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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  CHARLES AUGUSTUS LINDBERGH was a complicated man and, in later years, certainly a controversial one. The Flight is a detailed account of his extraordinary 1927 flight from Long Island to Paris—an achievement that captured the world’s attention like few other events in history and made Lindbergh perhaps the most celebrated man of his time. Pertinent aspects of Lindbergh’s childhood, character, and later years are touched upon when they serve to explain the man as we see him in 1927, but this work is not a judgment of the balance of his life. My purpose in these pages is to put the reader into the cockpit of the Spirit of St. Louis during those thirty-three and a half hours on May 20 and 21, 1927, and to fly along with him. No other book about this man and this flight has been written from the cockpit point of view by a fellow aviator with the desire to have us all share his triumph, to be there as the frontier of aviation is changed forever.


  After coming to know Charles Lindbergh through his family recollections, personal artifacts, and most of all through his own writings, I learned that much of what I’d been taught was incorrect, or at best, incomplete. He was neither naïve nor simplistic, although in some ways he was an innocent. Lindbergh made mistakes, both personal and professional, yet who among us has not? Who among us, being thrust into instant wealth and global celebrity, would react better? Fame overwhelmed him and, though he learned to eventually take credit for his remarkable accomplishment, publicity was a curse he never quite overcame. His loss of privacy, as well as to some degree the loss of himself, is something that should have been expected from such a feat, but Lindbergh never considered how success would change his life—or what it would cost.


  His name became immortal, and his fortune immense, yet was it worth the price? This is a question with no answer, at least not one we can give. The tragedy of losing a child is something no parent should have to bear, and surely this would not have occurred had he not been Charles Lindbergh. He would also not have incurred the wrath of a president, and all the ramifications that came back to him. If he had not been an eminent public figure would his politics, comments, and opinions have been amplified and distorted as they were? Very likely not. I mention these events so the intelligent reader is aware that they exist, and is aware that this book is not blind adulation, but an account of one very human man and his extraordinary flight across the Atlantic Ocean.


  Regardless of what judgments are passed on Lindbergh, no one can dispute the raw courage and skill he showed the world in May 1927. Others had attempted this most dangerous of exploits, and failed, and many passed into relative oblivion. Lindbergh’s epic flight brought him fame, fortune, love, and tragedy. Someone else, a Richard Byrd or Clarence Chamberlin perhaps, could have accomplished the flight first, but Charles Lindbergh was the one who did it. In the end, he took the chance, risked everything, and prevailed.


  In writing this book I was incalculably aided by the man himself, for having Lindbergh’s own thoughts and observations with me was irreplaceable. All first-person quotes, including internal dialog, are drawn from Lindbergh’s own recollections. He was a meticulous note taker, and his papers are wonderfully preserved in the Yale University Library, in New Haven, Connecticut, and the Missouri Historical Society, in St. Louis. The thoughts and expressions in the text are credited in the Notes and Sources section of this book. Most will be found in Lindbergh’s 1953 Spirit of St. Louis, but his Wartime Journals was also exceptionally detailed. Perhaps the best place to start with Lindbergh himself is with the posthumously published Autobiography of Values; his writing had fully matured, and even accounting for the benefit of hindsight, his prose is clear, personal, and illuminating. There are other fine books on the subject, notably A. Scott Berg’s Lindbergh, though Berg devotes just a few pages to the flight itself.


  As for descriptions of the vistas and terrain he overflew, particularly Nova Scotia, Newfoundland, and the European landfalls, not to mention the vast, empty stretches of the northern Atlantic Ocean, I was fortunate to have seen them myself, having made solo transatlantic flights many times while piloting single-seat F-16s during my twenty years with the United States Air Force. Often a word from “Slim,” to use one of Lindbergh’s nicknames, would trigger a memory, and I felt less like an author and more like I was back in the air over the Atlantic—just another pilot along for the ride.


  So in reading this book, admire the bravery necessary to survive those lonely, dangerous, and uncertain hours. Put yourself in a small, fabric-covered cockpit in a thousand-mile storm over the Atlantic at night and learn what you didn’t know about the man and his dream.


  Above all else, Charles Lindbergh believed in the power of aviation: its untapped potential and inherent capacity to join peoples, advance technology, and bring the world closer together. That passion and courage define a spirit that all Americans can claim through Charles Lindbergh and that we, as humans, can collectively share.


  Dan Hampton


  New Hampshire, 2016


  PART ONE


  Now, I’m giving up both land and day. Now, I’m heading eastward across two oceans, one of night and one of water.


  —CHARLES LINDBERGH


  ONE


  THE FIRST HOURS


  Roosevelt Field, Long Island


  May 20, 1927, 7:50 A.M.


  GLUE AND GASOLINE.


  The snug cockpit reeked, but the pilot ignored both smells. Slowly pushing the throttle forward he brought the roaring engine to its takeoff revolutions. The frame shook as the aircraft strained against the wheel chocks, desperate to pull man and machine through the wet, clutching clay. Leaning far left against the fabric-covered fuselage, Charles Lindbergh peered through the open window and down Roosevelt Field’s narrow runway. Not that there was much he could see on this drizzly Long Island morning. Shredded curtains of rain hung from low, heavy clouds and he could barely see the tree line at the field’s eastern edge.


  Despite being packed with cinders, the runway was soggy and the damp, sea-level air wasn’t giving as much power to the Wright Whirlwind J-5C motor as it should. The tachometer, which measures engine revolutions per minute, showed thirty revolutions low. That worried him, as did the slight tailwind. Lindbergh had planned a sunrise takeoff facing into the easterly nighttime wind, but he was late. Now the breeze was from the west, and he either had to have the aircraft moved to the other end of the runway or live with the problem.


  He could die from it, too.


  3610 miles to Paris. Following twelve days after the Frenchmen Nungesser and Coli’s doomed attempt at the Orteig Prize in L’Oiseau Blanc, Lindbergh’s flight was to be the first to try it nonstop and alone, and the first and only American attempt. Crowds had begun gathering at Roosevelt Field at midnight. Now a reported five hundred stood expectantly in the rain, “in the hope that they might see one of the great dramas of the air,” wrote the New York Times’s correspondent Russell Owen, who had made his name covering polar exploration. Like the conquest of the poles that a generation earlier had consumed the attention of the masses and made global celebrities of explorers like Peary, Shackleton, Mawson, Scott, and Amundsen, flying nonstop across the Atlantic had emerged as the signal quest of the time, emblematic of civilization’s expanding limits.


  Lindbergh had served in the Army Air Service and was an experienced contract airmail pilot. In fact, it had been while flying the mail eleven months earlier that aviation’s vast commercial potential became clear to the young pilot. In 1919, a kindred spirit, French-born American hotelier Raymond Orteig, proposed his eponymous prize for the first non-stop Paris-to-New York flight, hoped that in spurring pilots to win the prize money, aviation would be taken seriously and its technology advanced. Eight years later Charles Lindbergh had drawn the attention of the world to this latest attempt to prove the world-shrinking possibilities of aviation.


  His maps were the best available, and he had planned the flight for a year, reviewing the route until he felt every detail was familiar. But he also understood the flight required an acceptance of the unknown. Something would happen. While others had crossed the Atlantic piecemeal or in airships, the pilot was aware that very few believed he, so young and unproven, possessed much of a chance. His backers in St. Louis had confidence, of course, as did his mother Evangeline in Detroit. Most importantly he, Charles Augustus Lindbergh, believed it. Not that anyone outside of his rather insular world had ever heard of him before he’d shown up here on Long Island.


  It didn’t matter.


  Inevitably known as “Slim,” the tall, lanky former mail pilot was committed now. To reduce stress on the undercarriage, his five fuel tanks had only been partially filled at neighboring Curtiss Field, and then the aircraft had been towed nearly a mile across open country to Roosevelt Field.* Fueling was finished at Roosevelt with bright red, five-gallon cans passed up to Ken Lane, Wright Aircraft’s chief engineer. With one foot on the nose and another on the wing, Lane had carefully filtered the gas through a 200-mesh wire screen. Losing the engine somewhere over the North Atlantic due to a clogged fuel line was a nasty thought. Almost as bad as having it quit during a heavyweight takeoff with an audience, in the rain. But that was the nature of flying: dangerous and unforgiving.


  Lindbergh’s boots slipped a bit on the plain, metal rudder pedals, as he hadn’t thought to wipe them before squeezing into the narrow cockpit. With smooth foot movements he “walked


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  PART TWO


  A minute ago, I was a creature of the land, thinking of the ocean ahead ... now, I’m a creature of the ocean. ... I’ve given up a continent and taken on an ocean in its place—irrevocably.


  —CHARLES LINDBERGH, MAY 20, 1927


  PART THREE


  By day, or on a cloudless night, a pilot may drink the wine of the gods.


  —CHARLES LINDBERGH
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  GLOSSARY


  AILERON: A control surface mounted on a wing, near the tips, that alters the camber of an airfoil when deflected. Used to bank, roll, and climb.


  AIRFOIL: A cross-sectional view of a wing or propeller blade.


  AIRSPEED INDICATOR: An instrument that displays the relative, or indicated, speed of an aircraft.


  ANGLE OF ATTACK: The angle between the relative incoming wind and the longitudinal axis of the aircraft.


  BANK: To turn an aircraft by tilting its wings laterally.


  CAMBER: The measured difference between the top and bottom of an airfoil.


  CARBURETOR: A mechanical device that combines fuel and air for combustion.


  CEILING: The surface of the lowest layer of cloud measured up from the earth’s surface.


  CHORD LINE: A line drawn from the leading edge to the trailing edge of a wing.


  CIRRUS: Wispy, thin strands of high-level clouds.


  COMPASS HEADING: A reading from a compass used to maintain a desired direction of flight.


  COMPASS ROSE: A 360-degree graduated circle used for navigation.


  COURSE: An aircraft’s path across the ground. Either plotted or actual, and not corrected for wind.


  COWLING: A removable metal cover for an aircraft engine.


  CRAB: To angle into a crosswind to maintain a course.


  CUMULUS: Heavier, billowing clouds that often develop into thunderstorms.


  DEVIATION: Caused by magnetism from the earth and aircraft. For navigation this is an angular difference between the compass heading and magnetic north.


  EARTH INDUCTOR COMPASS: Uses variations in electrical current relative to the earth’s magnetic field to display navigation information.


  ELEVATOR: A hinged airfoil on the horizontal stabilizer’s trailing edge used for climbing and descending.


  EMPENNAGE: The parts that make up the tail assembly of an aircraft.


  FUSELAGE: The main body of an aircraft.


  GREAT CIRCLE: A circle cut through the surface of a sphere.


  INCLINOMETER: An instrument that displays changes in an aircraft’s nose position: up, down, or level.


  LANDFALL: Sighting of land following an extended over-water period.


  MAGNETIC COURSE: Direction of flight relative to magnetic north.


  MAGNETO: A dynamo that produces continuous electrical current for ignition.


  MIXTURE: The combination of fuel and air used in the engine’s combustion sequence; regulated by the pilot.


  OPERATIONS: A building on an airfield from which flying is managed.


  PITCH: The aircraft’s nose position relative to the horizon.


  PITOT TUBE: An open-ended cylinder pointed into the airstream that measures impact air pressure. This is then displayed in the cockpit as miles per hour.


  QUARTERING WIND: Either a headwind or tailwind striking the aircraft at 45 degrees or less.


  ROCKER ARM: A mechanism that reverses valve pushrods on an internal combustion engine.


  ROLL: A complete rotation around the longitudinal axis.


  RUDDER: A hinged airfoil on the vertical tail used to turn an aircraft longitudinally in flight, and for directional control on the ground.


  RUDDER BAR: Moved by the pilot’s feet to operate the rudder.


  SKID: An uncoordinated maneuver away from the direction of turn. Sometimes used in an aircraft with poor forward visibility in order for the pilot to see during a turn.


  SPAN: The straight distance between an aircraft’s wingtips.


  SPIN: A degree of roll and yaw together that stalls the aircraft.


  STABILIZER: A vertical or horizontal airfoil, smaller than a wing or a tail, for increased stability.


  STALL: Insufficient airflow over the wings for flight; caused by maneuvers or a lack of airspeed or a combination of both.


  TACHOMETER: An instrument that displays an engine’s revolutions per minute.


  TURBULENCE: Unstable, rough air caused by convection currents or wind.


  VARIATION: Angular difference between magnetic north and true north.


  WIND SOCK: A cone-shaped bag used on an airfield to display the relative windspeed and direction. The large end pivots into the wind.
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  NOTES AND SOURCES
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  ONE: THE FIRST HOURS


  13 Fueling was finished at Roosevelt Davis, The Hero, p. 85.


  14 I must hold the plane straight Lindbergh, The Spirit of St. Louis (SOSL), p. 186, para. 2.


  14 and not take my eyes from its edge for an instant Ibid., p. 186, para. 3.


  14 It felt more like an overloaded truck than an airplane Ibid., p. 185, para. 5.


  15 “TRANSOCEAN FLIERS DOGGED” New York Times, April 27, 1927.


  17 I could probably stay in the air Lindbergh, SOSL, p. 18, para. 17.


  18 I’m above the trees Ibid., p. 187, para. 1.


  19 French newspapers like La Presse Quoted from Project Midnight Ghost Report, p. 3.


  19 Why smother the flavor Lindbergh, SOSL, p. 176, para. 1.


  20 I’ve never flown across that much water before Ibid., p. 190, para. 3.
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