
This Day in History…  April 15, 1926

Charles Lindbergh, Airmail Pilot
On April 15, 1926, Charles Lindbergh made his first airmail flight, launching a new 

contract route between Chicago and St. Louis. Just over a year later, that same young pilot 
would become world famous—but on this morning, he was focused on carrying the mail 
safely and on schedule.

When the US Airmail Service began in 1918, the Post Office Department handled all 
operations. Pilots flew under difficult conditions, often navigating by landmarks rather than 
instruments. By the mid-1920s, the government sought a more efficient system. In 1925, 
Congress passed the Kelly Act, formally known as the Contract Air Mail Act. This law 
allowed private companies to bid on airmail routes and carry mail under contract. It marked 
a major shift toward commercial aviation.

The first contract routes opened on February 15, 1926. These linked Detroit with 
Cleveland and Chicago. Soon after, the Robertson Aircraft Corporation secured a third 
route, known as Contract Airmail Route No. 2 (CAM-2). This 278-mile line connected 
Chicago and St. Louis, with intermediate stops in Peoria and Springfield, Illinois.

At just 24 years old, Charles Lindbergh was hired as the chief pilot. Though 
young, he already had strong experience. He had flown as a US Army Air Service 
reserve pilot and had logged many hours in demanding conditions. Before service 
began, Lindbergh took on the task of preparing the route. He personally surveyed the 
entire distance by air and ground. He selected landing fields in each city and helped 
organize local postal handling procedures.

Safety planning was critical. Lindbergh identified nine emergency landing fields 
along the route, spaced about 30 miles apart. These fields were often simple, open areas 
rather than developed airports. He also recruited two fellow Army pilots to share the 
flying duties, ensuring that the route could operate reliably.

In the days before the official launch, Lindbergh and his team flew test runs. 
On April 10, 1926, they completed final survey flights to confirm that navigation 
points, landing areas, and mail procedures were ready. These flights also drew public 

attention. Crowds gathered at landing fields to watch the planes arrive and depart.
At 5:50 a.m. on April 15, Lindbergh lifted off from Chicago, carrying 87 pounds of mail. Much of it consisted of 

specially prepared envelopes bearing commemorative cachets marking the first flight. These covers later became prized 
items for collectors.

The flight proceeded south in stages. Lindbergh first landed in Peoria, 
where he took on an additional 23 pounds of mail. He then continued to 
Springfield, adding another 93 pounds. Each stop required quick coordination 
between ground crews and the pilot to keep the schedule tight. Lindbergh 
reached St. Louis at 9:15 a.m., completing the route in just over three hours.

The return trip that afternoon showed how quickly public interest 
had grown. Pilot Phil Love departed St. Louis with 144 pounds of mail. 
Anticipating heavy demand, Lindbergh and another pilot also took off in 
separate planes, flying ahead to handle additional loads. In Springfield, large 
crowds had gathered. Together, they sent out 385 pounds of mail. After another 
stop in Peoria, the planes returned to Chicago by 7:15 p.m.

Lindbergh continued flying the route for about ten months. He worked five days a week, often in poor weather and 
with limited navigation aids. Flying at night was especially dangerous. On September 16, 1926, he ran out of fuel while 
approaching Chicago and had to parachute from his plane near Wedron, Illinois. His 4,000-foot descent was reported as 
the longest night parachute jump at the time. On November 3, he bailed out again after encountering severe weather and 
landed in a barbed wire fence, narrowly avoiding serious injury.

These experiences shaped Lindbergh’s skills and judgment. Airmail pilots were 
expected to maintain strict schedules despite risk. Their work helped prove that 
reliable, long-distance air transport was possible.

During this period, Lindbergh learned of a $25,000 prize offered by New York 
hotel owner Raymond Orteig. The award would go to the first aviator to fly nonstop 
between New York and Paris. The challenge drew international attention, but it also 
required careful planning and confidence in both aircraft and pilot.

In May 1927, just over a year after his first airmail flight, Lindbergh completed 
that journey alone in the Spirit of St. Louis. His success brought him global recognition. 
Yet his earlier work on the Chicago–St. Louis airmail route had already demonstrated 
the discipline and endurance that made such a flight possible.
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