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Two Checks That Changed History
by BOB COCHRAN

Charles Lindbergh's non-stop solo flight from New York
to Paris on May 20-21, 1927 captured the attention and
imagination of virtually the entire world. The events of his
flight have been documented many times, and the best of
these is by Lindbergh himself, in his book The Spirit of St.
Louis. Sadly, Lindbergh is also linked to numismatics, by
the ransom money that was paid to the kidnapper (s) of
his young son in the early 1930s.

However, another numismatic link to Lindbergh's fam-
ous flight are two checks: one that paid for his plane and
associated expenses, and the $25,000 Orteig Prize,
which had been offered to "the first aviator who shall
cross the Atlantic in a land or water craft (heavier than air)
from Paris or the shores of France, to New York, or from
New York to Paris or the shores of France, without stop."

"The Lone Eagle"— Capt. Charles A. Lindbergh

I N 1926 Lindbergh was the chief pilot for the Robertson
Aircraft Corporation, headquartered at Lambert Field near
St Louis. Robertson Aircraft had obtained a government

contract to fly the mail between St. Louis and Chicago, Contract
Air Mail Route No. 2. He first became aware of the Orteig Prize
in September, 1926, while attending a theatre; the newsreel ac-
companying the feature film described the prize. Raymond Or-
teig, a hotel owner, had offered the prize through the Aero Club
of America on May 23, 1919—nearly three years before Lind-
bergh had ever been in an airplane.

The Orteig Prize sparked Lindbergh's imagination, and con-
sumed his thoughts. In his mind, there was no doubt that the
feat could be done, with the proper pilot, himself, and the prop-
er aircraft. But where would he come up with the funds for such

a craft? Lindbergh had saved approximately $2,000, which he
was prepared to use for the attempt, but this would only be a
start. His first contact for financial backing was Earl Thompson,
a wealthy St. Louis insurance executive who owned his own
plane, and to whom Lindbergh had given some flying lessons.
Lindbergh respected Thompson's opinions, and he also knew
that Thompson could be influential in arranging the financial
backing he needed. Thompson was interested and encouraged
Lindbergh to pursue the attempt, but did not commit to any fi-
nancial involvement at the time.

Lindbergh's second contact was Major Albert Bond Lambert,
who had commanded a school for balloon pilots during World
War 1. Lambert was well-respected in aviation circles—Lambert
Field in St. Louis had been named in his honor—and Lindbergh
knew that if he could say that Lambert was interested in the proj-
ect, it would provide credibility to his plan. After Lindbergh had
outlined his ideas, Lambert stunned him with the following
statement: "If you think it's a practical venture, and if you can
get the right fellows together, I'll take part, Slim. You can count
on me for $1,000." ("Slim" was Lindbergh's nickname.)

Lindbergh next approached Bill Robertson of the Robertson
Aircraft Corporation. Lindbergh knew that the company was
not in a position to assist financially, but he wanted to use the
company name in his attempt to obtain funds, and he also want-
ed to arrange the mail flight schedules so that he could be away
for a few days at a time when necessary. Robertson agreed to
both requests.

After this, Lindbergh began nogotiations with the Wright
Aeronautical Corporation in New Jersey for a Bellanca aircraft.
The Bellanca was the airplane he had in mind for the flight, be-
cause it could carry the fuel necessary for a flight over the Atlan-
tic. Wright did not want to build any more of the planes, how-
ever; they were more interested in selling their Whirlwind en-
gines, and had built the Bellanca only to prove that their engine
was reliable. Further, they did not want to sell the one Bellanca
they had available; they felt that a single-engine craft could not
make the flight, and they were not anxious to have any bad pub-
licity for their Whirlwind engine.

Shortly thereafter, the Bellanca aircraft's designer, Giuseppe
Bellanca, indicated to Lindbergh that he might be able to furnish
one of the planes through Columbia Aircraft Corporation in
New York. Lindbergh wired Bellanca on February 13, 1926,
asking when the plane could be ready, and how much the cost
would be.

While he was waiting for a reply from Bellanca, Lindbergh
paid a call on Harry H. Knight, a wealthy broker. Knight was
president of the St. Louis Flying Club, and Lindbergh had met
him at Lambert Field during the summer of 1926. Knight was
very interested in Lindbergh's proposal, and asked him how
much money he thought he would need. Lindbergh responded
that if the plane and engine manufacturers would take part in
the attempt, he figured it would take about $10.000; if not, then
"it might cost as much as $15,000 to buy the plane and engine,
and make the flight." Knight made a call to a friend of his,
Harold Bixby, a vice-president of the State National Bank of St.
Louis. Knight's office was at Fourth and Olive Streets, and the
bank was located a block away, at Fourth and Locust. Knight



Feb. 18, 1927.

Memo for Board:

Charles A. Lindbergh, Air Mail Pilot on the
St. Louis-Chicago Route, wants to make the first aeroplane
flight from New York to Paris.

As you know, I hove been very much interest-
ed in aviation for a long time past and have taken a number
of trips in wy plane in the interest of the Bank. Harry H.
Knight, President of the Flying Club, Albert Bond Lambert,
Earl Thompson, myself and several others are raising the
necessary Money to buy the plane with which Lindbergh will
make the attempt. It will take some time to raise the re-
quired amount, but we must have the $15,000 immediately.

Will. The State National Bank lend Harry
Knight and me $15,000, we to endorse the note personally?

Page 86

asked Bixby to come over to his office. When he arrived, Lind-
bergh repeated his proposal. and mentioned the support of Ma-
jor Lambert, Bill Robertson, Earl Thompson, and his own com-
mitment of $2,000. After a short discussion, Bixby told him
"You let us think about this for a day or two, and talk to some of
our friends. If you're going to make the flight, we've got to get

Memo from Harold M. Bixby, Vice President of the State National Bank
of St. Louis, to the bank's Board of Directors, requesting a personal
loan to buy the plane Lindbergh needed to make the flight. The ap-
proval signature at lower left is that of Edward B. Pryor, President of the
bank. His signature also appears on second and third charter notes,
charter 5172.
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started right away. Come down and see me next Wednesday.
How about ten A.M. at my office?"

Lindbergh kept the appointment the following Wednesday.
The story of what happened is best told by him, and also pro-
vides us with uncanny insight into how the "little man" regarded
banks. Remember that the man described here is a 24 year-old
college dropout, former "barnstormer," who could offer only
$2,000—and a dream; notice his observations of the other peo-
ple waiting with him:

"Do you mind waiting? Mr. Bixby is still in conference. He'll
be through in just a few minutes."

The secretary smiles and leaves. It's ten o'clock. I sit down
in a corner chair at the State National Bank of St. Louis. A
teller behind his lightly barred window is counting out bills for
one of the customers. Stacks of greenbacks are piled neatly
on a shelf at his left. Fifty dollar, twenty dollar, ten
dollar—the denomination of each sheaf is marked on a
paper band around it. There must be more than fifteen thou-
sand dollars in those stacks. If I owned that pile of paper I
could fly to Paris. In exchange for those printed slips, manu-
facturers would give me an airplane, an engine, and fuel
enough to fly across the ocean.

I have an idea. If I can translate that idea into paper. I can
translate the paper into reality and action. The idea and the
action I understand. The paper stage which intervenes forms
my major difficulty. I glance sidewise at the people waiting
with me. They must be facing problems similar to mine. That
middleaged lady, what has she to sell—a shop, cafe, or
beauty parlor? And that man in the creased, striped suit?
You want a sales agency? A factory? An airplane to fly across
the ocean? A bank is like a courthouse. You go in to state
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your case, to bring your plea before the judges. A poor risk? The
verdict is against you. Good business? You get the decision, a
written order requiring the compliance of other men. Take this
pile of paper; go ahead. These slips, worthless in themselves,
signify that this bank, this nation stands behind you.

Bixby came out and told Lindbergh that he and his friends
had been sold on the proposition: "It's a tough job you're taking
on, but we've talked it over and we're with you. From now on
you'd better leave the financial end to us. You concentrate on
the plane and getting ready for the flight. We want to be sure it's
a practical proposition. Don't get obligated before we meet
again. But let us know as soon as you have something lined
up.

His financial worries settled just that quickly, Lindbergh turned
to his next major problem: where to get his plane? He contacted
another manufacturer, Travel Air Company; they quickly turned
down his request to purchase one of their monoplanes for his
flight. He contacted another manufacturer, Ryan Airlines of San
Diego. Ryan indicated that they could build such a plane for
about six thousand dollars without a motor and instruments,
and that delivery would be in about three months. Lindbergh
wired back, asking for more details about the plane, and if the
delivery could be shortened. Ryan responded with favorable in-
formation about the plane's capabilities, and stated that they
could complete the plane in two months from the date it was or-
dered.
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We next find Lindbergh in Bixby's office at the State National
Bank. Again. the situation is best described by Lindbergh him-
self:

"What would you think of naming it the Spirit of St. Louis?"
Bixby's question strikes vaguely through my ears. I'm staring
at the shredded and color-stained figures on a slip of paper in
my hand—FIFTEEN THOUSAND DOLLARS. This slip can
be traded for the Wright-Bellanca, and this slip is mine —
"Pay to the order of Charles A. Lindbergh" it says on the
back.

The Spirit of St. Louis ... it's a good name. "All right.
let's call it the Spirit of St. Louis. - My eyes go back to the
check. "I didn't know you were going to make this out to me
personally," I say.

Bixby laughs. "Well, Slim, Harry and I decided that if we
couldn't trust you with a check, we ought not to take part in
this project at all. -

Lindbergh went back to New York with the check, but re-
ceived quite a shock when he arrived. The Columbia Aircraft
Corporation would sell him the plane, but they now wanted to
reserve the right to pick the crew for its flight across the ocean: to
Lindbergh, there was absolutely no compromise on this point.
He had so much confidence in his ability to make the flight that if
he didn't fly the craft himself, BY HIMSELF, there would be no
deal. Lindbergh picked up his check from the desk of Mr. Le-
vine, the Chairman of the Board of Columbia Aircraft Corpora-
tion, put it in his pocket, and walked out.

Check for $25,000 issued to Lindbergh for winning the Orteig Prize,

On February 6, 1927, Lindbergh received a telegram from
Giuseppe Bellanca, indicating that the Bellanca airplane might
be available for sale, and that Lindbergh should come to New
York as soon as possible. Lindbergh went to New York, and
met with Ballanca and officials of the Columbia Aircraft Corpor-
ation. new owners of the Bellanca airplane. They indicated that
the airplane was worth $25,000, but because of the advertising
potential of a successful flight, they offered to sell him the air-
plane for $15,000. On the 11th of February, 1927, Lindbergh
boarded a train for St. Louis, to meet with Knight and Bixby.

On February 23, 1927 Lindbergh was in San Diego, confer-
ring with B.F. Mahoney, president of Ryan Airlines. On the
24th he sent a telegram to Harry Knight, indicating that the cost
of the airplane with a Whirlwind engine and standard instru-
ments would be $10,580. Knight replied by wire the next day
" ... suggest you close with Ryan following terms . .." The
$15,000 check was endorsed by Lindbergh and Mahoney, and
deposited that day in the United States National Bank in San
Diego.

(Continued on page 101)
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One of the busiest times of the year is again upon us. Plans
have been completed for most of our regional meetings, and
major events and activities for 1987.

MEMPHIS, TENNESSEE — Memphis Coin Club's 11th In-
ternational Paper Money Show, Cook Convention
Center, 255 N. Main Street, Memphis, Tennessee,
June 19, 20, 21, 1987.

We will again hold several activities in conjuction with this an-
nual show. Mike Crabb, who has chaired this event since its in-
ception, reports that many tables have been sold for the bourse
and the auction will be conducted by Hickman & Oakes. There
will be many fine exhibits, including displays by the Bureau of
Engraving and Printing and American Bank Note Company.
The dealers and exhibits will be in the Cook Convention Center,
255 N. Main Street, which connects to the Holiday Inn-Crowne
Plaza, the Convention Headquarters hotel. An added attraction
for attendees this year is the Rameses the Great Exhibit, on loan
from the world-famous Egyptian Museum in Cairo, which will
also be held in the Cook Convention Center. (The Rameses the
Great Exhibit will be in Memphis from April 15-August 31,
1987.)

BOARD MEETINGS
There will be two board metings held in one of the meeting

rooms of the Holiday Inn-Crowne Plaza, 250 N. Main Street,
Memphis.

At the first meeting, on Friday at 7:30, changes in the SPMC
by-laws will be discussed. The second meeting will convene at
8:30 on Saturday.

GENERAL MEETING
The SPMC General Membership Meeting will be held at

10:00 AM Saturday June 20 in one of the meeting rooms at the
Holiday Inn-Crowne Plaza. Tom Denly will speak on "Boston
Obsolete Notes and Their Rarity." Results of the 1987 election
of Board Members will be announced at this time, as well as the
1987-89 SPMC Officers.

SPMC AWARDS BANQUET
Activities on the evening of June 20 will begin at 5:30 PM

with a cash bar near the ballroom at the Holiday Inn-Crowne
Plaza. At 6:00 PM the banquet will begin in the ballroom. Fol-
lowing the dinner we will have the annual SPMC Awards.
Speaker for the evening will be William Wills, Superintendent of
the Special Products Division at BEP. The Tom Bain Raffle will
conclude the banquet before the auction begins. Advance
tickets for this event are required  ($20 each), and should be
ordered by mail from:

Mike Crabb, Jr., SPMC Banquet, P.O. Box 17871
Memphis, Tennessee 38187-0871

901-654-6118
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If you are a member of the SPMC Patron's Association, the
coupon you received for the Memphis event when you joined
will be honored.

The Society will again have a table at the show, where you
can pick up membership applications (we expect to sign up new
members at the show), order SPMC books, and we expect to
have a limited number of the 20x27 inch engraved sheets for
sale at the table. These sheets, printed by American Bank Note
Company, were released at the Cherry Hill show in 1985—we
have a few left to sell.

OTHER EVENTS
The Society will also be holding Regional Meetings at various

other shows around the country (some have already been held).
We expect to hold meetings at the ANA Convention in Atlanta
in August and at the National Paper Money Convention in St.
Louis in November. We are helping to co-sponsor this event this
year with the Professional Currency Dealers Association and the
IBNS. More details on COMING EVENTS PAGE.

SPECIAL DISCOUNT TICKETS
AVAILABLE FOR GROUP TOURS
OF RAMESES THE GREAT

Mike Crabb, show chairman for the Memphis Coin Club's
11th International Paper Money Show, announces that special
group tickets will be available at a discount during the show for
the RAMESES THE GREAT exhibit. Mike has arranged dis-
count tickets for 2 PM Thursday and 9 AM Sunday at the low
price of $5.75 (regular $6.50). Please reserve the number of
tickets you want, and the preferred time, with Mike Crabb, Jr.,
P.O. Box 17871, Memphis, Tennessee 38187-0871, (901)
654-6118. Please send check for the number of tickets desired.

RECRUITMENT REPORT
John Wilson 29
Wendell Wolka 13

Richard J. Balbaton 37
Tomas Denly 5

CHECKS (Continued from page 87)

A few weeks after his flight, Raymond Orteig presented a
check for $25,000 to Lindbergh, and officially declared him the
winner of the prize. Later in St. Louis, he shared the celebra-
tions with his nine backers. In theory, they were entitled to a
share of his prize; in reality, no one asked for a cent.

The Spirit of St. Louis is displayed in the Smithsonian Institu-
tion's Air and Space Museum in Washington, D.C., and a full-
scale replica, used in the motion picture of the same name.
hangs in the main terminal of Lambert-St. Louis Airport. If you
have the occasion to visit either place, take a moment and re-
gard this tiny craft; put yourself in that wicker seat for 33 +
hours and marvel at his accomplishment.

The world will pause, briefly, on May 20-21, to remember
what happened 60 years ago. Collectors can reflect with some
pride that two small pieces of paper, two checks, were a "numis-
matic sandwich" for one of the greatest achievements of all time.

REFERENCES
The Spirit of St. Louis. Charles Lindbergh. Copyright 1953, Charles

Scribner's Sons.

"Through the Numismatic Glass." Bryan Burke. Calcoin News, Volume
41, Number 2, Spring 1987. Pages 36-40.

Collectors

Dealers


	Partial - Two Checks that Changed History
	Interest Bearing Notes - Larry Adams

