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The Meaning of
Lindbergh’s Flight

ON FRIDAY, MAY 20, 1927, at 7:52 a.m., Charles A, Lindbergh took
off in a silver-winged monoplane and flew from the United States to
France. With this flight Lindbergh became the first man to fly alone across
the Atlantic Ocean. The log of flight 33 of “T'he Spirit of St. Louis” reads:
“Roosevelt Field, Long Island, New York, to Le Bourget Aerodrome, Paris,
France. 33 hrs. 30 min.” Thus was the fact of Lindbergh’s achievement
easily put down. But the meaning of Lindbergh’s flight lay hidden in the
next sentence of the log: “(Fuselage fabric badly torn by souvenir hunt-
ers.)” '

When Lindbergh landed at Le Bourget he is supposed to have said, “Well,
we’ve done it.” A contemporary writer asked “Did what?” Lindbergh “had
no idea of what he had done. He thought he had simply flown from New
York to Paris. What he had really done was something far greater. He
had fired the imagination of mankind.” From the moment of Lindbergh’s
flight people recognized that something more was involved than the mere
fact of the physical leap from New York to Paris. “Lindbergh,” wrote John
Erskine, “served as a metaphor.” But what the metaphor stood for was not
easy to say. The New York Times remarked then that “there has been no
complete and satisfactory explanation of the enthusiasm and acclaim for
Captain Lindbergh.” Looking back on the celebration of Lindbergh, one
can see now that the American people were trying to understand Lindbergh’s
flight, to grasp its meaning, and through it, perhaps, to grasp the meaning
of their own experience. Was the flight the achievement of a heroic, solitary,
unaided individual? Or did the flight represent the triumph of the machine,
the success of an industrially organized society? These questions were cen-
tral to the meaning of Lindbergh’s flight. They were also central to the
lives of the people who made Lindbergh their hero.
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The flight demanded attention in its own right, of course, quite apart
from whatever significance it might have. Lindbergh’s story had all the
makings of great drama. Since 1919 there had been a standing prize of
$25,000 to be awarded to the first aviator who could cross the Atlantic in
either direction between the United States and France in a heavier-than-
air craft. In the spring of 1927 there promised to be what the New York
Times called “the most spectacular race ever held—3,600 miles over the
open sea to Paris.” The scene was dominated by veteran pilots. On the
European side were the French aces, Nungesser and Coli; on the American
side, Commander Richard E. Byrd, in a big tri-motored Fokker monoplane,
led a group of contestants. Besides Byrd, who had already flown over the
North Pole, there were Commander Davis, flying a ship named in honor
of the American Legion which had put up $100,000 to finance his attempt,
Clarence Chamberlin, who had already set a world’s endurance record of
more than fifty-one hours in the air in a Bellanca tri-motored plane, and
Captain René Fonck, the French war ace, who had come to America to
fly a Sikorsky aircraft. The hero was unheard of and unknown. He was
on the West Coast supervising the construction of a single-engined plane
to cost only ten thousand dollars.

Then fate played its part. It seemed impossible that Lindbergh could
get his plane built and east to New York in time to challenge his better
equipped and more famous rivals. But in quick succession a series of dis-
asters cleared his path. On April 16, Commander Byrd’s “America” crashed
on its test flight, crushing the leg of Floyd Bennett who was one of the
crew and injuring Byrd’s hand and wrist. On April 24, Clarence Chamber-
lin cracked up in his Bellanca, not seriously, but enough to delay his plans.
Then on April 26, Commander Davis and his co-pilot lost their lives as
the “American Legion” crashed on its final test flight. In ten days, accidents
had stopped all of Lindbergh’s American rivals. Nungesser and Coli, how-
ever, took off in their romantically named ship, “The White Bird,” from
Le Bourget on May 8. The world waited and Lindbergh, still on the West
Coast, decided to try to fly the Pacific. But Nungesser and Coli were never
seen again. As rumors filled the newspapers, as reports came in that the
“White Bird” was seen over Newfoundland, over Boston, over the Atlantic,
it soon became apparent that Nungesser and Coli had failed, dropping to
their death in some unknown grave. Disaster had touched every ship entered
in the trans-Atlantic race. '

- Now, with the stage cleared, Lindbergh entered. He swooped across the
continent in two great strides, landing only at St. Louis. The first leg of
his flight established a new distance record but all eyes were on the Atlantic
and the feat received little notice. Curiously, the first time Lindbergh ap-
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peared in the headlines of the New York papers was Friday, the thirteenth.
By this time Byrd and Chamberlin were ready once again but the weather
had closed in and kept all planes on the ground. Then, after a week of fret-
ful waiting, on the night of May 19, on the way into New York to see “Rio
Rita,” Lindbergh received a report that the weather was breaking over the
ocean. He hurried back to Roosevelt Field to haul his plane out onto a wet,
dripping runway. After mechanics painfully loaded the plane’s gas by hand,
the wind shifted, as fate played its last trick. A muddy runway and an adverse
wind. Whatever the elements, whatever the fates, the decisive act is the
hero’s, and Lindbergh made his choice. Providing a chorus to the action,
the Herald Tribune reported that Lindbergh lifted the overloaded plane
into the sky “by his indomitable will alone.”

THE PIONEER SPIRIT STILL SURVIVES
From the Tribune © (Chicago, Illinois)

The parabola of the action was as clean as the arc of Lindbergh’s flight.
The drama should have ended with the landing of “The Spirit of St. Louis”
at Le Bourget. That is where Lindbergh wanted it to end. In “WE,” written
immediately after the flight, and in The Spirit of St. Louis, written twenty-
six years later, Lindbergh chose to end his accounts there. But the flight
turned out to be only the first act in the part Lindbergh was to play.

Lindbergh was so innocent of his future that on his flight he carried
letters of introduction. The hysterical response, first of the French and then
of his own countrymen, had been no part of his careful plans. In “WE,”
after Lindbergh’s narrative of the flight, the publisher wrote: “When Lind-
bergh came to tell the story of his welcome at Paris, London, Brussels, Wash-
ington, New York, and St. Louis he found himself up against a tougher
problem than flying the Atlantic.” So another writer completed the account
in the third person. He suggested that “the reason Lindbergh’s story is dif-
ferent is that when his plane came to a halt on Le Bourget field that black
night in Paris, Lindbergh the man kept on going. The phenomenon of Lind-
bergh took its start with his flight across the ocean; but in its entirety it
was almost as distinct from that flight as though he had never flown at all.”

Lindbergh’s private life ended with his flight to Paris. The drama was
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no longer his, it was the public’s. “The outburst of unanimous acclaim was
at once personal and symbolic,” said the American Review of Reviews.
From the moment of success there were two Lindberghs, the private Lind-
bergh and the public Lindbergh. The latter was the construction of the
imagination of Lindbergh’s time, fastened on to an unwilling person. The
tragedy of Lindbergh’s career is that he could never accept the role assigned
him. He always believed he might keep his two lives separate. But from the
moment he landed at Le Bourget, Lindbergh became, as the New Republic
noted, “ours . . . . He is no longer permitted to be himself. He is US per-
sonified. He is the United States.” Ambassador Herrick introduced Lind-
bergh to the French, saying, “This young man from out of the West brings
you better than anything else the spirit of America,” and wired to President
Coolidge, “Had we searched all America we could not have found a better
type than young Lindbergh to represent the spirit and high purpose of our
people.” This was Lindbergh’s fate, to be a type. A writer in the North
American Review felt that Lindbergh represented “the dominant American
character,” he “images the best” about the United States. And an ecstatic
female in the American Magazine, who began by saying that Lindbergh
“is a sort of symbol. . . . He is the dream that is in our hearts,” concluded
that the American public responded so wildly to Lindbergh because of “the
thrill of possessing, in him, our dream of what we really and truly want to
-be.” The act of possession was so complete that articles since have attempted
to discover the “real” Lindbergh, that enigmatic and taciturn figure behind
the public mask. But it is no less difficult to discern the features of the public
Lindbergh, that symbolic figure who presented to the imagination of his
time all the yearnings and buried desires of its dream for itself.

Lindbergh’s flight came at the end of a decade marked by social and
political corruption and by a sense of moral loss. The heady idealism of
the First World War had been succeeded by a deep cynicism as to the war’s
real purpose. The naive belief that virtue could be legislated was violated
by the vast discrepancy between the law and the social habits of prohibition.
A philosophy of relativism had become the uneasy rationale of a nation
which had formerly believed in moral absolutes. The newspapers agreed that
Lindbergh’s chief worth was his spiritual and moral value. His story was
held to be “in striking contrast with the sordid unhallowed themes that have
for months steeped the imaginations and thinking of the people ?” Or, as
another had it, “there is good reason why people should hail Lindbergh
and give him honor. He stands out in a grubby world as an inspiration.”

Lindbergh gave the American people a glimpse of what they liked to
think themselves to be at a time when they feared they had deserted their
own vision of themselves. The grubbiness of the twenties had a good deal
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to do with the shining quality of Lindbergh’s success, especially when one
remembers that Lindbergh’s flight was not as unexampled as our national
memory would have it. The Atlantic was not unconquered when Lindbergh
flew. A British dirigible had twice crossed the Atlantic before 1919 and on
May 8 of that year three naval seaplanes left Rockaway, New York, and
one, the NC-4 manned by a crew of five, got through to Plymouth, England.
A month later, Captain John Alcock, an Englishman, with Arthur W.
Browne, an American, flew the first heavier-than-air land plane across the
Atlantic nonstop, from Newfoundland to Ireland, to win twice the money
Lindbergh did, a prize of $50,000 offered by the London Daily Mail. Alcock’s
and Browne’s misfortune was to land in a soft and somnolent Irish peat bog
instead of before the cheering thousands of London or Paris. Or perhaps
they should have flown in 1927.

The wild medley of public acclaim and the homeric strivings of editors
make one realize that the response to Lindbergh involved a mass ritual in
which America celebrated itself more than it celebrated Lindbergh. Lind-
bergh’s flight was the occasion of a public act of regeneration in which the
nation momentarily rededicated itself to something, the loss of which was
keenly felt. It was said again and again that “Lindy” taught America “to

“ § HAVENT BEEN
2 | 50 THRALED SINCE
\ # ) Tve ArmisTicE!*

HE FLEW INTO HER ARMS
By McCutcheon, in the Tribune © (Chicago, I1l.)
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lift its eyes up to Heaven.” Heywood Broun, in his column in the New York
World, wrote that this “tall young man raised up and let us see the poten-
tialities of the human spirit.” Broun felt that the flight proved that, though
“we are small and fragile,” it “isn’t true that there is no health in us.”
Lindbergh’s flight provided the moment, but the meaning of the flight is
to be found in the deep and pervasive need for renewal which the flight
brought to the surface of public feeling. When Lindbergh appeared at the
nation’s capital, the Washington Post observed, “He was given that frenzied
acclaim which comes from the depths of the people.” In New York, where
4,000,000 people saw him, a reporter wrote that the dense and vociferous
crowds were swept, as Lindbergh passed, “with an emotion tense and in-
flammable.” The Literary Digest suggested that the answer to the hero-
worship of Lindbergh would “throw an interesting light on the psychology
of our times and of the American people.”

The Nation noted about Lindbergh that “there was something lyric as
well as heroic about the apparition of this young Lochinvar who suddenly
came out of the West and who flew all unarmed and all alone. It is the
kind of stuff which the ancient Greeks would have worked into a myth and
the medieval Scots into a border ballad. . . . But what we have in the case
of Lindbergh is an actual, an heroic and an exhaustively exposed experience
which exists by suggestion in the form of poetry.” The Nation quickly quali-
fied its statement by observing that reporters were as far as possible from
being poets and concluded that the discrepancy between the fact and the
celebration of it was not poetry, perhaps, but “magic on a vast scale.” Yet
the Nation might have clung to its insight that the public meaning of Lind-
bergh’s flight was somehow poetic. The vast publicity about Lindbergh cor-
responds in one vital particular with the poetic vision. Poetry, said William
Butler Yeats, contains opposites; so did Lindbergh. Lindbergh did not mean
one thing, he meant many things. The image of itself which America con-
templated in the public person of Lindbergh was full of conflict; it was,
in a word, dramatic.

To heighten the drama, Lindbergh did it alone. He was the “lone eagle”
and a full exploration of that fact takes one deep into the emotional mean-
ing of his success. Not only the Nation found Sir Walter Scott’s lines on
Lochinvar appropriate: “he rode all unarmed and he rode all alone.” News-
papers and magazines were deluged with amateur poems that vindicated one
rhymester’s wry comment, “Go conquer the perils / That lurk in the
skies - - / And you’ll get bum poems / Right up to your eyes.” The New
York Times, that alone received more than two hundred poems, observed
in trying to summarize the poetic deluge that “the fact that he flew alone
made the strongest impression.” Another favorite tribute was Kipling’s “The
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Winners,” with its refrain, “He travels the fastest who travels alone.” The
others who had conquered the Atlantic and those like Byrd and Chamber-
lin who were trying at the same time were not traveling alone and they
hardly rode unarmed. Other than Lindbergh, all the contestants in the
trans-Atlantic race had unlimited backing, access to the best planes, and
all were working in teams, carrying at least one co-pilot to share the long
burden of flying the plane. So a writer in the New York Sun, in a poem called
“The Flying Fool,” a nickname that Lindbergh despised, celebrated Lind-
bergh’s flight: “. .. no kingly plane for him; / No endless data, comrades,
moneyed chums; / No boards, no councils no directors grim— / He plans
ALONE . .. and takes luck as it comes.’

Upon second thought, it must seem strange that the long distance flight
of an airplane, the achievement of a highly advanced and organized tech-
nology, should be the occasion for hymns of praise to the solitary unaided
man. Yet the National Geographic Society, when it presented a medal to
Lindbergh, wrote on the presentation scroll, “Courage, when it goes alone,
has ever caught men’s imaginations,” and compared Lindbergh to Robinson
Crusoe and the trailmakers in our own West. But Lindbergh and Robinson
Crusoe, the one in his helmet and fur-lined flying coat and the other in
his wild goatskins, do not easily co-exist. Even if Robinson Crusoe did
have a tidy capital investment in the form of a well-stocked shipwreck,
he still did not have a ten thousand dollar machine under him.

Lindbergh, in nearly every remark about his flight and in his own writ-
ings about it, resisted the tendency to exploit the flight as the achievement
of an individual. He never said “I,” he always said “We.” The plane was
not to go unrecognized. Nevertheless, there persisted a tendency to seize
upon the flight as a way of celebrating the self-sufficient individual, so that
among many others an Ohio newspaper could describe Lindbergh as this
“self-contained, self-reliant, courageous young man [who] ranks among the
great pioneers of history.” The strategy here was a common one, to make
Lindbergh a “pioneer” and thus to link him with a long and vital tradition
of individualism in the American experience. Colonel Theodore Roosevelt,
himself the son of a famous exponent of self-reliance, said to reporters
at his home in Opyster Bay that “Captain Lindbergh personifies the daring
of youth. Daniel Boone, David Crocket [sic], and men of that type played
a lone hand and made America. Lindbergh is their lineal descendant.”
In Outlook magazine, immediately below an enthusiastic endorsement of
Lindbergh’s own remarks on the importance of his machine and his scien-
tific instruments, there was the statement, “Charles Lindbergh is the heir
of all that we like to think is best in America. He is of the stuff out of
which have been made the pioneers that opened up the wilderness, first
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~—Harding in the Brooklyn Eagle.

on the Atlantic coast, and then in our great West. His are the qualities
which we, as a people, must nourish.” It is in this mood that one suspects
it was important that Lindbergh came out of the West and rode all alone.

Another common metaphor in the attempt to place Lindbergh’s exploit
was to say that he had opened a new “frontier.”” To speak of the air as a
“frontier” was to invoke an interpretation of the meaning of American
history which had sources deep in American experience, but the frontier
of the airplane is hardly the frontier of the trailmakers of the old West.
Rather than an escape into the self-sufficient simplicity of the American
past, the machine which made Lindbergh’s flight possible represented an
advance into a complex industrial present. The difficulty lay in using an
instance of modern life to celebrate the virtues of the past, to use an
extreme development of an urban industrial society to insist upon the
significance of the frontier in American life.

A little more than a month after Lindbergh’s flight, Joseph K. Hart in
Survey magazine reached back to Walt Whitman’s poem for the title of
an article on Lindbergh: “O Pioneer.” A school had made Lindbergh an
honorary alumnus but Hart protested there was little available evidence
“that he was educated in schools.” “We must look elsewhere for our ex-
planation,” Hart wrote and he looked to the experience of Lindbergh’s
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youth when “everything that he ever did . . . he did by himself. He lived
more to himself than most boys.” And, of course, Lindbergh lived to himself
in the only place conceivably possible, in the world of nature, on a Minne-
sota farm. “There he developed in the companionship of woods and fields,
animals and machines, his audaciously natural and simple personality.”
The word, “machines,” jars as it intrudes into Hart’s idyllic pastoral land-
scape and betrays Hart’s difficulty in relating the setting of nature upon
which he wishes to insist with the fact that its product spent his whole life
tinkering with machines, from motorcycles to airplanes. But except for that
one word, Hart proceeds in uncritical nostalgia to show that “a lone trip
across the Atlantic was not impossible for a boy who had grown up in the
solitude of the woods and waters.” If Lindbergh was “clear-headed, naif,
“untrained in the ways of cities,” it was because he had “that ‘natural sim-
plicity’ which Fenimore Cooper used to attribute to the pioneer hero of
his Leatherstocking Tales.” Hart rejected the notion that any student “bent
to all the conformities” of formal training could have done what Lindbergh
did. “Must we not admit,” he asked, “that this pioneering urge remained
to this audacious youth because he had never submitted completely to the
repressions of the world and its jealous institutions?”

Only those who insist on reason will find it strange that Hart should
use the industrial achievement of the airplane to reject the urban, institu-
tionalized world of industrialism. Hart was dealing with something other
than reason; he was dealing with the emotion evoked by Lindbergh’s soli-
tude. He recognized that people wished to call Lindbergh a “genius” be-
cause that “would release him from the ordinary rules of existence.” That
way, ‘“we could rejoice with him in his triumph, and then go back to the
contracted routines of our institutional ways [because] ninety-nine percent
of us must be content to be shaped and moulded by the routine ways and
forms of the world to the routine tasks of life.” It is in the word, “must,”
that the pathos of this interpretation of the phenomenon of Lindbergh
lies. The world had changed from the open society of the pioneer to the
close-knit, interdependent world of a modern machine-oriented civilization.
The institutions of a highly corporate industrial society existed as a con-
stant reproach to a people who liked to believe that the meaning of its
experience was embodied in the formless, independent life of the frontier.
Like Thomas Jefferson who identified American virtue with nature and
saw the city as a “great sore” on the public body, Hart concluded that
“certainly, in the response that the world—especially the world of great
cities—has made to the performance of this midwestern boy, we can read
of the homesickness of the human soul, immured in city canyons and rou-
tine tasks, for the freer world of youth, for the open spaces of the pioneer,
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for the joy of battling with nature and clean storms once more on the
frontiers of the earth.” |

The social actuality which made’ the adulation of Lindbergh possible
had its own irony for the notion that America’s strength lay in its simple
uncomplicated beginnings. For the public response to Lindbergh to have
reached the proportions it did, the world had by necessity to be the intri-
cately developed world of modern mass communications. But more than
irony was involved. Ultimately, the emotion attached to Lindbergh’s flight
involved no less than a whole theory about American history. By singling
out the fact that Lindbergh rode alone, and by naming him a pioneer of
the frontier, the public projected its sense that the source of America’s
strength lay somewhere in the past and that Lindbergh somehow meant
that America must look backward in time to rediscover some lost virtue.
The mood was nostalgic and American history was read as a decline, a
decline measured in terms of America’s advance into an urban, institu-
tionalized way of life which made solitary achievement increasingly beyond
the reach of ninety-nine per cent of the people. Because Lindbergh’s an-
cestors were Norse, it was easy to call him a “Viking” and extend the
emotion far into the past when all frontiers were open. He became the
“Columbus” of another new world to conquer as well as the “Lochinvar”

S N Sk o
IT 1S A BIG RELIEF TO BE LOOKING UP INSTEAD OF DOWN
—-Ireland in the Columbus Dispalch.
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who rode all alone. But there was always the brute, irreducible fact that
Lindbergh’s exploit was a victory of the machine over the barriers of nature.
If the only response to Lindbergh had been a retreat to the past, we would
be involved with a mass cultural neurosis, the inability of America to
accept reality, the reality of the world in which it lived. But there was an-
other aspect, one in which the public celebrated the machine and the
highly organized society of which it was a product. The response to Lind-
bergh reveals that the American people were deeply torn between con-
flicting interpretations of their own experience. By calling Lindbergh a
pioneer, the people could read into American history the necessity of turn-
ing back to the frontier past. Yet the people could also read American
history in terms of progress into the industrial future. They could do this
by emphasizing the machine which was involved in Lindbergh’s flight.

Lindbergh came back from Europe in an American man-of-war, the
cruiser Memphis. It seems he had contemplated flying on, around the
whole world perhaps, but less adventurous heads prevailed and dictated
a surer mode of travel for so valuable a piece of public property. The New
Republic protested against bringing America’s hero of romance home in
a warship. If he had returned on a great liner, that would have been one
thing. “One’s first trip on an oceanliner is a great adventure—the novelty
of it, the many people of all kinds and conditions, floating for a week in
a tiny compact world of their own.” But to return on the Memphis, “to be
put on a gray battleship with a collection of people all of the same stripe,
in a kind of ship that has as much relation to the life of the sea as a Ford
factory has! We might as well have put him in a pneumatic tube and
shot him across the Atlantic.” The interesting thing about the New Re-
public’s protest against the unromantic, regimented life of a battleship is
that the image it found appropriate was the Ford assembly line. It was
this reaction against the discipline of a mechanized society that probably
led to the nostalgic image of Lindbergh as a remnant of a past when ro-
mance was possible for the individual, when life held novelty and society
was variegated rather than uniform. But what the Ford Assembly Line
represents, a society committed to the path of full mechanization, was
what lay behind Lindbergh’s romantic success. A long piece in the Sunday
New York Times, “Lindbergh Symbolizes the Genius of America,” reminded
its readers of the too obvious fact that “without an airplane he could not
have flown at all.” Lindbergh “is, indeed, the Icarus of the twentieth cen-
tury; not himself an inventor of his own wings, but a son of that omnipo-
tent Daedalus whose ingenuity has created the modern world.” The point
was that modern America was the creation of modern industry. Lindbergh
“reveres his ‘ship’ as a noble expression.of mechanical wisdom. . . . Yet
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~in this reverence . . . Lindbergh is not an exception. What he means by
the Spirit of St. Louis is really the spirit of America. The mechanical
genius, which is discerned in Henry Ford as well as in Charles A. Lindbergh,
is in the very atmosphere-of [the] country.” In contrast to a sentiment
that feared the enforced discipline of the machine there existed an attitude
of reverence for its power.

Lindbergh led the way in the celebration of the machine, not only im-
plicitly by including his plane when he said “we,” but by direct statement.
In Paris he told newspapermen, “You fellows have not said enough about
that wonderful motor.” Rarely have two more taciturn figures confronted
one another than when Lindbergh returned to Washington and Calvin
Coolidge pinned the Distinguished Flying Cross on him, but in his brief
remarks Coolidge found room to express his particular delight that Lind-
bergh should have given equal credit to the airplane. “For we are proud,”
said the President, “that in every particular this silent partner represented
American genius and industry. I am told that more than 100 separate
companies furnished materials, parts or service in its construction.”

The flight was not the heroic lone success of a single daring individual,
but the climax of the co-operative effort of an elaborately interlocked
technology. The day after Coolidge’s speech, Lindbergh said at another
ceremony in Washington that the honor should “not go to the pilot alone
but to American science and genius which had given years of study to the
advancement of aeronautics.” “Some things,” he said, “should be taken
into due consideration in connection with our flight that have not hereto-
fore been given due weight. That is just what made this flight possible. It
was not the act of a single pilot. It was the culmination of twenty years of
aeronautical research and the assembling together of all that was prac-
ticable and best in American aviation.” The flight, concluded Lindbergh,
“represented American industry.”

The worship of the machine which was embodied in the public’s response
to Lindbergh exalted those very aspects which were denigrated in the cele-
bration of the flight as the work of a heroic individual. Organization and
careful method were what lay behind the flight, not individual self-
sufficiency and daring romance. One magazine hailed the flight as a
“triumph of mechanical engineering.” “It is not to be forgotten that this era
is the work not so much of brave aviators as of engineers, who have through
patient and protracted effort been steadily improving the construction of
airplanes.” The lesson to be learned from Lindbergh’s flight, thought a
writer in the Independent, “is that the splendid human and material aspects
of America need to be organized for the ordinary, matter of fact service
of society.” The machine meant organization, the careful rationalization
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of activity of a Ford assembly line, it meant planning, and, if it meant the
loss of spontaneous individual action, it meant the material betterment
of society. Lindbergh meant not a retreat to the free life of the frontier
past but an emergence into the time when “the machine bégan to take
first place in the public mind—the machine and the organization that
made its operation possible on a large scale.” A poet on this side of the
matter wrote, “All day I felt the pull / Of the steel miracle.” The machine
was not a devilish engine which would enthrall mankind, it was the in-
strument which would lead to a new paradise. But the direction of history
implicit in the machine was toward the future, not the past; the meaning
of history was progress, not decline, and America should not lose faith in
the future betterment of society. An address by a Harvard professor, picked
up by the Magazine of Business, made all this explicit. “We commonly
take Social Progress for granted,” said Edwin F. Gay, “but the doctrine
of Social Progress is one of the great revolutionary ideas which have power-
fully affected our modern world.” There was a danger, however, that the
idea “may be in danger of becoming a commonplace or a butt of criticism.”
The speaker recognized why this might be. America was “worn and dis-
illusioned after the Great War.” Logically, contentment should have gone
with so optimistic a creed, yet the American people were losing faith. So
 Lindbergh filled an emotional need even where a need should have been
lacking. “He has come like a shining vision to revive the hope of mankind.”
The high ideals of faith in progress “had almost come to seem like hollow
words to us—but now here he is, emblematic of heroes yet to inhabit this
world. Our belief in Social Progress is justified symbolically in him.”

It is a long flight from New York to Paris; it is a still longer flight from
the fact of Lindbergh’s achievement to the burden imposed upon it by
the imagination of his time. But it is in that further flight that lies the
full meaning of Lindbergh. His role was finally a double one. His flight
provided an opportunity for the people to.project their own emotions into
his act and their emotions involved finally two attitudes toward the mean-
ing of their own experience. One view had it that America represented a -
brief escape from the course of history, an emergence into a new and open
world with the self-sufficient individual at its center. The other said that
America represented a stage in historical evolution and that its fulfillment
lay in the development of society. For one, the meaning of America lay in
the past; for the other in the future. For one, the American ideal was
an escape from institutions, from the forms of society, and from limitations
put upon the free individual; for the other, the American ideal was the
elaboration of the complex institutions which made modern society pos-
sible, an acceptance of the discipline of the machine, and the achievement
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of the individual within a context of which he was only a part. The two
views were contradictory but both were possible and both were present in
the public’s reaction to Lindbergh’s flight.

The Sunday newspapers announced that Lmdbergh had reached Paris
and in the very issue whose front pages were covered with Lindbergh’s
story the magazine section of the New York Times featured an article by
the British philosopher, Bertrand Russell. The magazine had, of course,
been made up too far in advance to take advantage of the news about
Lindbergh. Yet, in a prophetic way, Russell’s article was about Lindbergh.
Russell hailed the rise to power of the United States because he felt that
in the “new life that is America’s” in the twentieth century “the new out-
look appropriate to machinery [would] become more completely dominant
than in the old world.” Russell sensed that some might be unwilling to
accept the machine, but “whether we like this new outlook or not,” he
wrote, “is of little importance.” Why one might not was obvious. A society
built on the machine, said Russell, meant “the diminution in the value and
- independence of the individual. Great enterprises tend more and more to
be collective, and in an industrialized world the interference of the com-
munity with the individual must be more mtense ? Russell realized that
while the co-operative effort involved in machine technology makes man
collectively more lordly, it makes the individual more submissive. “I do not
see how it is to be avoided,” he concluded.

People are not philosophers. They did not see how the conflict between
a machine society and the free individual was to be avoided either. But
neither were they ready to accept the philosopher’s statement of the prob-
lem. In Lindbergh, the people celebrated both the self-sufficient individual
and the machine. Americans still celebrate both. We cherish the individual-
ism of the American creed at the same time that we worship the machine
which increasingly enforces collectivized behavior. Whether we can have
both, the freedom of the individual and the power of an organized society,
i1s a question that still haunts our minds. To resolve the conflict that is
_present in America’s celebration of Lindbergh in 1927 is still the task of
America.
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