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Amelia Earhart


1897 – 1937


 


Amelia Earhart was an American aviation pioneer and author, widely celebrated as one of the most iconic figures in the history of flight. Born in Atchison, Kansas, Earhart is best known for her courageous solo flights and her efforts to break gender barriers in aviation. Her mysterious disappearance during her attempt to circumnavigate the globe in 1937 remains one of the greatest unsolved mysteries of the 20th century.


 


Early Life and Education


 


Amelia Earhart was born into a family that faced financial instability, which affected her early education. Despite these challenges, she developed an early interest in adventure and mechanical things, collecting newspaper clippings about successful women in male-dominated fields. After volunteering as a nurse during World War I, she attended Columbia University for a time but left before completing a degree. Her passion for flying was sparked in 1920, when she took a 10-minute plane ride that changed the course of her life.


 


Career and Contributions


 


Earhart quickly became a prominent figure in aviation after she took flying lessons and purchased her first airplane, which she nicknamed “The Canary.” In 1928, she gained international fame as the first woman to fly across the Atlantic as a passenger. Determined to achieve more, she became the first woman to fly solo across the Atlantic Ocean in 1932, a feat that earned her the Distinguished Flying Cross.


Over the next several years, Earhart continued setting records and advocating for women’s rights in aviation. She helped found the Ninety-Nines, an organization for female pilots, and wrote books about her flying experiences. In 1937, she embarked on her most ambitious journey yet—a flight around the world along the equator. Tragically, she and her navigator, Fred Noonan, disappeared over the Pacific Ocean, sparking an international search that yielded no conclusive results.


 


Impact and Legacy


 


Amelia Earhart was more than a record-breaking pilot; she was a symbol of perseverance, independence, and progress. She challenged societal norms and inspired countless women to pursue careers in fields traditionally dominated by men. Her charisma, courage, and achievements made her a cultural icon in her lifetime, and her legacy has only grown since her disappearance.


Earhart’s writing and public appearances helped shape the perception of women in aviation and beyond. She was a tireless advocate for equality, often emphasizing that women could accomplish the same feats as men if given equal opportunities. Her work contributed to changing attitudes about women’s roles in society during a critical time of transformation.


Amelia Earhart’s disappearance on July 2, 1937, during the final stretch of her around-the-world flight, captivated the world and led to numerous theories about her fate. Despite extensive investigations and searches, no definitive evidence has ever been found, and her final moments remain a subject of speculation and fascination.


Today, Amelia Earhart is remembered as a trailblazer who defied limitations and expanded the possibilities for women in aviation and beyond. Her legacy is honored in schools, museums, airports, and literature, and her story continues to inspire new generations. Earhart left behind more than unanswered questions—she left a vision of fearlessness and freedom that endures in the modern imagination.


 


About the work


 


20 Hrs. 40 Min: Our Flight in the Friendship, by Amelia Earhart, is a compelling firsthand account of her historic 1928 transatlantic flight, during which she became the first woman to cross the Atlantic by air as a passenger. The title refers to the total duration of the journey aboard the plane Friendship, which flew from Newfoundland to Wales. In this work, Earhart combines detailed observations of the flight itself with personal reflections on aviation, gender, and the spirit of adventure.


Beyond chronicling the technical aspects of the voyage, the book offers insight into Earhart’s passion for flying and her role in challenging societal expectations for women in the early 20th century. Her clear, direct prose captures both the excitement and challenges of early aviation, while also emphasizing the importance of perseverance and courage.


Since its publication, 20 Hrs. 40 Min has stood as both a historical document and an inspirational narrative. It not only commemorates a groundbreaking moment in aviation history but also reflects Earhart’s broader mission to empower women and redefine what was possible. The book continues to resonate as a testament to ambition, resilience, and the pioneering spirit.


 





FOREWORD


In re-reading the manuscript of this book I find I didn’t allow myself to be born. May I apologize for this unconventional oversight as well as for other more serious ones — and some not so serious?


I myself am disappointed not to have been able to write a “work” — (you know, Dickens’ Works, Thackeray’s Works), but my dignity wouldn’t stand the strain. I can only hope, therefore, that some of the fun of flying the Atlantic has sifted into my pages and that some of the charm and romance of old ships may be seen to cling similarly to the ships of the air.


A. E.





20 HS., 40 MIN. OUR FLIIGHT IN THE FRIENDSHIP



CHAPTER I – TORONTO DAYS


THERE are two kinds of stones, as everyone knows, one of which rolls. Because I selected a father who was a railroad man it has been my fortune to roll.


Of course rolling has left its mark on me. What happened to my education is typical. Until the eighth grade I stayed the school year with my grandmother in Atchison, Kansas, and attended a college preparatory school. With the exception of two grades skipped, one spent trying a public school and one conducted at home under a governess-friend, my course was fairly


regular — not including time out for travelling. However, it took six high-schools to see me through the customary four year course. Would it be surprising, considering this record, if I should come out with a right round “ain’t” or “he done it” now and then?


Despite such risks there are advantages in a changing environment. Meeting new people and new situations becomes an interesting adventure, and one learns to value fresh experiences as much as old associations.


When the war broke out for the United States I was at Ogontz School, near Philadelphia. My sister was at St. Margaret’s College in Toronto and I went to visit her there for the Christmas holidays.


In every life there are places at which the individual, looking back, can see he was forced to choose one of several paths. These turning points may be marked by a trivial circumstance or by one of great joy or sorrow.


In 1918 Canada had been in the war four weary years — years the United States will never appreciate. Four men on crutches, walking together on King Street in Toronto that winter, was a sight which changed the course of existence for me. The realization that war wasn’t knitting sweaters and selling Liberty Bonds, nor dancing with handsome uniforms was suddenly evident. Returning to school was impossible, if there was war work that I could do.


I started training under the Canadian Red Cross and as soon as possible completed the first-aid work necessary to qualify as a V.A.D. or nurse’s aide. Those four men on crutches!


My first assignment was to Spadina Military Hospital, a rather small institution occupying an old college building converted for war use. Day began at seven and ended at seven, with two hours off in the afternoon. There were many beds to be made and trays and “nurishment” to be carried, and backs to be rubbed — some lovely ones!


Most of the men had been through a physical and emotional crisis. Many were not sick enough to be in bed and not well enough to find real occupation. Even when jobs were offered many lacked the mental stamina to take them — or make good at them, if taken. Spiritually they were tired out. Generally speaking they were a far harder group to care for than the really sick. For with the latter the improvements noted by the patient from day to day are cheerful mile posts, while these poor lads had lost even that means of happiness.


The first day I was in the hospital there was a fire. It was not serious enough for attendants to do anything but slam windows shut and stand by to carry out patients. Nearly everyone enjoyed the excitement except a few of the autumnal nurses and the poor fellows in the shell-shock ward. They suffered greatly for a few days from


the effects of the unexpected disturbance which was to most of the other men a welcome break in their colorless existence.


Of course one of the jobs of a V.A.D. was to be a merry sunshine, not difficult for me whose I.Q. is low enough to insure natural cheerfulness. Despite our best efforts time often dragged. I wonder if we might not have accomplished more if we had all been good-looking and especially, perhaps, if we’d all worn brilliant colors instead of our grey and white uniforms. It’s a pet theory of mine that color in a drab world can go a long way in stimulating morale. There’s a suggestion, here, perhaps, for the management of the next war.


The monotony of the hospital prevailed with its food also. Even after ten years I am unable to look a jelly-roll in the eye. They were the diurnal diet in the officers’ mess, just as rice puddings prevailed in the wards. I have a depressing memory of passing out little rice puddings in endless procession from the diet kitchen to the patients. Sometimes they came back untouched but bearing crosses and the inscription R.I.P. However, those who rated rice pudding were entitled to ice cream — if they could get it. We K.P.’s often did the getting for the patients most in need of cheer. Our funds were immorally collected, the winnings of matching pennies in the kitchen.


The war was the greatest shock that some lives have had to survive. It so completely changed the direction of my own footsteps that the details of those days remain indelible in my memory, trivial as they appear when recorded.


Days of routine slipped by quickly enough into months of nursing. I hope what we did was helpful. Somebody had to do it. There is so much that must be done in a civilized barbarism like war.


War followed one everywhere. Even entertainments weren’t always merely fun. Often they meant having tea with a group of women who were carrying their war work into their homes. I remember, for instance, hours spent with a power sewing machine making pajamas.


The aviation I touched, too, while approached as an entertainment was of course steeped with war. Sometimes I was invited to a flying field, Armour Heights, on the edge of the city. I think there were many planes there; I know there were many young pilots being trained — some very young. (As a matter of fact I wasn’t exactly grey with age — twenty, then.)


But the planes were mature. They were full-sized birds that slid on the hard-packed snow and rose into the air with an extra roar that echoed from the evergreens that banked the edge of the field. They were a part of war, just as much as the drives, the bandages and the soldiers. I remember well that when the snow blown back by the propellers stung my face I felt a first urge to fly. I tried to get permission to go up, but the rules forbade; not even a general’s wife could do so — apparently the only thing she couldn’t do. I did the next best thing and came to know some of the men fortunate enough to fly. Among them were Canadians, Scotch, Irish and even Americans who could not pass our rigorous tests but were accepted in Canada at that time.


They were terribly young, those air men — young and eager. Aviation was the romantic branch of the service and inevitably attracted the romanticists. The dark side did not impress the enlisted men or me. To us there was humor in the big padded helmets, despite their purpose, which was to prevent scalp wounds in the crashes that were frequent in those days. The boys smeared their faces with grease, to prevent freezing, and that seemed funny, too. The training planes were often under-powered, but no matter how well that was understood, the pilots joked about possible unpleasantness.


I have even forgotten the names of the men I


knew then. But the memory of the planes remains clearly, and the sense of the inevitability of flying. It always seemed to me one of the few worth-while things that emerged from the misery of war.


I lived through the Armistice. Toronto was forty riots rolled into one that memorable day. Whistles awakened us. They blew continuously. Electric cars were stalled in the streets which were deep with trash. Insane old ladies crawled on top and hooked men’s hats with their umbrellas. Fresh lads grabbed girls and powdered their faces with flour. Bands marched without knowing where they were going. There were speeches that were not heard and food that went untasted. Flags appeared everywhere, with confetti and streamers.


Those months in Toronto roused my interest in flying, although I did not realize it at the time. Perhaps it was the glamour of the environment, the times, or my youth. Aviation had come close to me.



CHAPTER II – EARLY AVIATION


AT the end of my brief hospital career I became a patient myself. It was a case of too much nursing, perhaps with too long hours, in the pneumonia ward. I picked up an infection and there followed several minor operations and a rather long period of convalescence.


At Toronto I had been put into the dispensary because I knew a little chemistry and because it appeared I was one of the few people who wouldn’t drink the medical supply of whiskey. My brief experiences aroused my interest in medicine, and after the armistice I went to New York with the idea that I might become a physician. At Columbia I took up a very heavy course which included pre-medical work. Scholastically I think I could have qualified, but after a year of study I convinced myself that some of my abilities did not measure up to the requirements which I felt a physician should have.


My mother and father wanted me to come to Los Angeles. Regretfully I left New York and moved west.


Southern California is a country of out-door sports. I was fond of automobiles, tennis, horseback riding, and almost anything else that is active and carried on in the open. It was a short step from such interests to aviation and just then, as now, Southern California was particularly active in air matters.


I remember the first air meet I attended. It was near Long Beach, at Daugherty Field, the ocean side of the broad Los Angeles valley. The sky was blue and flying conditions were perfect, as I remember. As this was the summer of 1920 commercial flying was in its infancy. Even to go to see planes then was considered really sporting by the populace. There were mechanical imperfections of many kinds, but progress is made always through experimentation.


Certainly a great many of the people gathered that day had never before seen an aeroplane. The planes mostly were old war material, Jennys and Canucks. The Army and Navy were represented with the planes available at that time — Standards, D. H.’s, Douglasses, Martins, etc. None of the ships stand out distinctly in my mind as types. I imagine there were some bombing planes and pursuit jobs, but they all seemed to my untrained eye more or less routine two-seaters. Of course at that time I knew somewhat less than I do now.


However, one thing I did know that day. I wanted to fly. I was there with my father, who, I fear, wasn’t having a very good time. As the dust blew in his eyes, and his collar wilted, I think his enthusiasm for aviation, such as it was, waned. He was slightly non-plussed, therefore, when I said:


“Dad, you know, I think I’d like to fly.”


Heretofore we had been milling about behind the ropes which lined the field. At my suggestion we invited ourselves into the arena and looked about. I saw a man tagged “official” and asked my father to talk with him about instruction. I felt suddenly shy about making inquiries myself, lest the idea of a woman’s being interested in trying to fly be too hilarious a thought for the official.


My father was game; he even went so far as to make an appointment for me to have a trial hop at what was then Rogers Airport. I am sure he thought one ride would be enough for me, and he might as well act to cure me promptly.


Next day was characteristically fair and we arrived early on the field. There was no crowd, but several planes stood ready to go.


A pilot came forward and shook hands.


“A good day to go up,” he said, pleasantly.


My father raised an inexperienced eye to the sky and agreed. Agreeing verbally is as far as he went, or has ever gone, for he has not yet found a day good enough for a first flight.


The pilot nodded to another flyer. “He’ll go up with us.”


“Why?” I asked.


The pair exchanged grins. Then I understood. I was a girl — a “nervous lady.” I might jump out. There had to be somebody on hand to grab my ankle as I went over. It was no use to explain I had seen aeroplanes before and wasn’t excitable. I was not to be permitted to go alone in the front cockpit.


The familiar “contact” was spoken and the motor came to life. I suppose there must be emotion with all new experiences, but I can’t remember any but a feeling of interest on this occasion. The noise of the motor seemed very loud — I think it seems so to most people on their first flight.


The plane rose quickly over some nearby oil derricks which are part of the flora in Southern California. I was surprised to be able to see the sea after a few moments of climbing. At 2,000 feet the pilot idled the motor and called out the altitude for me. The sensation of speed is of course absent, and I had no idea of the duration of the hop. When descent was made I know the field looked totally unfamiliar. I could not have picked it out from among the hundreds of little squares into which populated areas are divided. One of the senses which must be developed in flying is an acuteness in recognizing characteristics of the terrain, a sense seldom possessed by a novice.


Lessons in flying cost twice as much in 1920 as they do now. Five hundred dollars was the price for ten or twelve hours instruction, and that was just half what had been charged a few years before.


When I came down I was ready to sign up at any price to have a try at the air myself. Two things deterred me at that moment. One was the tuition fee to be wrung from my father, and the other the determination to look up a woman flyer who, I had heard, had just come to another field. I felt I should be less self-conscious taking lessons with her, than with the men who overwhelmed me with their capabilities. Neta Snook, the first woman to be graduated from the Curtiss School of Aviation, had a Canuck — an easier plane to fly than a Jenny, whose Canadian sister it was. Neta was good enough to take payments for time in the air, when I could make them, so in a few days I began hopping about on credit with her. I had failed to convince my father of the necessity of my flying, so my economic status itself remained a bit in the air.


I had opportunity to get a fair amount of information about details of flying despite my erratic finances. In Northampton, where I had stayed a while after the war, I had taken a course in automobile repair with a group of girls from Smith College. To me the motor was as interesting as flying itself, and I welcomed a chance to help in the frequent pulling down and putting together which it required.


New students were instructed in planes with dual controls; the rudder and stick in the front cockpit are connected with those in the rear so that any false move the student makes can be corrected by the instructor. Every move is duplicated and can be felt by both flyers. One lands, takes off, turns, all with an experienced companion in command. When passengers are carried these controls are removed for safety’s sake with little trouble. If there is telephone connection, communication and explanation are much easier than by any methods of signs or shouting. This telephone equipment, by the way, seems to be more usual in England than here.


I am glad I didn’t start flying in the days of the “grass cutters,” which exemplified an earlier method of flying instruction. One of the amusing sights of the war training period was that of the novices hopping about the countryside in these penguin planes. They could fly only a few feet from the ground and had to be forced off to do that. The theory had been that such activity offered maximum practice in taking off and landing. In addition it was a sort of Roman holiday for the instructors — they had nothing much to do but, so to speak, wind up their play-things and start them off. And nothing very serious could happen one way or the other.
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