1. A NEW, BLUE HOME
 “Will they make it?” That’s the crowd’s, and the reporters’ question as the motor of the bright red biplane roars to life. Followed by a cloud of dirt caused by its whirling propeller, the plane pulls out and away from its position near the hangars. It bounds across the sod of Felts Field, recoiling heavily with each bump. The reason, the pilot knows, is the added weight of 320 gallons of gasoline, totaling more than a ton. It all takes place at the Spokane, Washington, airport, where a large crowd has gathered.
One last time, pilot Nick Mamer glances across the brownish stubble, at the place that might as well be home—his hangar office, his airplanes, his workers, his life. But now, it’s crammed with cheering, waving crowds, fluttering flags, wool-suited politicians on a bunting-shrouded reviewing stand, the Chief and his costumed tribesmen, and an overflow of raucous hullabaloo. All this spectacle lacks, perhaps, are jugglers, trapezes and acrobats.
But now, there is business.
At the extreme east end of the field, Nick slows the plane. He swings it around to face the breeze, and stops. The weeds below the fuselage tremble, flexing in the propeller’s wash. It is 6:00 p.m., Thursday, August 15, 1929.
Nick scans temperature, pressure and electrical indications. The needles of the gauges quiver, excited by the shaking of the big motor up front. He tests first one magneto, then the other. Swinging the stick side to side, he notes the aileron’s motion, then tests the rudder and elevator. 
Thinking ahead, Nick knows the challenge of this takeoff. With more than a ton of gasoline on board with all the additional supplies, the plane is overloaded. Worse, the 200-gallon tank was installed on the right side of the cabin, making it an unbalanced load that will make the aircraft tend to dip to his right.
Now, feet hard on the brakes, he moves mixture to rich and advances throttle.
Blue smoke shoots from the motor exhausts. The roar increases to that of a tornado.
Nick glances at the tachometer and releases the brakes. The craft jerks forward. The airplane bounces across the uneven ground.
Speed comes slowly, twenty six, thirty-four, forty-one miles an hour. The tail wheel bounces some, and lifts. Nick feels the control stick press into the palm of his hand.
The craft veers to the right. It’s the unbalanced load. Quickly, Nick applies left rudder.
The airplane skips across the ground, as if it were somehow shedding its weight.
Abruptly, the jouncing and rattles cease. The plane is airborne. The right wing sinks a little. Nick jogs the stick left, then adjusts until the wings are level. He relaxes that input. Seemingly slowing, the airplane grunts up and over the fences and scrub at the west end of the field.
Finally, the needle of the altimeter ticks past one-hundred feet. Nick banks the plane to the southwest. The environs of Spokane, Washington roll beneath.
The meetings, the planning, the palaver, the packing, the checking, the well-intentioned ceremonial froth—all are over now. Nick Mamer exhales a long, easy breath. A familiar feeling suffuses his body: it’s the elation of flight—the exhilaration of commanding a chariot that rides on air.
At cruise level, Nick adjusts the motor and the control surfaces for the long flight ahead. This plane, with “Spokane Sun God” in white letters on its side, is a metal-framed, wood-winged, single engine sesquiplane—similar to a biplane but with a much smaller lower wing. It’s been modified from a commercial model by its builder, the Buhl Aircraft Company, especially for this flight. Modifications include a more powerful motor and a 200-gallon tank with a hand pump for transferring gasoline from this tank to two 60-gallon gas tanks in the upper wing.
Although the airplane is fabric-covered, the fully-enclosed cabin is covered by aluminum sheet, with a windshield and real windows on its sides. The cabin is three and a half feet wide and about four feet high—sitting room, you’d guess, except it’s mostly occupied by the big 200 gallon gas tank.
The presence of the tank on the right shrinks the space to only about two feet of width on the left, barely enough for a person to traverse. Nevertheless, this is the crew’s new home, a home, so to speak, in the blue. 
Behind the cabin itself, in the narrowing space near the tail, is a slim mattress, equipment and supplies. Wriggled onto the mattress is Art Walker, Mamer’s crewmember. Younger than Mamer by eight years, he’s a mechanic employee of Mamer’s aviation company at the field. Although only 23, he was chosen for this venture by Mamer for his mechanical abilities, piloting skill, and general compatibility.
Walker checks his equipment—the blackboard and chalk, the five pairs of canvas gloves, the pair of grappling hooks, the hand tools, all the extra flashlights, the canned food and more. Is it all there? Is something missing? How will they know, until the last contact is complete? And that cut on his arm, from bumping into sharp metal on Tuesday—it’s doing well, healing up fine.
The sun is low and sinking. Up front, Mamer peers down and aligns the plane’s path to the sun’s reflections off the rails of the Northern Pacific Railroad track.
To his left, the struts and wires connecting the upper and lower wings vibrate in the swift air like tuning forks, fabric flutters on the wings, each sound and sight as familiar as lies to a judge.
Because of its heavy load, the craft responds slowly as Nick nudges the stick. Apparently there’s little headwind. Soon they’ll have to work the hand pump, propelling gasoline from the big tank to the overhead tanks that feed the motor. But only in time will they discover the rate at which their gasoline is being consumed.
Mamer’s thoughts turn to the five test flights he and Walker flew, two days ago on Tuesday. They proved the airplane’s worth and capability, as well as demonstrating the skills of the two refueling planes that left Spokane yesterday to await their later contacts with the Sun God.
This route is the new airmail airway to Pasco, Washington. Airmail service arrived in Pasco in the mid-1920s. Varney Air Lines had signed on to what was known as Contract Air Mail (CAM) route 5, to supply planes and pilots to deliver the Post Office Department’s new mail service. Using Pasco’s original airfield east of the Northern Pacific rail yards, the service grew and expanded such that Varney eventually became part of United Airlines.
Without warning, the motor of the Sun God stumbles. It misfires, as though short of gas. Mamer franticly scans gauges and valves, searching for the cause. He yells at Art, who can’t hear his call. The pilot does not find fault in the readings or settings. After a few anxious minutes, the motor picks up its monotonous rhythm and rumbles on as though the misfires had never occurred. Mamer makes a mental note to talk to Robin Harris of the Wright factory about this event. Later, shaking their heads in hesitant gratitude, the two men agree they don’t understand what happened. Still, it might have ended their venture—even their lives.
At Umatilla, on the south bank of the Columbia River in Oregon, Mamer swings the Sun God west into the Columbia River gorge.
It’s now past sunset, and both men strap on their parachutes. The dusky sky ahead glows a dull red, and below, a brown haze obscures the landscape. Forest fires have devastated this region of the Northwest. The fires to the west and north of the Sun God yield giant plumes of dark smoke. Despite difficulty in seeing, the men are able to sight through a single break in the gloom the dim outlines of Mount Rainier.
Lacking visibility, the pilot is occasionally forced to fly blind—on instruments alone—for minutes at a time. Mamer describes the occasional spectacle of fire: “Thick smoke...in dense clouds beneath us, pierced now and then with red tongues of flame.”
Just before 9:00 p.m., the blurry lights of Portland appear through the haze. Nick does a quick mental calculation. “Our speed has been around 100 miles an hour,” he says, boding well for their arrival early tomorrow at San Francisco.
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