


 
 
 
 
Amelia Earhart
 
 
MARY LOVELL
 
 
Hachette Digital
www.littlebrown.co.uk




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

PREFACE

Introduction

 


BOOK ONE

CHAPTER 1 - 1897

CHAPTER 2 - 1897-1914

CHAPTER 3 - 1914-1920

CHAPTER 4 - 1920-1921

CHAPTER 5 - 1921-1927

 


BOOK TWO

CHAPTER 6 - 1887-1909

CHAPTER 7 - 1909-1915

CHAPTER 8 - 1915-1922

CHAPTER 9 - 1922-1928

CHAPTER 10 - 1928

 


BOOK THREE

CHAPTER 11 - 1928

CHAPTER 12 - 1928

CHAPTER 13 - 1928-1929

CHAPTER 14 - 1929-1931

CHAPTER 15 - 1931-1932

CHAPTER 16 - 1932-1933

CHAPTER 17 - 1933-1935

CHAPTER 18 - 1935-1937

CHAPTER 19 - 1937

CHAPTER 20 - 1937

CHAPTER 21 - 1937-1939

CHAPTER 22 - 1939-1950

APPENDIX 1

APPENDIX 2

APPENDIX 3

APPENDIX 4

NOTES AND SOURCES

BIBLIOGRAPHY

GLOSSARY

Acknowledgements

INDEX

THE MITFORD GIRLS

A RAGE TO LIVE

BESS OF HARDWICK

STRAIGHT ON TILL MORNING




Mary S. Lovell has written several major biographies, including  The Mitford Girls, Bess of Hardwick: First Lady of Chatsworth, A Rage to Live: A Biography of Richard and Isabel Burton, and Straight on Till Morning: The Life of Beryl Markham, all published by Abacus.

 

For further information on books by Mary S. Lovell, please visit her website at www.marylovell.com




Praise for Bess of Hardwick

‘Utterly absorbing . . . one of those biographies in which the reader really doesn’t want the subject to die’

Alexander Waugh, Independent on Sunday

 

‘The best account yet of this shrewd, enigmatic and remarkable woman’

Miranda Seymour, Sunday Times

 

Praise for The Mitford Girls

‘This is an excellent book - calm, dispassionate and respectful of its subjects’

Daily Telegraph

 

‘The remarkable Mitfords have inspired dozens of books but this may well be the best’

Independent on Sunday

 

‘A book that can be heartily recommended’

A. N. Wilson, New Statesman




Also by Mary S. Lovell

A Rage to Live: A Biography of Richard and Isabel Burton

The Mitford Girls: The Biography of an Extraordinary Family

Bess of Hardwick: First Lady of Chatsworth

Straight on Till Morning: The Life of Beryl Markham

Cast No Shadow: The Spy Who Changed the Course of

World War II

A Scandalous Life: The Biography of Jane Digby

The Splendid Outcast: The African Short Stories of

Beryl Markham




 
 
 
 
Amelia Earhart
 
 
MARY LOVELL
 
 
Hachette Digital
www.littlebrown.co.uk




This book is dedicated to the memory of JOHN A. BELCHER

 

‘He was a verray parfit gentil knight’

(The Canterbury Tales)




PREFACE

It is now more than fifty years since Amelia Earhart disappeared whilst attempting to be the first woman to fly around the world. In 1928 she had been the first woman to fly across the Atlantic and four years later became the first woman to fly it solo at a time when only one other person, Charles Lindbergh, had done so. Subsequently she performed any number of ‘firsts’ in aviation, many of which were also ‘first woman’ records.

What is it about Amelia Earhart that has kept her name alive? Charles Lindbergh achieved a similar lasting fame, but most of the other early aviators have - for the most part - been forgotten by all except aviation enthusiasts.

Amelia’s achievements were remarkable, but some of her reputation rests on the outstanding management skills of her husband, George Palmer Putnam. Putnam was a publicist of such ability that during her life Amelia’s name received almost constant media exposure. Indeed, my research indicates that it was largely due to his brilliant management of the name ‘Amelia Earhart’ that she is still remembered.

Much has already been written about Amelia Earhart. She herself wrote three books, mainly about her flying exploits. Her husband followed these with a biography shortly after her presumed death in 1937, and any number of books have been written since, theorising about what might have happened to Amelia when her plane failed to turn up at its destination on a small island in the Pacific Ocean. But why the abiding interest?

In effect I began to research Amelia’s story in 1962, not for a book but out of personal curiosity. I was then (Honorary) Secretary to the Los Angeles Chapter of the Antique Airplane Association, and it was in this connection that I met the famous Hollywood stunt pilot, Paul Mantz. It was common knowledge that Paul had been closely involved with Amelia in her later record-breaking flights. The aviation expert on Amelia’s team, he had been her co-pilot when she took part in the National Air Races, and was also a business partner in a Californian flying school. What Paul told me about his involvement with Amelia’s departure on her world-circling final flight precipitated my initial interest in her.

Amelia was very much on Paul’s mind at that time for he had recently been interviewed by CBS journalist, Fred Goerner. Goerner believed that Amelia had been on a spy mission for the United States government, using the round-the-world flight as a cover. Further he believed that Amelia had made a forced landing near a Japanese-mandated island in the Pacific Ocean, had been captured and had died in captivity.

Paul did not believe that Amelia had been a spy, but what he told me - and others - seemed equally interesting: that Amelia’s plane was not ready when she took off on that fatal flight and that he, Paul, anticipated at least another two days’ work. He was shocked, he said, to hear that she had gone without even saying goodbye to him. Later his enquiries led him to believe that George Putnam had pressured Amelia into leaving early because he had organised a huge civic welcome for her return to Los Angeles, timed for 4 July. If she delayed any longer, then allowing for contingency delays for weather conditions, spares or engineering faults, she could not make it back in time. Paul also claimed that Putnam used Amelia and her reputation, implying that Amelia was driven to exhaustion because of George’s manipulative methods.

This seemed an interesting and plausible story from a man I admired and respected and it never occurred to me to doubt it, or consider that it was simply one side of the story. I had no reason, either, to suspect that Paul Mantz and George Putnam had become enemies after Amelia’s disappearance, over a matter concerning her  estate. So when, early in 1987, I started full time research on Amelia Earhart for a commissioned biography, I was content to accept the story that George Putnam had used Amelia for his own ends. This has been written about by so many Earhart researchers that I had no cause to question its authenticity.

Gradually, though, as my research progressed, I realised that not only was George Putnam a fascinating person in his own right, but had it not been for him, Amelia would undoubtedly have dropped out of public awareness. Women fliers such as Ruth Law, Louise Thaden, Ruth Elder, Elinor Smith, Ruth Nichols, Katherine Stinson, Bobbi Trout and Phoebe Omlie, are remembered with respect by those interested in American civil aviation, but I suspect few others would recognise their names. Yet all these women were contemporaries of Amelia and all had to their credit great ‘firsts’ in aviation which at the time made headline news. Without George, Amelia probably would never have performed many of her record-breaking feats, and even if she had it is doubtful that this alone would have been sufficient to keep her name alive for fifty years.

What George did for Amelia’s career was threefold. First, he inspired and encouraged her; second, he worked on her behalf to publicise her name and reputation, creating openings for a financially viable career in aviation; third, he introduced her to a wide circle of powerful people and obtained the necessary financial backing for her record attempts. Arguably, without this help Amelia would never have made that final flight with its tragic outcome (for the sponsorship to support the venture would not have been available except to someone of public stature beyond the ordinary); and so Amelia might have lived to a ripe old age.

George himself said of her, after her death, that ‘if there had been no George Putnam to lend a hand here and there, some way would have appeared by which the individuality which was A.E. would have secured its freedom to flower, and the wings with which to soar to fame.’ But my opinion is that without George Putnam my generation would hardly have heard the name Amelia Earhart outside aviation circles.

Then too, there was the accusation that George ‘used’ her; that  Amelia recognised and resented George’s manipulations of her time and reputation. I found no evidence whatsoever to support this, indeed quite the reverse. There was love between George and Amelia: those closest to them both were aware of it and spoke of it. Surviving correspondence contains loving endearments, and it is only necessary to watch the couple together on old newsreel footage to see the warmth and comfortable rapport that existed between them. If they had disagreements these were no more than the normal everyday ones that occur in any healthy relationship, particularly when the two people involved also work together and both have strong characters.

So this story which started out as a biography of Amelia has become the story of Amelia and George. Their relationship is the real core of the book. But I have also covered their early lives, before they met, so that their characters can be seen developing.

In Amelia’s case it has been necessary to cover ground that has already been worked over, some of it often. I have tried to weed out the myths and highlight what I consider to be the essential parts of Amelia’s story. This book does not represent all my research; one could fill two volumes with anecdotes and stories, but there is not always evidence to prove that they are not apocryphal.

Fortunately I have uncovered new information which may illustrate some facets of Amelia’s character that were previously unknown. And throughout my work I have been aware of Amelia’s calm, efficient and, above all, humorous spirit. It is extremely difficult not to like Amelia.

I do not subscribe, however, to the ‘Saint Amelia’ concept which I often encountered. Amelia, I feel, would have hooted derisively at this canonisation. She could be waspish, intolerant and ill-humoured, just like any of us, and stress often lay at the root of this.

Very little had been previously published about George Putnam, except what he chose to tell in his memoir Wide Margins. This is a most frustrating book because it consists largely of portraits of the interesting people he met in his career. As a close friend summed up, ‘I told him it was the only autobiography I’d ever read that was about other people!’ And this is the man who has been accused of  gross self-aggrandisement. People either loved or loathed George Putnam, and there is still no middle ground. I find him altogether fascinating with an agile mind and a tremendous drive which also drove and inspired others. But he could not tolerate fools, bores or laziness.

A great injustice has been done to George, though it is fair to say that he was not always entirely blameless. He had an explosive temper and those who suffered the effects of his anger found it hard to forgive him. Also, he had the killer instinct in business; he was savage to anyone who stood between him and success and this earned him many enemies.

Jim Crowell was a student at Bend, Oregon in 1965, when he came across part of George’s story whilst searching for the subject for a thesis. George had been editor of the Bend local paper before the First World War, as well as being an all-round colourful character in Bend folklore. I had nearly finished my research when I was put in touch with Mr Crowell by members of the Putnam family; his thesis material, including photographs, which he has kindly allowed me to include here, has been enormously helpful.

This book has brought me into contact with notable people in the world of aviation whom I had greatly admired for many years, but never expected to meet. Elinor Smith and Bobbi Trout for example - fascinating personalities, both still living life to the full. And there was a visit to Muriel Morrissey, Amelia’s sister, which really made me feel close to my subject.

Over eighty when I met her in 1987, Muriel was fine-boned and stooped slightly. On the walls of her West Medford apartment were photographs and paintings of Amelia, and there were other memorabilia dotted around on tables and cupboard tops. When Muriel served tea, it was always done formally from an antique tea service of paper-thin china. She would not allow the arthritis in her hands to prevent her pouring the tea with careful precision, handing over the milk jug and sugar bowl in the way easiest for her guest to take.

Apart from the pleasure of meeting Mrs Morrissey, and interviewing her about Amelia, I also gained a clear impression of the  upbringing the two Earhart girls had received; for here was a ‘lady’ in the true sense. Muriel’s life was not always an easy one but she had retained an innate grace and soft-spoken charm; I suppose had Amelia lived she would have been similar in many ways.

Many of my informants still sharply recall George and Amelia. Others have only the haziest of recollections - ‘you know, all this was a very long time ago, my dear . . .’ The memories and recollections (the evidence, one might say), differ enormously and so I have tried to bring all shades of opinion into this book in an attempt to paint my portraits of Amelia and George as faithfully as possible.

This book is a biography. It does not set out to add yet another theory to the great ‘What happened to Amelia Earhart?’ mystery. All the known facts are covered in the appropriate chapters and I hope readers will use them to draw their own conclusion about the most likely explanation. For those not familiar with the various theories - knowledge of which might explain why I have sometimes overstressed certain pieces of information - I have included the best-known ones in an appendix at the end of the text. Some rely on outright sensationalism, others on detailed detective work based on one snippet of information which caught the attention of the researcher. In some one can see the author almost unconsciously manipulating what is known, to match and ‘prove’ a theory. And undoubtedly there will be yet more theories to come, even if Amelia’s plane is located.

My editors feel that I should explain the technical terms of aviation such as ‘ground loop’ and ‘stall speed’ etc. Since to explain these within the text would be tedious to the reader and patronising to anyone involved in aviation, I have included a glossary.

Finally, there are several teams of people still working to discover what happened to Amelia’s plane when it disappeared on that July day in 1937, most notably Marie and Elgen Long of California. I visited this charming couple in 1988, purely coincidentally on the anniversary of the day Amelia disappeared, and since then we have been in contact by telephone and letter. Their research, conducted over nearly twenty years, is staggeringly detailed and their objective  is to locate Amelia’s aeroplane which they believe lies some 35 miles west of Howland Island in the Pacific Ocean. If it is possible for Amelia’s plane to be found by research and deduction, I believe they will find it.

 

Mary S. Lovell Lyndhurst, Hampshire April 1989




INTRODUCTION

It was 19 June 1928. In Southampton, a crowd of several thousand people had gathered on the banks of the River Itchen at its broad mouth into Southampton Water. Despite the unseasonable chill in the damp grey day there was an expectant gaiety in the air.

Shortly after one o’clock in the afternoon the sound of aircraft engines was heard overhead. Nothing could be seen at first because a squall obscured everything above a few hundred feet. Faces craned skywards and at last the misty shape of an orange aeroplane with floats was spotted, accompanied by one of the huge Imperial Airways flying boats acting as escort. There was spasmodic cheering as the float-plane settled on the choppy surface of the water. On her side was the word FRIENDSHIP, in large black letters.

Almost as soon as the engines were switched off a door in the side of the plane opened, and a young woman and two men appeared. One of the men dropped down onto a pontoon and casually lit a cigarette while he waited for a boat to provide a tow. Within minutes two ropes had been attached to the aeroplane and the  Friendship was on its way to the Imperial Airways landing stage while its former occupants, seated in a launch, were headed towards the waiting crowd on the shore. Crew and workmen lining the decks of ships in the busy port cheered, clapped and whistled as the launch passed by. Ships’ sirens and hooters provided an accompanying cacophony.1

The aviators had not come far that day, only from Burry Port in South Wales, a flight of some two hours. Once on land the young  woman was hugged with proprietorial enthusiasm by a plump matron, although it was their first meeting. ‘Well done, my girl!’ Mrs Amy Guest said roundly. The crowd cheered wildly and some of the men flung their hats in the air.

It was cold for June, a favourite trick of English weather. Unusually for the period Southampton had a lady Mayor, Mrs Louise M. Foster-Welsh, and she, heading the welcoming committee, wisely wore a dress suit with a fur collar under her impressive chain of office.2 The young woman wore a weird all-in-one fur-lined suit that was too large by several sizes, and her head was covered by a leather helmet. Her face was thin, her expression one of eager intelligence and she had a ready boyish grin, but her eyes were ringed with dark smudges defining obvious physical tiredness.

The two men accompanying the young woman seemed uncertain of their part in the reception and hung about awkwardly on the fringe of the handshaking and speechmaking centre of the crowd. Reporters and cameramen ignored them. It was clearly the young woman that the crowd had come to see, for as the Mayor was shortly to announce, this young woman had done something no other woman had yet done. ‘She is the first woman who can say “I have crossed the ocean by air” . . .’3

The two men were Wilmer ‘Bill’ Stultz, the pilot of the plane, and Louis ‘Slim’ Gordon, mechanic. The young woman was Amelia Earhart. She was merely a passenger, but she had been the sole reason for the flight of the Friendship on 17 and 18 June 1928 from the United States of America to Britain. As a stand-in for Amy Guest (who had wanted to make the flight herself but who had yielded to shocked opposition from her family), Amelia had jumped onto the front page of every newspaper in the world and instantly achieved the status of heroine.

Southampton had been the original destination of the transatlantic flight but after the long crossing the flyers had been uncertain of their exact position and had landed in Burry Port, thinking they were in Ireland. Fuel was so low that there was not enough left for them to take off again. After an overnight rest and refuelling they had flown to Southampton to enable the planned reception to take place. 

Amelia was showered with flowers and tributes. She tried hard to ensure that the two men appeared in the hundreds of photographs that were taken of her. She insisted that all technical credit for the flight should be directed at Stultz and Gordon. In this she was largely ignored. These were the days when heroism came in a masculine shape. Only a year earlier Charles Lindbergh had stormed to international fame by virtue of his solo flight across the Atlantic. To have a woman transatlantic flyer was a treat for the press and a gift for copywriters and they made the most of it.

Over the next few days reporters examined Amelia’s history and wrote tens of thousands of column inches about her. If fact was not available, invention took over. Legends, some of them completely untrue, which were to follow her for the rest of her life - and long after that - were spun.

Back in the United States, manager of the project George Putnam, who had recruited Amelia for the great adventure, was busily drafting the early chapters of an ‘autobiographical’ version of Amelia’s story so that it could be ready for publication shortly after her return to the USA. Despite the fact that Amelia was engaged to be married, and despite his own married state, Putnam had already started to make advances to the young woman he saw as a potential celebrity. Amelia, in turn, was intrigued by Putnam. She had not liked him at first but thought him such an intelligent man that she was soon fascinated.

Putnam exuded confidence, power and success. Although his background was a cultured one, he was an entrepreneur and a wheeler-dealer by nature so that the aura he unintentionally created around himself was one of excitement. Well over six feet in height and with matinee-idol looks, he was forty years of age, looked younger and was at the peak of his career in publishing. Behind him lay enough adventure to fill two lifetimes.

‘When I first met Mr Putnam,’ Amelia Earhart was fond of saying, ‘I just didn’t like him . . . [he] seemed brusque.’4 And George Putnam would explain, ‘When she called at my office I was busy, she had to cool her heels - and didn’t like it much.’5

Notwithstanding this uneasy start to their relationship, the two  developed a respect and liking for each other which eventually deepened into love. More unusually for the times, they shared a working relationship that was fulfilling and exciting to them both. Many people, writing about Amelia Earhart, have denigrated George Putnam’s role in her life claiming that he ‘used’ her fame and drove her too hard. In fact Amelia was lucky that she met the one man who could hold her respect and to whom she could be married without feeling she was caged by her marital vows.

At their first meeting Amelia was thirty years old, tall and slim, with her fair curly hair cut short - not in a fashionable bob, but in a style more suited to today than 1928: ‘unruly’, said some, ‘windswept’ said others. Her face reflected a natural intelligence and quiet humour lurked in her grey eyes. Amelia had poise, but there was a hint of anxiety about her demeanour for she knew that if she could persuade George Putnam that she was the woman for his project, she would be embarking on the greatest adventure of her life.

[image: 001]

Route of Amelia Earbart’s Round the World Flight in 1937
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BOOK ONE

Amelia Mary Earhart

 

COURAGE

 

Courage is the price that Life exacts for granting peace,
The soul that knows is not, knows no release
From little things;
Knows not the livid loneliness of fear,
Nor mountain heights where bitter joy can hear
The sound of wings.


 

How can Life grant us boon of living, compensate
For dull grey ugliness and pregnant hate
Unless we dare
The soul’s dominion? Each time we make a choice, we pay
With courage to behold the restless day,
And count it fair.


Amelia Earhart (1927)




CHAPTER 1

1897

The small town of Atchison in Kansas seems an unlikely place - or so one might think - to be the birthplace of a woman whose name, fifty years after her death, remains synonymous with adventure, heroism and post-mortem mystery. It is a typical mid-western town, built in the 1860s in the heart of America, and situated alongside the Missouri River. The town owed its survival to the fact that for the huge wagon trains on the trek westwards it was a good place to cross the great river, and for a while Atchison was the last outpost of civilisation before the ‘wild west’.

And yet is it so unlikely? Is there a more American heroine than Amelia Earhart? Amelia had that particular brand of questing courage which typified American settlers in the century in which she was born. And although her early years were spent in the safe and sheltered communities of Atchison and nearby Kansas City, almost every adult with whom she came in contact was, to some degree, a pioneer. Perhaps the drive to succeed that she was to display as an adult germinated from these early relationships, fostered by the town itself.

Her distant ancestors were European and although Amelia grew up to be more appreciative of her maternal connections, the Earhart family’s lineage was impressive too, with one skein stretching back to Maria Josephs, a Frenchwoman thought to be a niece of Louis XV. Maria is said to have fallen in love with a German officer, Anthony Altman. The pair were married against the wishes of the king and were both subsequently disinherited by their respective families. To  avoid royal wrath, the newlyweds fled to America and settled in Pennsylvania.1

The Altmans had one son, Philip, who with his wife Louisa moved to Indiana County, Pennsylvania, in 1789,. . . when the country was very new and before the Indians had all left the county . . . at one time provisions became so scarce that . . . the family had to cook greens for their daily food for some time, and to insure getting safe plants for their greens, they followed the cows to learn of them the kind of plants that could be used safely. Besides the fear of Indians [who were encamped on the Altman’s 102-acre farm] venomous snakes were very numerous, as were the copperhead and rattlesnake.2




It must have been very different from life at the French court. Along with the other women, Louisa made all the clothing for their family of nine children, from clipping the sheep to spinning and weaving the wool to making up the clothes. Indeed the lot of women was so hard that in 1897, on reading about their daily life, a descendant enquired of the author of the account, ‘What did the men do?’3 The men did plenty, for the country was rolling and hilly, overgrown with brush and timber. Clearing the land was a backbreaking and endless task and beside that homes had to be built, families kept fed, and farms established.

The Altmans’ daughter Catherine married into the Earhart family in 1813 when she took David Earhart as her husband. The third son of this union (there were nine sons and two daughters) was David Earhart, ‘a modest and happy man’ who became a preacher in the Evangelical Lutheran Church. In 1841 the Reverend David Earhart married Mary Wells Patton, whose family was of English descent through Colonel James Wells of Revolutionary fame. The Earharts had twelve children, three of whom died of scarlet fever and one who was killed in her cradle by a bolt of lightning through an open window. It was their son, Edwin Stanton Earhart, who was to become the father of Amelia Earhart.4

In an autobiographical memoir, the Reverend David Earhart recalled:Kansas was opened for settlement in 1854. But owing to a border ruffian conflict [and] the proslavery and antislavery parties, settlement and improvements in the country were much retarded till 1857. In 1860, the year I moved to Kansas, there was such a severe drought [there] that the farmers’ crops almost entirely failed. The people of Kansas had to be assisted by other States to secure the means of a livelihood. The following year, the civil war broke out . . .

The country being new and largely settled by poor people, and having had [for] two or three years a border war, a year’s drought, and then the civil war, it was a hard time to gather and organize churches. Not twenty members were in organized Lutheran churches in Kansas when I moved there in 1860. A few years thereafter several plagues of grasshoppers ravaged the country. During the drought in 1860 I received about $100 . . . and during 1861 and 1862 $150 a year, from the Home Missionary Society. By teaching school and other secular labours I managed to live and rear a large family . . .5





For thirteen years Reverend Earhart preached twice nearly every Sunday in churches that were anything up to 60 miles from his home. One, ‘though 60 miles from the place I lived, I visited and preached [in] for several years, riding mostly on horseback or sulky every four weeks, summer and winter, never failing for heat or cold’.6 As regent of the State Agricultural College for six years, Reverend Earhart frequently had to make the 100-mile journey to that establishment before the Kansas Pacific Railroad was built.

Such was the stuff of the Earharts, Amelia’s paternal relations.

On the maternal side, the family history has been traced back to England in 1581 when John Otis was born in Barnstaple, Devon. He sailed for America in 1635 with his fifteen-year-old son, also John, and drew house lots in the first division of land at Hingham, Massachusetts. The Otis descendants produced leading scholars,  politicians, lawyers and physicians. One married into the family from whom Abraham Lincoln descended. Various family members served with distinction in the Revolutionary and Civil Wars.

Amelia’s grandfather, Alfred Gideon Otis, was a noted lawyer and, later, judge. Born in 1827, he grew up with his grandparents in New York while his young parents travelled west to the new state of Michigan and settled there. Alfred was followed by ten more children but it was not until he was fourteen that he was to rejoin his parents. Then, as the eldest son, he threw his lot in as a farmer, pursuing classical studies in Greek and Latin each evening after the day’s work was done. At the age of twenty-two he decided upon a more cerebral career and, financially unaided by his family, he put himself through college, graduating from the University of Michigan in 1852. He then went south to Mississippi where he taught school and studied law at the same time, graduating in 1854 from the Louisville Law School.7

In October 1855, with ‘some other young bloods’,8 he moved to Leavenworth, Kansas. Shortly afterwards he transferred to the township of Atchison, then no more than a few timber buildings at a convenient crossing of the vast Missouri River, where he worked for a law practice. He was kept busy with land litigation cases which proliferated in the new territory, and over the next few years he worked hard and prospered.9

Before 1854 Kansas was Indian Territory. The Kickapoo Indians were brought in from the East and occupied the land in 1832. Only white men holding the necessary (and rare) permits were allowed to enter the territory until the Kansas Nebraska Act opening the land to settlement was passed by Congress in May 1854. The site that would become Atchison was selected by a resourceful early settler10  who built a small log cabin at a suitable place on the river, from which he operated a ferry boat across the river for the ’48 and ’49 gold rush to California, supplementing this income by supplying wood to the steamboats that plied the great river.

The town was named after the famous Missouri Senator, David Atchison, who was pro-tem President of the United States for one day. Just about the same time as Alfred Otis arrived there, the great Mormon wagon train was encamped some three miles to the west,  equipping for the trek to Salt Lake. These were exciting days for the young lawyer as his practice grew along with the town. By 1858 the town was served by a steamship and by the daily arrival of the four-horse stage. Then it took ‘only four days’ for a copy of an address by the President to reach Atchison from Washington, its impressive speed aided by the Hannibal and St Joseph’s Railroad. The progress of the railroad and the advantageous location of the town for equipping the wagon trains that constantly streamed west made Atchison’s future secure. For two building lots in the business section of the town a Member of Congress from Pennsylvania paid $3,000. On the hills surrounding the town, desirable residential plots fetched up to $350.11

The merchants of Atchison [did] a great trade with the Indians. For several weeks a great number had been in Atchison nearly every day to get their winter supplies. They never left until all the money paid to them by the government disappeared. The Indian men, women and children came to Atchison on beautiful ponies and usually brought along a few to sell. They generally wore nothing on their heads, . . . moccasins ornamented with beads and . . . winter or summer . . . a coarse blanket was thrown over their shoulders. Around their waists, tied in their hair and hanging from their ears were pieces of ornamental tin. Sometimes the Indian men would come to Atchison with painted faces and with Eagle feathers in their hair.12


The town’s great new asset, The Massasoit House Hotel, opened in September 1858 and was headquarters for the Overland Stage line. It had many famous visitors such as Abraham Lincoln, Kit Carson, Mark Twain, Horace Greeley and even Jesse James. By 1860 there were forty-six freighting firms doing business from Atchison, and in June that year the town celebrated the completion of the Atchison and St Joseph’s Railroad. 13

The gestation of the town was not without its problems. Neighbouring Missouri was fiercely pro-slavery, and Kansas settlers tended, initially, to adopt this policy, but there were a few  abolitionists. There were some unpleasant incidents of tarring and feathering, scuffles and gun fights. Alfred, a lifelong Democrat, was known to be an active abolitionist, smuggling runaway slaves to safety in his wagon, covered in grain. Small children were carried in trunks as part of his luggage.14

At the age of thirty-five, with his future looking ever more secure, despite the great drought of 1860, Alfred Otis, now a full partner in law practice, decided to put down his roots in the booming little town.15  Almost certainly he met his future wife Amelia Josephine Harres when she visited her elder sister Mary in Atchison. Mary had recently married Mr W. L. Challiss (‘he wore the smallest shoes ever seen on a man’).16  Amelia Josephine was a fine young lady from Philadelphia, handsome and of prosperous Germanic stock. Alfred’s attractions must have been great indeed to entice her to Atchison, though the nearness of her sister undoubtedly played some part in her decision to move to the little frontier town. True, she did not find it necessary to travel by covered wagon, for she ‘travelled as far as St Louis by train and then came down the river on the steamboat’.17 Nevertheless, Atchison, Kansas was far different from the civilised society of Philadelphia; at this time it could not even boast a paved sidewalk.

Alfred and Amelia Josephine were married in the Harres home in 1862, after which they returned to Atchison and moved into the fine new house built by the industrious bridegroom on the high bluffs behind the town, which looked down on the fast-flowing Missouri River and the rich, flat farmlands beyond. This pleasant brick and timber-clad home, with its large, high-ceilinged, cool rooms was later to become the birthplace of Amelia Earhart,18 but this is running ahead of the story.

A period of service in a Kansas regiment during the Civil War hardly interrupted Alfred’s career and he was soon regarded as one of the town’s leading citizens. In retrospect, the couple’s life appears to have been idyllic. They had eight children, six of whom survived childhood. Life was busy but Alfred’s success had made him a wealthy man so the traumas of life in the midwest were inevitably cushioned. In 1876 Alfred was elected to the bench and served with distinction. 19

Amelia Earhart’s mother Amy, the couple’s eldest surviving daughter, was born in 1869. Hers was a privileged existence. The home on Quality Hill was not typical of a midwestern homestead. Its amenities included crystal chandeliers, a piano in the drawing room, Irish maids and cooks, and men to keep the riding and carriage horses in the large barn and to tend the extensive gardens. Little Amy’s grandmother had come from Philadelphia to live with the family and the child was petted and loved by everyone. She and her siblings were all good equestrians. Amy rode her own pony ‘sidesaddle and with long skirts’. The whole family ‘loved the smell of a book’; the house had a well-stocked library and books formed a great part of the family’s lives, as did travel. At least once a year they took a trip;father took the whole family. He went with a sense of responsibility, and mother just went because she loved it. We all had to know all of our own country first, before we went to Europe and of course that was very unusual . . . because the first thing you [normally] did upon graduation . . . was to take a trip to Europe. Father and I loved California . . . [He] would often have the coachman stop when we got to the top of the hills and have him turn the carriage around so that we could see the rivers and hills and valleys, and fields of grain waving . . . He wanted us to have seeing eyes, and said ‘your eyes were given to you to see things and I want you to see and remember.’20




There were other trips to Utah, Oklahoma and Colorado, and Amelia’s mother thus saw much of the great continent of America when it was still unsettled and grazed by herds of buffalo.

Amy was not physically strong and her health often gave the family cause for concern. Despite a number of absences from her studies at prep school, her innate intelligence enabled her to fulfil her college entrance requirements, but she was unable to capitalise on her success due to a bout of diphtheria.21 In any case, she said, ‘mother didn’t want me to go so far away’, so she stayed in Atchison. 22

Her physical delicacy was however no impediment to her adventurous spirit, for on a trip with her father to Colorado in the summer of 1890, she became the first woman to climb Pike’s Peak. For the first 10,000 feet donkeys were used, but then the party had to proceed on foot, some of the men affected by nosebleeds having to turn back. Amy was the only woman to attempt the last hazardous, quarter-mile climb.

That same summer, when Amy was twenty-one, her parents threw a coming-out ball for her in the garden of their home. It was a warm June night and the syringa and heliotrope made the whole bluff top fragrant. Amy’s parents had a wooden dance floor built over the grass; they could not move an old wrought-iron Stag-at-Eve so they built flooring around him and Amy put a garland of scarlet roses around his neck and hung a lantern on one of his horns. Wires were strung between the trees and every few feet or so Japanese lanterns were hooked on to be lit at nine o’clock, just as dusk descended.

It was a beautiful evening with very little breeze, which was fortunate as [Amy’s father] would not have let us have the lanterns lighted, for fear of the candles tipping and causing fire . . . Seven musicians came down from St Joseph and played music for the Virginia Reel and the Lancers, as well as for waltzing.23


One of the guests introduced to Amy by her brother Mark was Edwin Stanton Earhart, a young lawyer. The young couple soon fell deeply in love but when Edwin subsequently petitioned the judge for his daughter’s hand, he was told, not unreasonably, that he would have to be earning at least $50 a month. It was fully five years before Edwin’s earnings reached the required sum but eventually he was able to reiterate his suit and win Amy’s hand. The pair were married on 16 October 1895, whereupon they moved to their own house in nearby Kansas City, which, fully furnished down to its library of books, was a wedding gift from the bride’s parents.24

Although the railroad company was one of Edwin’s clients in his legal work, his means were vastly different from those of Judge Otis. Nevertheless the marriage was, by all accounts, a happy one despite  some initial tears on Amy’s part. She was unused to housework and was made more miserable by the miscarriage of a baby girl within a year of the marriage, caused when she was thrown against the brake-lever of a cable car. When Amy found she was pregnant again, it was quite natural for her to return to her parents’ home in Atchison for the confinement, where she would be pampered and well cared for.25 The child was born on 24 July 1897 at 11.30 p.m., and was named Amelia Mary after her two grandmothers.26

Who could have guessed that the well-behaved and contented baby would blaze a name across the world’s headlines? Amy’s grandmother died only a year before Amelia’s birth and her proudest boast was that she had watched George Washington pass by on his way to meet President Adams.27 How could parents who had travelled the continent of America in horses and carts possibly imagine that this longed-for child would one day cross the oceans of the world in an aeroplane?




CHAPTER 2

1897-1914

Amelia Earhart was in her early teens when it became obvious to her that her father was a drunkard. This was made all the more painful to her, and to her entire family, by the fact that her father’s disgraceful behaviour was equally obvious to everyone in their neighbourhood, and that his job was in jeopardy.1

Life in the midwest in the first decade of this century was parochial in the extreme. Although we may look back with fondness on the security of those days, seeing freedom from the problems of life today (there were few instances of rape, muggings and burglary), life then carried its own problems. For example it was almost impossible to maintain one’s privacy. In one way this was a good thing. Moral behaviour was exemplary by today’s standards because, apart from any other consideration, ‘what would folks say?’ On the other hand the lack of personal privacy could be very tedious. Amelia’s childhood in this tightly knit world may explain much of her seeming ‘closeness’ about her personal life as an adult. ‘What folks said’ about Edwin was deeply shaming to Amy and her two daughters, but Amelia, because of her pubescent sensitivity, undoubtedly felt the shame to a greater degree.

Some two and a half years after Amelia was born, Amy had given birth to another child, Muriel. The two little girls - Amelia was known as ‘Millie’ and Muriel was called ‘Pidge’ - were very close, as was the entire family. Although there was never much money, domestic problems began to occur only after Edwin attempted to ‘make the family’s fortune’. There is little doubt that his eagerness to  succeed stemmed from Judge Otis’s opinion that his son-in-law was a ne’er-do-well and would never amount to anything. Determined to prove himself, and in the best traditions of the nineteenth-century entrepreneur, Edwin invented a device to hold signal flags on trains and spent long hours perfecting it. Unfortunately when he travelled to Washington to patent it he found that a similar item had already been accepted. Worse, he had used money that Amy had set aside to pay their taxes to pay for his trip and the application fee.2 Edwin’s disappointment was touchingly expressed in a letter to his wife:My dearest wife,

For two days I did nothing except tramp from one office to another . . . to establish the classification of my poor little flag holder as mechanical, semi-mechanical or non-mechanical and then as to the area of its usefulness: household, farm, factory and so on . . . When I returned to the main office by appointment about an hour ago, the clerk handed me back my two models with the information that a man from Colorado had filed a patent on an identical holder two years ago . . . This news is a terrible blow, because I had been counting on receiving several hundred dollars from the railroad for my flag holder . . . Give love to our small daughters, and as much to your sweet self. Ever thine, Edwin.3




When the tax bill was presented Edwin had to raise the money quickly to avoid default and quell Amy’s panicky fear of prosecution. He called in some outstanding debts and sold a collection of valuable law books which Judge Otis had given him. The immediate problem was resolved but it was not long before the judge heard on the grapevine that his gift had been disposed of in a manner which he thought shameful. It was the beginning of an irreparable rift between Edwin and his father-in-law. From that time, Judge Otis regarded Edwin as totally unable to provide for his family.

In fact the young Earhart family lived in reasonable comfort, even if not at the high level considered by the judge to be suitable  for his family. Amelia and Muriel, unaware of any financial constraints whatever, felt secure and happy. Amy may well have had to lower her former living standards but Edwin was a good and faithful husband, a man of great humour and patience. Long afterwards the two girls recalled the trip the family took to the 1904 World’s Fair in St Louis. It was a happy holiday which the family enjoyed to the hilt. Edwin paid for the trip from a hundred-dollar fee he had received from the railroad for defending an obscure right-of-way dispute. The judge naturally considered it an appalling waste of money considering the state of the family finances.

On their return from the fair, the seven-year-old Amelia designed and built a roller coaster in the yard with long planks propped against the tool shed roof. An uncle helped in the construction and the children sawed and hammered away with great enthusiasm. Amelia declared it a huge success and her contemporaries thought it great fun but Amy said it was dangerous, so it was demolished after only a few short runs. Such tomboyish games were very much to Amelia’s taste, and Amy, while perhaps despairing of this unladylike behaviour, was a practical person. She had two gym suits made for the girls with bloomers, gathered at the knees. ‘This was unusual,’ Muriel recalled, ‘because in those days nice little girls wore long, full-skirted dresses, with ruffled pinafores over them.’4 The neighbours may have raised eyebrows at this unconventional attire but Amy realised that the girls were happy in their new freedom.5

Because Edwin’s work often required him to travel away from home and Amy liked to accompany him, the two girls often spent time at the home of their doting, wealthy grandparents. In Atchison, the two girls were ‘the judge’s granddaughters’ and as such enjoyed a certain social cachet. Poor Edwin could never hope to provide his daughters with the advantages that Amy had grown up to take for granted and felt the Otis patronage deeply. He provided his daughters with a great deal besides wealth, however. He took them fishing and played ball-games with them. Despite her grandparents’ protests Edwin presented the nine-year-old Amelia with a .22 rifle so that she could ‘clear the barn of rats’. ‘Oh now, don’t worry, Mother Otis,’ he said. ‘This is really a very small rifle.’  He imbued them with a sense of humour and sang and played the piano with them.6 Small wonder that they adored him. ‘Loving, generous, impractical’ was how Muriel summed him up years later.7

Over a period of several years Edwin had acted for the Rock Island Line. During that time he had obviously impressed the company’s management, for in 1905 he was offered a permanent post in the Claims Department. The opportunity of a regular salary meant freedom from waiting for settlement of small fees by often penurious clients. The job meant that the family would have to move to Des Moines, of course, leaving their happy Kansas City home, but the opportunity was too good to miss. While Amy and Edwin went to Iowa to look for a new house, the two little girls were left with their grandparents for what was intended to be a few weeks. It took longer than Edwin and Amy anticipated to find a suitable home and settle in, and the weeks ran to nearly a year, but although the girls missed their parents, the Otis home was a happy and secure one and the proximity of their two Challiss cousins meant that they never lacked for companionship.

When the Kansas sunshine became too hot for the children to play outside, they stayed in the cool interior of the large house and read books.8 Books too large to hold comfortably had to be read lying flat on one’s stomach on the floor.9 Classics by Victor Hugo and Alexandre Dumas, housed in grandfather Otis’s comprehensive library, were read and loved, and these were backed up by boys’ adventure stories in periodical magazines.

A contemporary recalled how Amy encouraged her daughter’s love of literature: ‘My earliest memories of Amelia and her family are of her mother reading to us as we sat on the floor at the Otis home.’10 The Earhart family had joined a neighbourhood scheme in which a large number of magazines were subscribed to communally and passed from household to household. Amelia’s young, open and impressionable mind fed on stories from Harper’s Weekly  or The Youth’s Companion. Peter Rabbit and Black Beauty were favourites from the girls’ earliest days, while among Amelia’s own collection was a much thumbed copy of Insect Life.11

Amy also encouraged inquisitiveness into things that might  normally make little girls squeamish; her small daughters kept worms, moths, ‘katydids’ and a tree toad all collected on nature outings organised by Amy, and the outings were often shared with orphans from a nearby children’s home. Once, when Amy prepared a freshly killed chicken, she called her daughters’ attention to its anatomy. ‘See, girls, how neatly this hen’s little lungs fit here, just above her tiny heart.’12

There were horses to ride, and there were imaginary horses on which Amelia and her sister and cousins escaped from all sorts of invented perils. Amelia was an excellent horsewoman all her life and many childhood incidents were associated with this love of horses. A friend recalled how she would adjust the tack on horses tied up outside houses to make them ‘more comfortable’.13 Cars were beginning to be seen in Kansas but they were very much rarities.

Amelia and Muriel attended the small private College Preparatory School during 1906 and early 1907 while their parents settled in Des Moines. Amelia’s report cards, headed ‘Millie Earhart’, gave her a gratifying number of Es (Excellent) and VGs (Very Good) across the curriculum of reading, spelling, writing, arithmetic, English, French, geography and sewing.14

In 1908 the girls moved to Des Moines to rejoin their parents. In her biography of her sister, Courage is the Price, written in 1963, Muriel recalled the radical change in the girls’ lives. Here they had no orchard or private park, no barn to play in, no cousins with similar background and interests, and no private school. Altogether they felt most keenly the drop in their social status from that of members of the aristocracy of a small town. Amy considered the public school inadequate when it was suggested that the girls’ hair should be cut to discourage the inevitable lice they would pick up. One of the teachers from Atchison’s College Preparatory School was sent for and she became the girls’ private governess. Geography was now omitted from their studies and the former curriculum was enhanced by more poetry and music lessons.

Before a year had passed the governess returned to Kansas and the girls had to attend the dreaded public school. No lice were acquired, however, and they settled in well despite a certain attitude of superiority in their approach to the other children.

Amelia was ten years old when she saw her first aeroplane in 1908. She was taken to the Iowa State Fair in Des Moines, but when told to look at the contraption because it could fly she was dismissive: ‘It was a thing of rusty wire and wood and not at all interesting . . .’ she recalled. She was much more interested in a paper hat shaped like a peach basket that she had bought for a few cents. This occurred only five years after the Wright Brothers had made their epic flight and it would be more than a decade before Amelia’s interest in aviation was awakened.

Edwin worked hard at his job and in 1909 was promoted to be claims agent, heading a department of five loss adjusters and a small clerical staff. His salary was doubled, his name displayed prominently on the company letterhead, and he received as a perquisite, the use of a private rail car for business and personal purposes.15 The sudden change in their circumstances enabled the Earharts to move to a larger house in a better part of town and Amy was not slow to advise her parents of Edwin’s success.

The happiness of the little family during this period is reflected in Edwin’s charming reply (on official Rock Island Line stationery) to his younger daughter’s formal claim for compensation after having received an insect bite while en route to visit her grandparents.

August 2 1909

Miss Muriel Earhart,

Atchison, Kansas

I have your claim for $5.00 for having been bitten by a misquito on our train. Before we can pay the same, we would, at least, like to know how big a bite the misquito took and we would like to see the misquito. Of course, we admit that we owe you something and are willing to pay it but you will have to produce the misquito before you could expect us to pay you.

This case will probably have to be referred to the Chicago office as it is so serious a case and I hardly feel like handling it.

Very truly yours 
E. S. Earhart16



There were two or three years of real contentment including happy family holidays at Lake Worthington, Minnesota. (Many years later a resident wrote to Amelia to tell her that her visits were especially remembered - she had thought Amelia a remarkable child because of ‘her preference for celery rather than candy and other sweets’).17 There was also their first - somewhat frightening - ride in an automobile; games of cowboys and Indians when Edwin came home from the office early to play the part of Big Chief Geronimo; and concerts attended by the entire family dressed in their best clothes and rounded off by Millie and Edwin giving a ‘by ear’ rendering of the arias they’d heard. Amelia liked the opera but criticised the Italian ones: ‘The words are so silly!’18

‘This happy time,’ Muriel was to write (Amelia never wrote of these years), ‘was unfortunately a prelude to a period which saw the loss of our material prosperity and the beginning of the disintegration of the family . . . when the shadows began to fall on our gifted father and the amenities of life had to be sacrificed for the necessities of existence . . . the hardship and mental suffering that Amelia and I endured as adolescents made an indelible impression upon us and help to explain some of Amelia’s actions and attitudes in her later life.’ Edwin had begun to drink.19

Characteristically, it was nothing at first. The odd drink with his colleagues after work which he couldn’t refuse without seeming rude. This extended to lunchtime drinking so that his stenographer often had to secrete letters by Edwin until he was in a ‘less belligerent state of intoxication’. Edwin began to lurch home more often than not, and his sunny nature gave way to bad temper when his family remonstrated in anxious concern. His condition became known as ‘Dad’s sickness’ but this euphemism did not fool his employers when his work inevitably suffered.

He overpaid claims and made massive errors which were not picked up by his loyal staff. Head Office warned him about his drop in efficiency, and this was followed by a visit from the claims attorney, Mr George McCaughan. McCaughan found Edwin drunk at his desk and sent him home. A month in a sanatorium to dry out restored Edwin to his anxious family as their ‘old dad back again’  but to the despair of Amy and the two girls, the cure lasted only days and Edwin began again to drink heavily.20

Amy’s mother had died in 1911 leaving an estate reputedly valued at a million dollars to be divided equally among the four surviving children. The judge had long ago foreseen Edwin’s inadequacy as a provider, and in the last year of Mrs Otis’s life she had seen that her late husband’s assessment of Edwin had been accurate. She was at least able to make some kind of provision for her daughter and two grandchildren to mitigate Edwin’s profligate ways and protect against the possibility of his drinking Amy’s fortune away. Amy’s share of the inheritance was locked into a trust for twenty years, or until Edwin’s death.21

This only served to worsen the situation, for Edwin used what he considered to be a studied insult as an excuse to increase his drinking. After he failed to gain reinstatement in his old job in Des Moines he began a fruitless search for work with other railroad companies but it was many months before he was offered anything else.22 It was a considerable drop in status, a minor clerkship with the Great Northern Railroad in St Paul, Minnesota, but it was work. Meanwhile, Edwin’s status within his family fell steadily. Whereas before he had been a hero to his daughters now he was the source of every disappointment.

In St Paul the family rented a large house which had stood empty for two years. Edwin’s salary barely covered the rent, let alone the heating, so that in the depths of winter the family were confined to the two rooms they could afford to heat. Here Amelia entered Central High School as a junior. Her mother recalled that Amelia’s favourite subjects were Latin and mathematics, and that she preferred geometry to algebra because she had to work at geometry while she could do algebra in her head. She was ‘miles above’ the other students in her class and regarded the reading matter of her fellow students as ‘childish’.23

Amelia played in the basketball team and was a good all-round student. To some extent she resented the fact that boys were favoured over girls, a complaint her mother thought was justified. She was, from all accounts, a perfectly normal student apart from  her above-average grades. She went to high school dances and summer camps and debated with her parents how late she could be allowed to stay up. ‘But she wasn’t a rebellious child . . . once in a while she would say “I don’t agree with you at all, Mother. This is the way I look at it” . . .’24

There was a particularly unpleasant incident when Amelia discovered a bottle of whisky in her father’s suitcase as he was packing for a trip. She tipped the bottle down the sink but her father caught her and in his fury would have struck her, had Amy not intervened. Edwin apologised, but the significance of his behaviour, which minutes earlier had been sunny and tolerant, was not lost on the sensitive Amelia.25

She maintained an outward confidence in her future and contentment with her lot and relayed this to old friends. But in truth she must have felt far from happy about both. Writing to her friend Virginia (Parks) in Atchison she discusses their mutual plans for attending college in a jocular tone:March 6th 1914

Blessings on thee little Ginger,

How goes everything mit Ihnen (mit governs the dative)? Of course I’m going to Bryn Mawr if I have to drive a grocery wagon to accumulate the cash . . . You miss a lot by not having a Gym. Last Friday we had a circus. We played basketball, just like you and I did once (remember). No boys tho. I don’t know when I’ve been so tired.

All the girls are so nice it’s a joy to be with them don’t you know. I am doing my best to get some of them to go to Bryn Mawr with Ginger and Millie. Your letter was scrummy, so long and joysome . . .

Love, Mill26





Some wealthy family connections, living in a better part of town, studiously ignored Amy once Edwin’s condition became known. It took time for the girls to become friends with their contemporaries and it was a long and cheerless winter, for they were not invited to  any of the Christmas parties. There was, however, to be a Twelfth Night party organised by the church and as they had been invited by some boys, the girls especially looked forward to going and dressed early.

Dating, as such, did not yet exist and convention decreed that a girl’s father should escort her to a dance and collect her again at an appointed time. Edwin promised to be home by six. The two girls sat dressed in their finery, desolation growing as the clock ticked on through six, seven, and eight o’clock. Edwin came home about nine, drunk and full of bonhomie. Muriel, ‘Pidge’ to the family, burst into tears and retired to bed. Millie, steely eyed and square-jawed, removed the Christmas decorations and pointedly cleared away the preparations she had made to entertain the boys whom they had intended to ask home for hot cocoa and toasted marsh-mallows.  27 For her, the disillusion of a broken trust was more hurtful than the disappointment of missing the dance.

Throughout the winter the girls helped Amy as much as they could, often walking for miles in the snow to get a bargain that would help the family finances. Amelia even made Easter Parade outfits out of some old curtains. In the summer, after they had at last been accepted by fellow students and had just started receiving invitations, Edwin announced they were moving on because he had been offered a job with the railroad in Springfield, Missouri. It was 1914 and in Europe war had been declared but this all seemed a long way away from their immediate problems.

The family headed for Springfield with packing cases and hand luggage. After a tedious seven-hour journey they arrived to find that the man whom Edwin was to replace had decided not to retire after all. The company, in an attempt to compensate Edwin, gave him a month’s work and the cost of the family’s train fare back to St Paul. Edwin was righteously indignant and angrily demanded the job he’d been promised, but Amy had had enough. She and the girls left Edwin and went to stay with the Shedds in Chicago, friends from the happy Des Moines period, when Edwin had helped Mr Shedd to a good job in the days when he had influence. Edwin returned alone to Kansas.



CHAPTER 3

1914-1920

Amelia was fifteen when the trio arrived in Chicago. Muriel has written that the Shedds never made them feel that they were a broken family but honoured guests. Nevertheless, it is not difficult to imagine Amelia’s feelings at this time.

She had grown up in a happy home where the four family members were close and particularly loving. Until she reached the age of twelve or thirteen, home conditions may have veered between genteel poverty and relative affluence but the stable background of love, support and humour could be taken for granted. In those early days too, the little family had always been confident that Edwin’s natural gifts would inevitably be recognised and ‘making do’ was merely part of the progression of his career. Then, when he was promoted and things were going well they had begun to enjoy the long-anticipated higher standards of living and the respect that success inspires. In addition, there was the wealth and position of her doting grandparents. The social superiority that she had enjoyed when she lived in, and whenever she visited, Atchison as the judge’s granddaughter could not help but set her slightly apart from many of her contemporaries, and make her feel that she had a position to live up to.

Until this point Amelia must have felt reasonably happy. She knew exactly what her place in society was and she had the respect of her peers for her own intelligence and qualities of natural leadership. She

















But in the same letter she strikes a more serious note:








Amelia’s leadership qualities were evidently recognised by her peers for she was voted vice-president of the class and secretary to the local Red Cross chapter. She also held office in several other organisations. She stood out strongly against some of the girls who were agitating for the reinstatement of sororities, and campaigned fiercely against






As a senior member of the Commonwealth of Great Britain, Canada had sent its youth to fight in the trenches from the earliest stages of the war. Toronto, with its Spadina Military Convalescent  Hospital, saw many of the returning wounded. In her book The Fun of It Amelia notes her reactions:













She took grave offence at the peace celebrations, standing back and observing:




Shortly after this letter was written Amelia went to Northampton, Massachusetts to convalesce with her sister. Replying to Ken who had obviously expressed a ‘wish you were here’ in his letter to her, she told him:
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listening in for he frequently.

Noie: Trasea had two logs in radio room.

Iner: Received your message signal srengeh 5 (sent
AAAs e on 500 and 3,105) Go ahead

Note: considering the power of Amelias transmitcer —
50 watts — the strengeh of these signals (55 is the
maximum posible) indicates that she mus¢ have been
very close to Juasca at this point. According t the
Commanding Officer, "It was also the time we
expected her o arrive.”

Iuasn: Received your messag
AAAson 3.105)."

Tnaica: Your message okay please acknowledge with
phone on 3,105 (keyed AAAS)

EARHART; "WE ARE CIRCLING BUT CANNOT HEAR YOU
GO AHEAD ON 7,500 EITHER NOW OR ON THE
EDULE TIME ON HALF HOUR.

(Volume 55 very loud, maimum strength on meter).

Tuscr: AAAAAAAAAAAA (on 7,500). Go ahead on
3,105

EARFART: 'KHAQQ CALLING ITASCA WE RECEIVED YOUR
SIGNALS BUT UNABLE TO GET A MINIMUM PLEASE TAKE.
BEARING ON US AND ANSWER 3105 WITH VOICE (sent
long dashes on 3105 for 5 seconds or s6)

(This was the only diect reply that e received from
KHAQQ. It waslatr believed that she turned avay at
this point.

Tuasc: Your signals received okay we are unable to hear
you to ake a bearing it is impractical o take a bearing,
on 3,105 on your voice/how do you get thatt/go
ahead.”

T “Go ahead on 3,105 or 500 kilo-cycles

Log: ‘liasca sending on 7500 as her only
acknowledgement was for signalt on 7500,

I *Go shead.”

Inser: “tasa 1o Earhar. Did you get transmission on
7,500 kes/go ahead on 500 kes so that we may take a
bearing on you/it is impossible to take a bearing on
3,105 Kilo-cycles/please acknowledge.

Tuascalog: “repeated above message on 7500,

Traea: Do you hear my signals on 7,500 kes or 3,105

jgnal strengeh 5 sent
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EARHART TO LAE: AT 10,000 FT BUT REDUCING
ALTITUDE BECAUSE OF BANKS OF CUMULUS CLOUD
EARHART TO LA AT 7,000 FT AND MAKING 150 MPH
EARHAKT TO LAF: . .. FOSITION LATITUDE: 4 DEGREES
3.5’ SOUTH, LONGITUDE: 159 DEGREES 07" EAST”
FEARHART O LAF: ‘ON COURSE FOR HOWLAND ISLAND.
AT 12000
Note: All the above were received from Amelia by
Harry Balfour. Balfour is on record as statng that he
was in contact with Amlia every hour when posiion
reports and height were received from her, Since her
transmission times were at 15 and 45 minutes pasc
cach hour it is probable that the times given are

. ¢, with the exception of the one contact ac
5.20 (07.20 GMT) which was reported in fll dt
Tasca on 3 July. These snatched versions of hr
radio_transmissions are all that have ever
recorded.

At the last contace she informed Balfour that she
was changing from her daytime radio frequency (6,210
kes) o her night-ime one (3,105 kes).2 “We requested
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3

39

1936

1937

by welcoming crowds. Named Americas Outstanding
Airwoman by Harmon Trophy commitcee. Competes in
National Air Race with Paul Manez

“Takes delvery of Lockheed win-engined airplane termed
the “Flying Laboracory’, which was financed by Purduc
Universiy (uly). Starts planning round-the-world light.
First leg of round-the-world flight (Oskland, Calfornia,
o Honolulu, Hawaii) sts record for cas-west crossing in
15 hours and 47 minutes (17 March): Amelia ground loops
while taking off for Howland Island (20 March), and
acroplane is badly damaged. Acroplanc is repaird and a
second acempt ac world fight begins from Miami, Horida,
on 1 June, 1937. On 2 Jly,afer completing 22,000 miles
of the fight, Amelia and her navigator, Fred Noonan, take
off from Lae, New Guinea, for Howland lsland. Several
radio contacts are subsequently made but neither the
acroplane nor the fyers ae ever sen again.
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345am.

400am.

415am.
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545am
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645 am.
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718 am.

730am

7422m

EARHIART: "ITASCA FROM EARFART. OVERCAST
LISTEN ON HOUR AND HALF HOUR ON 3,105
Jrasealog: “Broadeast wether on phone 3,105
key 3,105.” Also transmiteed: “What is your posiion.
When do you expect to arrive Howland? We arc
recciving your signals please acknowledge this message
on your next schedule.”

Trascalog: Eashart unheard on 3,105 ths time.”
Irasealog: Repeared previous transmission.”

Iaclog: Sent westherlcodelphone/,105 kes”
EARFIART . . . ARTLY CLOUDY ... (Volume S-1 sery
Jaint)

Jrasealog: Eashart broke in on phone ~ unreadble.”
Irasealog: Sent weather, “Whatis your position etc.”
Jrasealog: Eashart signsls unheard on 3,150
Trasealog: Sent weather, “Whatis your position et
Iraealog: "No hear during [scheduled time].
Trasealog: Sent weather daa.”

EARHART: *[WANT] BEARING ON 3105/ON HOURAVILL
WHISTLE IN MiC.

EARHART: ABOUT 200 MILES OUT. APPROXINATELY.
WHISTUNG Now. (Volume $3 fui) Note: Suntise was
recorded in log a 6.15 am.

Jrascalog: Sent weather and asked position.”

Trasca log: "KHAQQ came on air with fairly clear
signals calling frzsca”

EARHART: PLEASE TAKE BEARING ON 'S AND REPORT IN
HALF HOUR I WILL MAKE NOISE IN MICROPHO!
ABOUT 100 MILES out.

Tnasca log: “Earhare signal strengeh 4 but on air so
bricfly bearings impossible.

Trasea log: “Sent weather, maingained contact on 500
Kes for “homing’”
Juser:“Cannot ke bearing on 3,105 very good/please
send on 500 or do you wish to ake bearings on us/go
ahead please.”

Log: “no answer”
Iraes: Please acknowledge ou signals on key plesse.”
Log ‘unanswered.”

EARHAKT: ‘KHAQQ CALLING ITASCA WE MUST BE ON'YOU.
BUT CANNOT SEE YOU BUT GAS IS RUNNING LOW BEEN
UNABLE TO REACH YOU BY RADIO WE ARE FIYING AT
ALTITUDE 1,000 FEET.
Trasealog: “Other log reads — Earhare says runing out
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1897

1908
1918

1919

1920

1921

1922

1923
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1926
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1928

Amelia Mary Eathare,frs child of Edin and Amy Otis
Eathart, is born (July 24) in Atchison, Kansas.
Amelia sees her first acroplane, at the fowa State Fa
Amelia becomes a nurse ac Spadina Miliary Convalescent
Hospital in Toronto, Canada.

Returns 10 the United States to live with her siser and
motherin Masachusets. Envolsin fall 25 medical student
at Columbia University.

Leaves Columbia Universiy afier one semester. Joins
parents who are living in Los Angeles. Mects Sam
Chapman. Takes first flight with Frank Havks,

Takes flying lessons from Neta Snook and buys firse
acroplane (Kinner Airster),

Secs unoffcial women's alitude record of 14,000 et
Becomes engaged to Sam Chapman.

Amy and Edwin Earhare scparate and begin divorce
proceedings. Amelia sclls Kinner Airscer and buys
automobile in which she drives her mother from
California to Massachusetes, where they scttle with
Muricl.

Becomes socal worker at Denison House.
Receives call from Captain H. H. Railey, who lacer asked
if she would like to be the first woman to fly across the
Adanic. Writes Ruth Nichols r
organisation for women who fiy.
Becomes first woman tocross Adantic by air, s passenger
(17-18 June). Buys Avro Avian airplane. Wices 20 Hrs 40
Min Announces that he engagemen o Sam Chapman is
ended. Makes fis soo-rcturn transcontinental flight by a
woman (September-October

arding forming an






OEBPS/mary_9780748112005_oeb_013_r1.gif
19.48

2003

2004

2004

2017

818am,

833am,

834am

Sddam

847am.

pleasc acknowledge receipt on 3,105/go ahead.
Log entry: sent on 3,105 and repeated on 7,500,
Jusa: “Will you please acknowledge our signals on
7500 or 3,105/go ahead with 3105." Log enty: ‘no
Tnasca: “Will you please come in and answer on
3,105/ we are transmictng consantly on 7,500 kes and
we do not hear you on 3,105/please answer on
3.105/go ahead”

Log note: this unanswered.”

Inasea: ‘Answer on 3,105 kes with phonefhow are
signals coming in/go ahead.”
EARHAKT: ‘WE ARE ON THE LINE OF POSITION 157-337,

210 KCs. WAIT,
LISTENING ON 6,210 KCS. WE ARE RUNNING NOKTH AND
(on 3105 - volume $5).

Jiaser. "W heard you okay on 3,105 kes. Please siay on
3,105 do not hear you on 6,210 maincain QSO on
3,105

Log note: “This broadcast by voice on 3,105 and by
key on 7,500, Nothing was heard on 3,105 or 6.210.
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her to remain on her present frequency but she told me
she wished to contact the American Coast Guard
Cutter fasca o there was nothing to do about it buc
pas the terminal forecast to her and the upper air
reportfrom Ocean Island ...
EARIART OVERHEARD BY NAURU RADIO " .. A SHIP IN
SIGHT AHEAD . . This message appeared in the log of
the USS Levingion

However in 1969, former Nauru resident T. H.
Cude claimed he had heard her say “Lights in sight
ahead which ld him to beieve she had seen cicher the.
beam of the Nauru light, which was visible for 34
miles, or the lights of the phosphate workings, which
had been lefk switched on purposcly

No two-way transmission was established buc
Ameliss voice was heard by several people on Nauru
on short wave radio.’
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