‘Keep Your Nose

Down in the Turns’

Charles Lindbergh’s advice and support was just what 17-year-old Elinor Smith needed
before she set out to make a name for herself above New York’s East River in 1928.
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LINOR SMITH WAS JUST a freckle-faced 6-year-

old when she took her first plane ride, but she knew

at onee her future was up in the air. It happened on

a slightly eloudy afternoon in 1918 when Tom and

Agnes Smith and their two children, Elinor and

Joe, were out for a Sunday drive in Hicksville, Long
Island. They came upon an abandoned potato field where a pecu-
liar-looking plane sat waiting for passengers. A sign stuck in the
ground nearby read: “Airplane Rides, $5 and $107

Pilot Louis Gaubert, one of France’s leading fliers, showed them
around his Farman pusher, a shaky assemblage of canvas, wood
and varnish. Both children begged for a ride, and Tom soon LI?W
in and lifted them into the plane. Picture two towheaded kids
strapped together in the cockpit, utterly enchanted as breathtak-
ing scenes scrolled beneath the wings.

One ride led to another, and the Smith children became Mon-
sieur Gaubert's best customers that unforgettable summer. During
several flights Gaubert placed Elinor's small hands on the controls.
She had a natural touch, he told her, and he predicted that she
would fly with the great ones someday.

A well-known performer with the Kﬂth-ﬂ.lhee Orpheum Vaude-
ville circuit, Tom Smith often hired a plane and pilot to fiy him to
out-of-town shows, He found he enjoyed flying and decided to learn
to fly himself. For an instructor, he turned to Clyde Pangborn, star
of the Gates Flying Circus. He allowed Elinor to tag along during
his lessons, and she didn't miss a trick. “Pang” once grumbled that
if she would “watch, listen and quit her constant chatter,” more of
his instructions would sink in. She followed his advice and began
to concentrate on what he was sayi

By the time she was 15, Elinor had absorbed all the air work
and aercbatics needed to make her certain that flying was defi-
nitely in her future. Although she was still too short to reach the
eontrols without pillows behind her back, and had to stand up in
the cockpit to see straight ahead, she was impatient to solo. Her
parents told her she could not solo until her 18th birthday, but
Elinor resolved to do so long before then.

Tom’s mounting travel schedule soon made buying his own air-
craft seem like good sense. When he took delivery on a silver-and-
blue Waco 9 biplane, Elinor was beside herself with joy, Her father
now faced the tough task of hiring a full-time pilot who was very
accomplished, readily available for travel and. perhaps most im-
portant, willing and able to continue flving lessons for Elinor and
Joe. After considering many applicants, he settled on Red Dev-
ereaux, a professional airman.

Elinor waited impatiently on the sidelines, hoping that Dev-
ereaux would champion her cause and enable her to solo. But she
would be sorely disappointed in his verdict, as it turned out that
he was in full agreement with her parents.

A determined Elinor once again approached her mother and
pleaded her case—and this time she made some headway. Agnes
promised she would speak to Tom about it. The waiting was ago-
nizing, but finally the word came down: Elinor had permission to
solo before 18, but she had to adhere to a strict set of rules.

She must first fly with Russ Holderman at Roosevelt Field for

Just after touching down at Curtiss Field on Long ksland, following a
recard-breaking endurance flight in a Bellanca CH monoplane on April 24,
1929, a tiumphant Elinor Smith waves to a throng of reporters and fans
{Courtesy of Elinor Smith).
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