thin lips programmed to smirk, and surprising height for a woman. At five foot eight and a quarter inches—she took pride in that quarter inch—McPhetridge was usually the tallest woman in the room and sometimes taller than the cowboys, drifters, cattlemen, and businessmen she passed on the sidewalks of Wichita, Kansas.

But it wasn’t just how she looked that made her remarkable to the men selling coal near the river; it was the way she talked. McPhetridge was educated. She’d had a couple years of college and 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, 250 miles east, raised in tiny Bentonville, and different from most women in at least one other way: Louise was boyish. That’s how her mother put it. Her daughter, she told others, “was a follower of boyish pursuits”—and that wasn’t meant as a compliment. It was, for the McPhetridges, cruel irony.

Louise’s parents, Roy and Edna, had wanted a boy from the beginning. They prayed on it, making clear their desires before the Lord, and they believed their faith would be rewarded. “Somehow,” her mother said, “we were sure our prayers would be answered.” The McPhetridges had even chosen a boy’s name for the baby. And then they got Louise.

Edna could doll her daughter up in white dresses as much as she wanted; Louise would inevitably find a way to slip into pants or overalls and scramble outside to get dirty. She rounded up stray dogs. She tinkered with the engine of her father’s car, and sometimes she joined him on his trips selling Mentholatum products across the plains and rural South, work that had finally landed the McPhetridges here in Wichita in the summer of 1925 and placed Louise outside the coal company near the river.

It was a hard time to be a woman looking for work, with men doing almost all the hiring and setting all the standards. Even for menial jobs, like selling toiletries or cleaning houses, employers in Wichita advertised that they wanted “attractive girls” with pleasing personalities and good complexions. “Write, stating age, height, weight and where last employed.” The man who owned the coal company had different standards, however. Jack Turner had come from England around the turn of the century with nothing but a change of clothes and seven dollars in his pocket. He quickly lost the money. But Turner, bookish and bespectacled in round glasses, made it back over time by investing in horses and real estate and the city he came to love. “Wichita,” he said, “is destined to become a metropolis of the plains.”

By 1925, people went to him for just about everything: hay, alfalfa, bricks, stove wood, and advice. While others were still debating the worth of female employees, Turner argued as early as 1922 that workers should be paid what they were worth, no matter their gender. He predicted a future where men and women would be paid equally, based on skill—where they would demand such a thing, in fact. And with his worldly experience, Turner weighed in on everything from war to politics. But he was known, most of all, for coal. “Everything in Coal,” his advertisements declared. In winter, when the stiff prairie winds howled across the barren landscape, the people of Wichita came to Turner for coal. In summer, they did too. It was never too early to begin stockpiling that vital fuel, he argued. “Coal Is Scarce,” Turner told customers in his ads. “Fill Your Coal Bin Now.”


He hired Louise McPhetridge not long after she arrived in town, and she was thankful for the work. For a while, McPhetridge, just nineteen, was able to stay focused on her job, selling the coal, selling fuel. But by the following summer, her mind was wandering, following Turner out the door, down the street, and into a brick building nearby, just half a block away. The sign outside was impossible to miss. TRAVEL AIR AIRPLANE MFG. CO., it said. AERIAL TRANSPORTATION TO ALL POINTS. It was a humble place, squat and small, but the name, Travel Air, was almost magical, and the executive toiling away on the factory floor inside was the most unusual sort.

He was a pilot.

 

WALTER BEECH WAS just thirty-five that summer, but already he was losing his hair. His long, oval face was weathered from too much time spent in an open cockpit, baking in the prairie sun, and his years of hard living in a boarding house on South Water Street were beginning to show. He smoked. He drank. He flew. On weekends, he attended fights and wrestling matches at the Forum downtown. In the smoky crowd, shoulder to shoulder with mechanics and leather workers, there was the aviator Walter Beech, a long way from his native Tennessee but in Kansas for good. “I want to stay in Wichita,” he told people, “if Wichita wants me to stay.”

The reason was strictly professional. In town, there were two airplane factories, and Beech was the exact kind of employee they were looking to hire. He had learned all about engines while flying for the US Army in Texas. If Beech pronounced a plane safe, anyone would fly it. Better still, he’d fly it himself, working with zeal; “untiring zeal,” one colleague said. And thanks to these skills—a unique combination of flying experience, stunting talent, and personal drive—Beech had managed to move up to vice president and general manager at Travel Air. He worked not only for Turner but for a man named Clyde Cessna, and Beech’s job was mostly just to fly. He was supposed to sell Travel Air ships by winning races, especially the 1926 Ford Reliability Tour, a twenty-six-hundred-mile contest featuring twenty-five pilots flying to fourteen cities across the Midwest, with all of Wichita watching. “Now—right now—is Wichita’s chance,” one newspaper declared on the eve of the race. “Neglected, it will not come again—forever.”


Beech, flying with a young navigator known as Brice “Goldy” Goldsborough, felt a similar urgency. The company had invested $12,000 in the Travel Air plane he was flying, a massive amount, equivalent to roughly $160,000 today. If he failed in the reliability race—if he lost or, worse, crashed—he would have to answer to Cessna and Turner, and he knew there were plenty of ways to fail. “A loose nut,” he said, “or a similar seemingly inconsequential thing has lost many a race.” And so he awoke early the day the contest began and went to the airfield in Detroit. Observers would have seen a quiet shadow near the starting line checking every bolt, instrument, and, of course, the engine: a $5,700 contraption, nearly half the price of the expensive plane.

“Don’t save this motor,” the engine man advised Beech before he took off on the first leg of the journey, urging him to open it up. “Let’s win the race.”

Beech pushed the throttle as far as it would go. He was first into Kal­amazoo, first into Chicago. With Goldsborough’s help, he flew without hesitation into the fog around St. Paul, coming so close to the ground and the lakes below that journalists reported that fish leaped out of the water at Beech’s plane. While some pilots got lost or waited out the weather in Milwaukee, Beech won again, defeating the field by more than twenty minutes. He prevailed as well in Des Moines and Lincoln and, finally, the midway point in the race, Wichita, winning that leg by almost seven minutes despite a leaking carburetor.

“It’s certainly good to be back home again,” Beech said to 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 gold-plated key to the city. And six days later, back in Detroit, in front of a much bigger crowd of thirty thousand people, race officials gave Beech the Edsel B. Ford trophy and a check for $2,500. He and the other pilots had covered a total of sixty-one thousand miles, flying on despite eight accidents, twelve forced landings, and one fatality, when a taxiing plane hit a man on the ground, shredding his body with its propeller. Six planes didn’t finish, and two had to be shipped home in boxcars, unable to fly anywhere anymore. But if the point of the Ford tour was reliability, Travel Air, with Beech at the controls, had proven something. The phone back in Kansas began ringing with plane orders—and praise for one man. “Walter Beach,” full-page ads declared, misspelling the name of the new hero, “Wichita’s Own.”

At the Hotel Broadview downtown, the city’s elite honored Beech that September with speeches and toasts. Jack Turner presented him with a fur-lined flying suit, and the publisher of the Wichita Eagle compared him to Christopher Columbus. But Beech deflected the attention to his navigator Goldsborough, to their moneyed backers, and to all the hard-working men of the boarding houses on South Water Street.

“Let us consider,” Beech 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.”

 

MCPHETRIDGE KNEW SHE was shirking her work, shorting Turner with her lack of coal sales. But she couldn’t help it. Day after day, she drifted to the Travel Air hangar in the tall grass east of town, sticking out amid the grease-stained mechanics, fuel men, and pilots but feeling at home among them. As a girl back in Bentonville, she had longed to accomplish 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. In Bentonville, townspeople liked to turn out for funeral processions, watching the deceased clatter by in a casket pulled by a horse-drawn cart. Once, to impress the other children, Louise accepted a dare to run along behind the procession, climb aboard the moving cart, and hang upside down by her knees near the casket as it rolled down the road. It was a trick that the kids in town thought impossible until Louise finally did it, earning the wrath of her parents and the admiration of her peers.

Now, lingering at the airfield in Wichita, McPhetridge was flirting with trouble yet again. It was only a matter of time before her boss Jack Turner found her there when she should have been selling coal. McPhetridge expected to get fired when it finally happened. Instead, she got a phone call from Walter Beech himself.

He and Turner had a proposition for her, a different job. They wanted her to work for Travel Air’s new West Coast distributor, D. C. Warren. With a young woman at Warren’s side—especially a tall, blue-eyed woman like McPhetridge—reporters were sure to pay attention to Travel Air.

“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 had long known that their daughter was unusual, a challenge. Her mother had even accepted the fact that Louise would never be a traditional woman, but was destined to work. “In competition with men,” her mother predicted.

But this was too much, even for them.

“Oh, Louise,” her mother said, disapproving. Her father wasn’t pleased either. He considered calling Beech to officially state his opposition to his daughter’s taking this job and perhaps to her flying anywhere, with any man, ever. But Louise talked him 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 flat and unfulfilling 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.
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Devotedly, Ruth

ACROSS THE CONTINENT from McPhetridge in California, another young woman pondered 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. It was about twenty miles north of midtown Manhattan, in quiet Westchester County, nestled near the ocean on the Connecticut border, and visitors summoned to the house couldn’t miss it—all three stories of it—with its sprawling property and servants’ quarters.

But inside, the house was dark and scary for children. Dead animals mounted on the wall stared down on the formal proceedings. A massive grandfather clock ticked away, tolling morosely on the hour. In the dining room, proper manners were to be observed 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 banished 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 well. She was to cut short her education—no college for Nichols—to make sure that happened. And like any girl raised in New York and steeped in old money in the 1920s, Nichols understood the deal. From a young age, she knew that one day she would make her debut, and all the papers would cover it in their society pages. Then her parents would find her a husband and plan a wedding, and all the papers would cover that too. It didn’t matter if she wanted to resist. Her parents had a plan for Ruth, and she felt compelled to follow it to please her parents—especially Father.

Ruth simply couldn’t disappoint “Daddykins,” as she called him. Or “Motherkins,” a practicing Quaker devoted to God, her husband, and Ruth. “My precious Ruthie,” she called her, “the blessedest girl.” “Thee mustn’t worry, dear. Just trust our Heavenly Father.” And yet, Nichols was worried, increasingly burdened with anxiety and guilt and an important question: “Did I have a right to live my own life?” Shortly after her eighteenth birthday, in early 1919, she got a taste of what that might feel like.

A flier named Eddie Stinson from Detroit was in Atlantic City giving rides, and Ruth’s father wanted her to have one. He paid ten dollars for the privilege and put his daughter on board Stinson’s open-cockpit JN-4, a primitive, single-prop biplane of Great War vintage that pilots called a Jenny. Every fiber in Nichols’s body told her not to fly. She had never even ridden a roller coaster, much less a Jenny capable of flying about seventy-five miles an hour. But Nichols refused to reveal her panic to Father. Instead, she stood next to Stinson and smiled. There was Nichols, five foot five and blue-eyed, all dimples and plump cheeks, wearing goggles, a helmet pressed down over her brown hair, and a leather coat two sizes too big.

The plane took off and soon Stinson began to laugh. He wasn’t going to just fly; he performed a loop, flipping the Jenny upside down to impress his passenger. Nichols—eyes shut, stomach churning—was not amused. But she survived the flight, and by the end of it, inexplicably, 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, forsaking marriage in favor of a different path: an education at Wellesley College, an elite school for women near Boston. “College life,” she told her mother, writing home that fall, “is simply great!” There were masquerades to attend and student government meetings too. There were lazy days spent swimming at a nearby lake and joyful nights singing school songs in the moonlight. Nichols competed in wheelbarrow races and late-night games of charades that devolved into noisy squabbles. She learned lessons that had nothing to do with her assignments and she also took part in the time-honored college tradition of sleeping late on weekend mornings. “So late, in fact,” she told her mother once, “that our dining room was closed.” Unable to get breakfast with the other students, Nichols was forced to make a meal out of what she had on hand in her room—ice cream and cookies. A decadent treat, true college living, 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 sophomore year at Wellesley, her mother and father pressured her to walk away from school. The offer: a winter in Miami. The goal: “to become a lady.” And 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, so she approached a well-known instructor in South Florida named Harry Rogers.

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

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

It was the sort of money that made learning to fly impossible for most people. But not for the daughter of Erickson Nichols. Ruth was almost twenty-one now and had a bank account flush with her father’s money. She agreed on the spot to pay Rogers five hundred dollars for his services—a snap decision that surely got the attention of the young pilot, a machinist’s son, with his flight school on the water.

Wellesley College, it was not. In the lessons, Rogers cursed at her, yelled. Their discussions were more like shouting matches, only it wasn’t a match; Rogers was winning. “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.”

Nichols weathered his abusive lessons with Junior League grace, kissing her instructor on the neck after she soloed for the first time.

“I’m a flier now, Harry!” she said.

“A flier, my eye,” Rogers replied. “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 a luxury liner that was attempting to become the largest ship ever to circle the earth. Nichols was thrilled with the pioneering spirit of the trip, with her fine stateroom, and with the fact that the numbers were in her favor. There were many single men on board and only about half a dozen young women. “Allowing,” Nichols said, “more men per person.”

But soon she was at odds with herself, waffling between two poles: her parents’ world in Rye and the world she wanted to create; the life of a society girl and the life of a pilot; 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 plane.

There was just one woman she’d have to beat.
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Real and Natural, Every Inch

AMELIA EARHART ENTERED the office on Boylston Street in Boston seeking guidance. She didn’t like asking for help. Public confessions of weakness—or failures of any kind—weren’t her thing. But by August 1926, there was no escaping the reality anymore: Earhart was adrift.

A lifelong nomad—attending six high schools and living in five states before the age of eighteen—Earhart had finally managed to get herself lost. She was staying with her mother and younger sister, not in Boston but five miles north, in Medford, a middle-class city of clerks, electricians, and office workers on the banks of the Mystic River. Her father was a continent away in California, possibly drinking too much again. The drinking had helped ruin her parents’ marriage, this time most likely for good. Her own relationship with a bookish engineer wasn’t exactly a raging love affair. And Earhart, once filled with ambitious dreams—she was going to be a doctor, an engineer, a poet—had little to show for her life. She was twenty-nine years old and unmarried with a résumé as thin as her past was scattered.

Earhart had worked for a while as a nurse’s aide in a military hospital; had tinkered with photography, then dropped it; had toiled as a telephone-company staffer, then moved; had driven a truck for a spell, delivering sand and gravel; and had briefly attended classes at Columbia University in New York—twice—dropping out each time for personal reasons. Life seemed to be pulling her away, pulling her to Medford.


The house there was on Brooks Street, not far from the river at the top of a hill. And though it wasn’t the life she wanted, it certainly could have been worse. Earhart got a job as a tutor, and she was good at the work. She had always loved words, writing poetry under the nom de plume Emil Harte, and she at least had the means to escape Medford every now and then. Earhart had a car, a yellow open-top roadster, that she was known to drive fast on the streets around Boston, so fast that friends named the car the Yellow Peril.

Still, for Earhart, it was a difficult time. She kept a scrapbook filled with clippings about female achievers making news; she cut out the stories and pasted them on the pages as motivation, perhaps, or proof that anything was possible. Headline: “Woman Wants to Be a Skipper.” Headline: “First Woman Named Court Commissioner.” Headline: “Modern Woman Again Breaks Tradition.” Yet here she was in 1926, roughly as successful as her poet alter ego Emil Harte—a nobody. She couldn’t attend college, “owing,” she told a friend, “to financial difficulties.” And the tutoring work ended too soon, like all the other jobs she’d had before it. If there was a time to ask for help, it was probably now—a fact that even the independent Earhart surely understood. On August 18, 1926, she turned up on Boylston Street in Boston’s Back Bay to register at the Women’s Educational and Industrial Union, an employment bureau run by women, for women.

She was case no. 49166—just another applicant 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 embellished her education, adding three semesters to her time at Columbia and making it appear as if she had attended just one high school—Hyde Park High in Chicago—for four years. She fudged her background too. She wasn’t a relatively inexperienced tutor with limited work around Boston. Instead, she boasted, “I have had five years of tutoring experience, as well as class work.”

Earhart was reframing the story to her liking, sanding off the jagged edges of her imperfect world. But even she was realistic about her job prospects. Gone were the dreams of medicine and engineering. Instead, Earhart told the WEIU, she would be happy to find work as a hostess, an English teacher, or “anything connected with an aeronautical concern.”

The screener at the WEIU was impressed with the woman sitting there. Earhart was five foot eight with dark blond hair, gray eyes, and a voice that was both thin and strong, wobbly and direct, and, either way, dignified. She was well read and articulate, and the WEIU screener noted both characteristics, scribbling comments about Earhart in thick black ink in the margins of 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. On an application filled with lies, this detail about flying was by far the most unbelievable.

And it was true.

 

THE FIRST TIME Earhart tried to fly, the military wouldn’t let her. It was during the war, and she was a nurse’s aide at a hospital in Toronto, not a soldier. The second time she tried to fly, she had just moved to Los Angeles with her parents, and a pilot agreed to take her up for a fee—a short ride made possible by her father. The third time, in early January 1921, would be different. 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—her directness, her scholarly demeanor, how she carried herself, sitting up straight in the cockpit, how she walked around the field with a book tucked under her arm, and how she wore her hair. Quietly, at home, Earhart had been cutting off her hair one inch at a time so that her mother wouldn’t notice the gradual change to a bobbed haircut.

The two were almost the same age. Both originally hailed from the Midwest—Earhart from Kansas, Snook from Illinois—and each felt alone in California. Earhart was still shaking off the failure of having left Columbia the first time and getting used to life in the family’s new house on Fourth Street in the city. Her father, for the moment, wasn’t drinking—a miracle that Earhart credited to the Christian Science church he was attending. But she couldn’t be sure how long that would last. And money was tight enough for the Earharts that they were taking in boarders to help cover expenses. Earhart didn’t even have the money to pay Snook at first. Snook agreed to teach Earhart on credit, accepting Liberty bonds for her services. But Earhart realized right away that lessons wouldn’t be enough. She needed a plane of her own. “I want to fly,” she declared, “whenever I can.”

To do it, Earhart was willing to make what was, for her, the ultimate sacrifice: she took a boring office job, opening, sorting, and filing letters in a mailroom. “Unskilled labor,” Earhart said. Then she turned to her family for help, asking her sister, Muriel, if she owned anything that Amelia could sell or if she could part with any money. Her mother, possibly sensing her daughter’s earnest desperation, finally stepped in to assist. Pooling together Amelia’s savings, her mailroom wages, some money from her sister, and a small inheritance Amelia’s mother had recently received, they amassed 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. The Airster was smaller, lighter, and faster than Snook’s hulking airship, a real step up. But Snook didn’t see it that way. “All in all,” Earhart’s instructor noted, “it was not a plane for a beginner.”

Twice, she and Earhart crashed it. Once, the cause was a lack of gasoline, human error. Another time, they crashed on takeoff when a troubled cylinder slowed their ascent. This left Earhart with two choices: nose the plane down to gain speed and slam into a line of eucalyptus trees at the edge of the airfield, or pull up, lose airspeed, and plummet to the ground. Earhart chose the latter—“I would have done the same,” Snook said later—and down went the plane, smashing the propeller and landing gear but not injuring the two women. Earhart had thought to cut off the ignition switch before impact, reducing the chance of an explosion. She’d also apparently thought to bring 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 as she sat in the cockpit of the busted Airster, “when the reporters come.”

The reporters were coming. The West Coast aviation press soon took note of Amelia Earhart, who was not just flitting around on weekends but participating in air rodeos and briefly setting a female altitude record, flying over fourteen thousand feet. Just as notable, as far as her sister was concerned, Earhart was, apparently, falling in love—with Sam Chapman, one of the boarders in the Earharts’ home. He was tall, redheaded, and, above all, it seemed, understanding. Chapman was content to stay quiet while Earhart spoke to reporters and made at least one bold prediction. 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 full-page Kinner ads in Los Angeles, capitalizing on Earhart’s growing name recognition. “Read what Miss Earhart has to say after flying a KINNER AIRSTER.”

They weren’t reading about it for long. Almost as quickly as Earhart made headlines in California, she disappeared. By 1924, she was drifting again. Her parents’ marriage was over and Earhart was headed back east, but not in her plane. She was going by car, in her open-top roadster, the Yellow Peril. Her plane had been sold, and what little fame Earhart had managed to garner flying it around Los Angeles was gone too. All she had left from her time in California was Chapman, her boyfriend, who was from Massachusetts and also moving back east. They were engaged now—that’s how Chapman described their relationship to others, anyway. Engaged and sure to marry. “In the near future,” he vowed. Because they were happy. “Happy indeed,” Chapman declared, telling others that the pair enjoyed quiet strolls and long talks. He was thirty years old by then and quite possibly the most patient man in New England. While Earhart stewed in Medford, Chapman lived at home with his mother in seaside Marblehead, twenty miles away, biding his time and working at Edison Electric. The Edison building in Boston was on Boylston Street, just blocks from the WEIU employment bureau; so close, in fact, that Earhart would have nearly passed Chapman’s employer on her visit there—a reminder, surely, that there was an easier path for her if she wanted it.

She could marry Chapman; he was waiting, offering stability and security. Life in Marblehead, with its sea breezes, had to be better than her purgatory in Medford. Chapman also seemed to understand that Earhart was different from other women. “Real and natural,” he thought, “every inch.” But Chapman’s letter of recommendation to the WEIU was decidedly less passionate about the woman he called his fiancée, reflecting something about the man or about the couple. “Miss Amelia M. Earhart,” he wrote, “is all right.”

There would be no marriage anytime soon. Earhart was going to work, hoping for aviation but getting something else instead. The union placed her at Denison House, a settlement home in Boston’s Chinatown that focused on helping immigrants acclimate to life in America. Given her lack of education and experience, Earhart had the best possible job a woman like her could reasonably hope to get. She was a social worker.

Outside Denison House, the tangled streets of Chinatown bustled with life and noise. The neighborhood was filled with Chinese-goods stores and Syrian restaurants, Oriental-rug dealers hawking 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 admitted to a friend, “I think I’ll never go back.”
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The Fortune of the Air

GENTLEMEN,” THE DARE began in a public letter dated May 22, 1919. “As a stimulus to the courageous aviators, I desire to offer, through the auspices and regulations of the Aero Club of America, 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, all other details in your care.” It was signed “Yours very sincerely, Raymond Orteig.”

He was forty-nine, a Frenchman by birth and a gourmet with a love of fine wine and big hotels. Orteig owned two of them in New York City, mingling with ease among a high-class clientele who enjoyed his company and his French accent. But he was also at home among aviators, the young fliers who sometimes stayed at his properties, especially during the war. And more than any other single factor, perhaps, his dare—the Orteig Prize—sparked air fever and the aerial competitions that would come to consume Americans during the next decade.

Orteig himself appeared to have little in common with the dashing airmen that typically made the newspaper. He was short and stocky, bald on top and gray everywhere else, peering out on the world with eyes that were at once dark and joyful. But the refined Frenchman never forgot his humble beginnings. He was a shepherd’s son, raised in a small town in the Pyrenees, near the Spanish border. More important, perhaps, he was an immigrant. At the age of twelve, he came by ship to the United States because it was his best hope of a good life. Go to America, his grandmother had told him, bidding the child farewell. “And see what you can do.”

Orteig arrived in New York with just a few francs in his pocket and fell in with other French immigrants, getting a job at a restaurant and working his way up from busboy to waiter to general manager to, finally, owner. By 1902, just twenty years after coming to America, Orteig owned both the Hotel Lafayette on Ninth Street and the Brevoort Hotel on Fifth Avenue, serving guests at marble-topped tables in his cafés, on his terraces, and in his bars, where, for a long time, women were not permitted. The hotels felt, to Americans, anyway, like Paris—in part because of all the wine Orteig served, even after Prohibition laws took effect in 1920. It was a party, and one that could not last. In 1926, lawmen cracked down on Orteig, sending undercover agents into his hotels to buy alcohol and then padlocking the doors of the Brevoort’s main dining room, hurting business.

But Orteig assured the Aero Club of America that he was still good for the twenty-five grand that he had pledged for a successful transatlantic crossing. He offered a bank guarantee to prove it. And in late 1926, just as the shuttered dining room at Orteig’s hotel was reopening, pilots—long wary of ocean flying—finally felt confident enough in their little airships to attempt the thirty-six-hundred mile journey for the Orteig Prize. By accident, almost, the Frenchman’s money was about to start a race that would forever shrink the world, ending lives and launching careers, inspiring countless men to fly and encouraging a few women too. “This flight,” said former war pilot Harold Hartney, “will be one of the greatest feats ever performed by an airplane—if it succeeds.”

 

SUCCESS, EVERYONE KNEW, was unlikely at best. To fly across the ocean, a pilot needed a plane large enough to carry the necessary amount of fuel—up to seven tons—but still light enough to actually get airborne. If he miscalculated, the plane would barrel off the runway on takeoff, plowing into power lines, fences, or trees, and the people inside would die. “Dashed to pieces,” the New York Times put it, “and burned alive.” If he’d calculated correctly, the pilot had a new problem: navigating. Over land, he could use maps and landmarks to help reach his destination. Over water, he had to rely solely on a compass, adjusting for winds that might be blowing him off course. Or more difficult: he had to operate a sextant, which required sending a crew member out onto a wing or a special catwalk built onto the plane to get a clear reading. The pilot himself couldn’t leave the controls or even daydream for fear of losing airspeed, altitude, or both. Then, inevitably, darkness would set in—an all-consuming darkness, over a wide expanse of water—and the pilot would begin to get sleepy, listening to the steady lullaby of the engine and nothing else. No other sound.

“Every once in a while, I caught myself nodding,” admitted Ernie Smith, a pilot who was part of the ocean-hopping craze of the late 1920s and flew with a navigator from San Francisco to Hawaii. He found the task both stressful and dull. At times, he doubted that the instruments were working. Other times he focused too much on the instruments and nearly drifted off to sleep, sending his plane into a dive. Around dawn, somewhere over the Pacific Ocean, the aircraft’s engine began to sputter, having sprung a gas leak, the sort of problem bound to arise on a long, arduous flight. The men, still seven hundred miles from land, prepared to ditch into the ocean and probably die there. They released a crate of pigeons—their version of a flare. “No use drowning them,” Smith said. Then they prepared to pile into a rubber lifeboat, wondering if it would even float. It was only manual labor that saved them. By using a hand pump in the cockpit, Smith managed to squeeze just enough gas into the engine and will them closer to land. They crashed on an island thirty miles short of Honolulu, shaken but alive and proof of just how hard it was to fly across an ocean, especially the Atlantic. The pilots on this route chasing the Orteig Prize had to fly roughly twelve hundred miles farther than Smith did—more time for things to go wrong. And still, they went. René Fonck was first.

 

HE WAS A FRENCHMAN, like Orteig, with a record of shooting down 126 German planes during the Great War. For him, Fonck said, the trip wasn’t about money but something bigger: bringing France and the United States together. To that end, the debonair thirty-two-year-old ace would leave not from Paris but from New York’s premier airport: Roosevelt Field, twenty-five miles east of downtown Manhattan, on Long Island. Its clay runway was a hundred and fifty feet wide and more than a mile long, and Fonck would likely need every inch of the 5,580-foot strip to get his plane—a giant tri-motored S-35 Sikorsky—into the air.

On September 21, 1926, the great flier appeared at dawn at Roosevelt Field, looking dapper in a blue uniform and acknowledging the crowd of a thousand people lined up on both sides of the runway. Just before 6:30 a.m., he climbed aboard the large silver plane with his three crew members. He tested the Sikorsky’s engines, opening them up and letting them roar until the airship trembled and the crowd cheered. Finally, he accepted a last-minute gift of croissants, courtesy of Orteig. He jokingly tested their weight before placing them aboard the overloaded plane, and then, with a salute, he bade America adieu.

The Sikorsky—heavy with gas and weighing fourteen tons—lurched down the runway like an elephant with wings. It hit forty miles an hour, then sixty-five—then a problem. One of the wheels on the landing gear failed under the strain, breaking and slamming into the plane’s left rudder. Unable to stop, unable to take off, and now unable to steer, Fonck did everything he could to keep the wounded ship from barreling into the crowd. But there was no way to stop it from crashing. It skittered off the end of the runway, cartwheeled on its right wing into a small gully, and burst into a fireball, belching fifty-foot flames into the morning sky. Two crew members died in the inferno; two others escaped, including Fonck, who was small enough to push through a narrow hole in the busted plane, dodging the whirring propellers and the fire. It burned for more than an hour, consuming the Sikorsky, the bodies of the men, and the grass for fifty feet around the wreckage while Fonck watched, dazed and delirious, blood oozing from his forehead.

What happened, he said, could not have been helped—an assessment that aviation experts later confirmed. Fonck’s crash was “probably unavoidable,” they explained, “a typical sacrifice in the development of aviation.” The plane was too heavy and the wheel had failed.

“It is,” Fonck said, “the fortune of the air.”

He still wanted to try to cross the Atlantic, and others did too. But they did no better than the Frenchman. In April 1927, seven months after Fonck’s failure, two American transatlantic planes crashed in final test flights, injuring or killing the airmen on board. Then, in early May, it was France’s turn to fail, and it did—in a new and devastating way. French pilot Charles Nungesser had been superstitious about his transatlantic flight from the start. He didn’t want to give interviews about it. “Too much news,” he said, “will affect my luck.” He didn’t want to say anything, really. “That’s my idea of being careful.” He just wanted to work on his airship, check every inch of his thirty-two-foot biplane capable of landing on both land and water and known as L’Oiseau Blanc—the White Bird.

Nungesser had the fuselage adorned with his personal symbols: a skull and crossbones and a coffin flanked with candles, all in black. Because Nungesser wasn’t just any pilot; he was the Hussar of Death—that was the nickname he’d earned for his work killing Germans in the war. Shrapnel couldn’t hurt the Hussar. Bullets couldn’t either. Nun­gesser had been wounded and so had his navigator, François Coli. Coli wore a patch over one eye, but as a seaman’s son, he could still navigate better than most men. There was no question that they would bring Orteig’s prize back to France, where it belonged. “Warmest congratulations and expression of my admiration for your magnificent crossing of the Atlantic,” the French minister of war wrote to Nun­gesser and Coli—before they had even arrived in New York. “Your exploit marks an unforgettable date in the history of French aviation.”

On the morning of the departure, in Paris, with the crowd shouting “Bon voyage” in the predawn darkness and reporters pressing the airmen for last-minute information, ​Nungesser was calm and cool, acknowledging none of the hysteria. He just shrugged.

“We’ll see you soon,” he told the crowd.

He and Coli—working on just two hours of sleep—climbed into the cockpit and began shouting directives at the mechanics on the ground. Then the plane was moving, speeding down the runway, and struggling to get aloft, like the other transatlantic planes before it. Twice, the White Bird briefly took leave of the runway, jumping ten feet into the air. And twice it came back down again, heavy with fuel. By this time, the plane had traveled nearly three thousand feet, and it was closing in on trees and a stream. The crowd began to panic, shouting at Nungesser and pleading for him to make it.

Finally, he did. With just fifty feet of runway left, the White Bird limped into the gray light over Paris, three hundred feet in the air, then seven hundred, then twelve hundred, safe. After thirty minutes, Nungesser and Coli disengaged their landing gear and dropped it to the ground. They didn’t need wheels anymore. In New York, they would land in the harbor, at the feet of the Statue of Liberty, their country’s gift to America. A welcoming party, led by the mayor, was already waiting for them there with a detailed schedule for the heroic fliers. A tugboat would ferry them to Pier 57 on the Hudson River. There, they would board an ocean liner to dine and sleep off their fatigue in private staterooms. After that, they would make the rounds: banquets, theater engagements, teas, and a Friday-night celebration in the grand ballroom of the Hotel Astor. The ballroom was already booked. The invites had gone out, and more than a thousand people planned to attend. All the organizers needed to make it happen was Nungesser and Coli. The men were expected by late afternoon on Monday, some thirty hours after leaving Paris. And on the Battery, in New York City, people gathered, pressing against the wall by the water and scanning the horizon for a speck of white—the White Bird.

No plane.

Fog moved in, and rain. Still, the people stayed. By four o’clock that afternoon, ten thousand New Yorkers had gathered to witness the moment, and 250 police reserves worked overtime to control them. Some sky watchers bounced around on speedboats; others packed into pleasure steamers. A tugboat was chartered specifically for French officials and a second tugboat was waiting with Nungesser’s younger brother Robert on board and three doctors from Bellevue Hospital, just in case. There were fresh beds made up in the cabin to provide rest to the weary fliers and hot coffee brewing to warm them.

No plane.

By nightfall, the fog had lifted, the rain had stopped, and most of the people had left, giving up on the French fliers and moving on. But the welcoming party remained. Officials lit up the harbor with searchlights and beacons, straining to see a small light in the low clouds over the bay. If they arrived in the dark, Nungesser and Coli were to flash the plane’s light in a prearranged signal: long, then short, Morse code for N.

Still no plane.

Nungesser’s brother comforted himself with the notion that Charles must have landed early—in Newfoundland, perhaps—to escape bad weather. And back in Paris, his mother sought solace in prayer, climbing the great hill of Montmartre and holing up inside the Church of the Sacré-Coeur. “My prayers will save him,” she said. Both were wrong. Nungesser and Coli had vanished somewhere over the ocean. Exactly where or how or why, no one could ever say. Searchers never found the men or their famous plane. But reporters quickly found a new would-be transatlantic conqueror to shower with praise and glory. He had landed at Roosevelt Field in New York the very same week, a twenty-five-year-old airmail pilot from Minnesota: Charles Lindbergh.

 

RAYMOND ORTEIG WAS beginning to worry about the role his prize played in luring good men to their deaths. With each tragedy, he was forced to answer questions or release statements professing sadness: “I greatly deplore the unfortunate accident . . .” In the case of his missing countrymen Nungesser and Coli, Orteig had to do even more than that. The hotel owner, already on the hook for the $25,000, put up an additional $5,000 for anyone offering tips leading to their rescue or the discovery of their missing plane. There was little reason to believe Lindbergh’s effort would end any differently. Orteig had always imagined that the man who won his prize would have a crew, or at least a copilot, to help him. Yet here was Lindbergh, flying alone and traveling light.

“Are you only taking five sandwiches?” one reporter asked him.

“Yes,” Lindbergh said. “That’s enough. If I get to Paris, I won’t need any more. And if I don’t get to Paris, I won’t need any more, either.”

“No coffee?” another reporter asked.

Lindbergh—six foot three and thin enough to have earned the nickname Slim—just laughed. He didn’t drink alcohol. Didn’t smoke cigarettes. Didn’t chew tobacco. Coffee?

“No,” he replied. “I won’t need any.”

His plane, like Nungesser’s, had just one engine. Also alarming: it was smaller than the doomed White Bird, four feet shorter from nose to tail and two feet shorter across the wings. At least one prominent aviation engineer declared that the Spirit of St. Louis—built for Lindbergh with money donated by wealthy Missouri investors—was too small to succeed. Even Lindbergh joked that his plane was like a “death chamber.” “It’s a tight fit in this cockpit,” he said. Still, shortly after midnight on May 20, 1927, he made up his mind: he was going. Lindbergh left his room at the Garden City Hotel on Long Island, headed to the airfield in the dark, conducted his preflight preparations until dawn, and then folded his lanky frame into the plane’s small cockpit.

“Ready, Slim?” a mechanic asked.

“Ready,” Lindbergh replied.

It was misty and foggy at Roosevelt Field, raining off and on—questionable conditions, at best, for flying. Even taxiing down the runway was a problem. The wheels of Lindbergh’s tiny plane sank into the soft clay, slowing his progress. And the airship, carrying the heaviest load it had ever shouldered, labored to get into the sky, horrifying the five hundred people who’d gathered to watch. Lindbergh was running out of runway. He had to take off now or crash, like Fonck, into the fast-approaching gully at the end of the muddy strip. Running out of time and space, he slammed down the elevators on the tail, trying to pull the plane’s nose up. It lifted slightly, and the tail followed.

Lindbergh was aloft, though still not out of trouble. He was so low, maybe just fifty feet off the ground, that witnesses at the end of the runway could see his face through the cockpit glass—and they thought Lindbergh looked old, suddenly aged by worry. Pilots who were watching wondered if he might ditch. The plane was headed straight into a thicket of trees. But Lindbergh found a narrow break in the highest branches, guided his plane through the opening, cleared the treetops by just a few feet, and then disappeared, swallowed by the morning mist.

The takeoff was neither the safest nor the best. Across the ocean, Lloyd’s of London refused to place any odds on Lindbergh’s success after his inauspicious start. The famous insurance broker declared that the risk of failure was too great. The American public, weary of air dis­asters, was just as concerned. Desperate for news about Lindbergh, people jammed the switchboard at the New York Times with ten thousand phone calls that day, the highest volume the newspaper had ever recorded, while others observed moments of silence, praying for the American aviator. At a boxing match that night at Yankee Stadium, the fight emcee asked the typically raucous crowd to stand and honor Lindbergh, and forty thousand fight fans did just that, removing their hats and turning their faces to the night sky. At that moment, Lindbergh was hundreds of miles out to sea, needing all the prayers he could get.

But the American press had already written this story. Lindbergh’s takeoff wasn’t dubious; it was “daring” and “magnificent.” And young Lindbergh wasn’t reckless for having tried it. He was a “lion,” reporters wrote, who had temerity and a keen, thoughtful mind, with his eyes fastened on the goal, his jaw set, and his instincts true. “Defeat and death stared him in the face,” the New York Times wrote the morning after Lindbergh’s takeoff, “and he gazed at it unafraid.”

When he touched down at Le Bourget airfield thirty-three hours later, nothing could hold back the crowds surging forward to embrace Lindbergh. A hundred thousand Parisians knocked down iron barriers around the runway and pushed past soldiers armed with bayonets just to be near him. Back home, crowds gathered from Times Square in New York to Lindbergh’s hometown of Little Falls, Minnesota, tossing their hats into the air. Factory whistles shrieked and church bells rang; offices were closed and school was canceled. Lindbergh was paraded through four cities on two continents: Paris, Cherbourg, Washington, and New York. But realizing that this wasn’t enough—that people wanted more—a wealthy aviation enthusiast paid Lindbergh a small fortune, $50,000, to keep touring. In the summer and fall of 1927, he visited another ninety-two American cities in his famous plane for more parades, speeches, radio broadcasts, and galas.

The flier grew tired of all the attention—the “hokum,” Lindbergh called it once—criticizing the slow speeds of the parades, complaining about the gasoline fumes that made him nauseated, and sending out his new manager to run interference with the reporters who were chronicling his every gesture and analyzing his every word. “Awaiting,” one radioman said, “Lindbergh . . . Lindbergh is coming down the gangplank . . . Walking slowly . . . His hat in his hand, quiet and dignified . . . A darn nice boy.”

He had won Orteig’s prize and everything that came with it—the book deals, the movie offers, the lucrative sponsorships, and the adulation. But Raymond Orteig, the man behind it all, felt like a winner too.

“I feel a lot lighter,” the Frenchman said.

“Lighter by $25,000?” a friend joked.


Orteig shook him off. It wasn’t about the money. “Lighter in the heart,” he explained.

With Lindbergh’s success, Orteig felt as if a burden had been lifted. No one else would have to die trying to fly across the ocean to win his money. But Orteig and others hadn’t counted on the female pilots.

They would do it for free.
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