From Carol Robinson, Vero Beach--

                    When my father passed away a few years ago, my sister and her husband volunteered to clean out his house.   Among his possessions she found several sets of blueprints that were unknown to us.  She stored them away until recently, when she forwarded them to me.   My father was an amateur inventor and, over the years, we became used to seeing the drawings and plans for his "new and improved" products laying around the house.   In the 50's, he developed a product that he called "Goop" that was used by mechanics to clean the grease from their hands.  And I have the original sketches that he sent to the Chicago Tribune for the ads for his  "water repellant"  product that would one day become "Thompson's Water Seal".  Later, in the 70's, he patented a design for the retractable seat belt that was used for the automobile and for passenger planes.  He was always trying to find new and better ways of doing things, so it came as no surprise that there were other papers that we hadn't seen before.   

                    My surprise came when I unrolled these blueprints and discovered dozens of detailed plans for aircraft.   Old aircraft.   The blueprints were dated January 1941.   Before the bombing of Pearl Harbor.  My father would have been a 16 year old student at Lane Tech High School in Chicago at the time.  Assuming that the drawings were a class project or a special assignment,  I contacted the Lane Tech High School Alumni Association for some information.  I was told that in the 30's and 40's, Lane was a prestigious all-male school that offered Aviation Shop classes and other technical courses for their college-bound young men.  My father never went to college.  After he graduated in 1943, he was drafted and went to war.   

                    But what made these blueprints stand out to me was the fact that they had been sent to the Department of Commerce and then forwarded to the National Inventor's Council that met in Washington DC,  also in January 1941. 

                    I decided to investigate further and a friend suggested that I take the blueprints over to the Piper Aircraft Facility in Vero and have an engineer look them over.  My intent was to donate them to a local historical society, but I wanted to make sure that they weren't just some doodling made by a young man dreaming of guts and glory in the World War II environs.  

                    When I arrived at Piper, I drove into the “visitor” parking lot and was greeted by Security Agents.  I explained that I was there hoping to have someone take a look at some old aircraft drawings and was escorted to the building that held the engineers and was asked to wait in the lobby.   (I should tell you that some of the blueprints are quite large, about 3ft. by 5ft. in size.   There are more than a dozen others that are about 2ft. by 3ft.  They are very dry and brittle from age and some have ragged edges and a few are faded).

                    I was soon greeted by a gentleman who took a quick look at one of the drawings and then asked me to wait a moment.   The next thing I knew, there were four engineers all taking the drawings apart and exclaiming over their contents.   A phone call was made and soon another engineer joined us.  This was an aeronautical engineer named Weldon Wainright, who is also an aviation historian.   He led me back to his office where, for almost two hours, he pored over the blueprints, taking notes and making drawings.   He explained what the different diagrams were meant to show, but not being an engineer myself, most of it only left me confused.   He did stress, however, that some of the information on these drawings had not yet been released by the government for public knowledge.  I told him that I was considering donating the papers to a local historical society and just wanted to know if they were of any value.  He said that he had a contact at an Air and Space Facility in Arizona and would get back to me with the information. 

In the meantime, I tried to find as much information as I could about the National Inventor's Council.   I found that it was established in 1940, under the Office of Technical Services for the Department of Commerce, to provide a clearing house for inventions that might be useful for national defense and was active until the mid 1950's.   One of the more famous inventors to emerge from the Council was actress Hedy Lamarr.  She and George Antheil applied for a patent on a "Secret Communication System" whose concept was based on "frequency hopping" and was later developed into a torpedo guidance system that was two decades before its time.   

                    I also found the January 1941 Issue of Popular Science Magazine that had an article titled  "Calling All Inventors".  It was sponsored by the National Inventor's Council and its aim was to encourage anyone with new ideas for national defense to submit them to the magazine for consideration.   

                    A few days later I received an excited message from Mr. Wainright,  telling me that his fellow engineer in Arizona strongly suggested that I contact the Smithsonian Institute!  THE Smithsonian Institute!   He provided me with the names and phone numbers of who I was supposed to talk to and gave me specific instructions in regard to sending them any information.  Digital photos, copies only.  And include any other background information that I may have.   To say that I am overwhelmed and greatly intimidated would be an understatement.  

                    It will be interesting to see if,  after all those years of doodling and tinkering in the garage and not receiving acknowledgment for his inventions since he sold most of his ideas to companies that  had the funding to develop them,  that my father now gets the recognition he deserved for being years ahead of his time in his thinking.   

                    I don't anticipate discovering that these blueprints have any fantastic monetary value,  although I would be the first to say "Thank You" and "Show me the money".   I also don't anticipate finding myself on "Good Morning, America” or even on the front page of the "Washington Post"  as though these papers were some long-lost historical find.   But to think that these blueprints might someday be displayed in THE Smithsonian is almost incomprehensible.

                    My next project will be to put all of my information together,  along with my letter,  and send it off to the Air and Space Division of the Smithsonian Institute in Washington.  It will be an agonizing wait to find out if they are interested in having me donate these papers to them, especially in light of the fact that there are so many people waiting to hear the response.  Mr. Wainright and his fellow engineers are anxious to hear the results of the Smithsonian's research into the information contained on the blueprints and the Lane Tech Alumni Association is planning to write an article in its upcoming Newsletter.  

                    I have already decided that no matter how all this turns out, whether the Smithsonian wants the papers or not, whether the papers have any historical value to them or not,  they are invaluable to my family because they were conceived and drawn through the genius of one of our own.    However...... it sure would be nice to get a Thank You note from the Smithsonian and a formal invitation to visit their new "Military Exhibit" featuring the works of a First-Generation Italian-American who sought to find ways to defend his county even at the youthful age of 16.                                  

