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Q. Even though you talked about it in the article (which appeared in

Southtown Economist-ed.), I'd be kind of interested in hearing, since I

imagine wl;:lat appeared in the paper was a pretty abbreviated form of what

you explained to the reporter, how you got involved with aviation to

begin with. I think that's kind of a fascinating story.

A. Well, like the story says, the airport was one block away from where

I was born. I was born and raised at 60th and Keating, which is one

block east of Cicero Avenue. The airport, at that time, ran from about

60th street to 63rd and, oh, a half, three-quarters of a mile west of

Cicero Avenue•. It had been there a few months, I never went near it

because I didn't have any interest in it. And one day, just like the

article stated, on the way to the grocery store, I detoured over there

for just some unknown reason. Wait a minute, I got a little bit ahead

of myself, you know, I did tell this.

Q. Alright.

A. The reason I became interested, about a week before I went over

there, there was a real bad airplane accident about a block from our

house, I believe the first one that ever happened there in which the

student was killed, the instructor jumped out. And that kind of

stimulated my interest a little bit just to see what, like I say, I

was only a kid at the time.

Q. Right, this would have been 1923.
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A. Yes, 1923, I would say the first of July. I'm just guessing here.

Q. Right, okay.

A. And as I say, I see this-I was up on the roof helping my father,

we seen this airplane go down, it hit some wires and it hit the ground,

it caught fire. . In fact, we ran over there and watched the guy burn to

death. As I say, about a week later, I decided to go over to the airport

to see what an airplane looked like. I had never been near one before.

So I'm walking around the airport there, I was kind of a big kid for my

size, and some airplane owner said, he said, "Say kid, would you want to

make a few bucks?" And I said, "Sure." He said, "I'd like to have this

airplane washed." Of course, I didn't realize what kind of a job, you

have to picture this was a World War I airplane, and it really had wings

that. looked like they were a block long, and there was four of them, you

know, upper, lower •••

Q. Yes, there's an awful lot of surface area there.

A. Right, lots. Of course, there was no water facilities nearby, you

had to take every bucket and walk about a block with it. The result

was, it turned in to be a week-a week or better spare time job. That

wasn't bad, it kind of gave me a little bit of an enthusiasm to hang

around. So every idle moment I'd have, I'd be over there. A few days

later, the pilot of this plane said to me, "Have you ever been for an

airplane ride?" I said, "No." He says, "Would you want to go?" I

says, "Sure," and he says, "We're going to leave now. vJe won't be back

till dark." This was in the summertime, and the days were l.dnd of long.

When he mentioned this, it was about thre.e in the afternoon. So we flew
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over to 95th and \'lestern, 97th and Western to be exact, on the west side

of Western. There was a little airport in there. It had no hangers, the

only building there was a little shed to keep-they used to get the gas

delivered in fifty gallon barrels and roll it up on a little. stand and

then take it out :j..n buckets and dump it in the airplane. That was about

the only type of • • •

Q. Right.

A. ••• And this fellow would. carry passengers., I think it was five

dollars apiece,and business was good because Western Avenue was a well

travelled road, and it catered to a lot Of automobile traffic. Well,

while I was there, I learned another job. Thes.e airplanes didn't have

any self-starters years ago. They were all hand started.

Q. Right.

A. Well, you couldn't hardly crank one by yourself caul?e you had to have

somebody in the cockpit to turn the switches. on a:p.d off, and if the airplane

got away, you had to be sure you shut the switches off. You understand

what I mean, no brakes?

Q. Yes, right.

A. So he showed me how to do that, which doesn't take a lot of skill or

brains, but that was my job. I couldn't crank it. I was too small to

crank it, and I would handle the switches. Then another job I learned,

as I say, these airplanes didn't have any. brakes and they had no wheel

on the back. They just had a wooden skid, a tail skid they called it.



Wilbur Bohl 4

So if you wanted to park up close like to a crowd of people or close

to some buildings, you had to have somebody get ahold of the wing, there

was a little hand hold in the lower wing. You had to hold it to steer

it around. 'rhat was the second job I le~ned•. And the pilot's name,

incidentally, was Dallas Speer, S-P-E-E-R, if you care to -write that

down •••

Q. Okay, sure.

A. To my-I just want to el, I gave a little bit of a talk at 13. little

private party last Saturday, and I met, a man there, and he sCj:lys, "Dallas

Speer had just died a couple years ago." He later on became, as I under

stand, one of the officials of the Curtis Candy Company, not the present

ownership, I think it's owned by Borden •••

Q. But when it was Curtis.

A. It was previously owned by the otto Sheer and Company. And, of course,

from there on, why, I learned to, do other things. These airplanes, about

95 percent of them in those days, were powered by what they cCj:lll a Curtiss

OX5 engine. It was a water cooled V-8 engine, very primitive, but the

only one there was available. And that had overhead set of rocker arms.

If my memory is still good, I believe there was eight places you had to

oil by hand on each cylinder. There were eight cylinders, and about every

hour to two hours, it would require some oil, so you'd have to get up

there with an oil can and put. oil in each one of these holes and also

put a drop on each valve stem, the valves were sticking out of them.

That was another job I learned.

Q. Now going back to the comment that you made about the airport over
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at 97th and Western, was this like a commuter service he was providing?

You were tailing about the five dollar •••

A. No, no, no.

Q. This was just to give people the thrill of flying for this short

distance?

A. That's right, it was a joy ride.

Q. Okay.

A. He kept his plane at 6)rd and Cicer.o, which was just a grass strip

then, a. grass airport then, and when he was through flying at 97th and

Western, he would fly it back and tie it down at the airport at 63rd and

Cicero for the night.

Q. llJ'as this his primary source of livelihood at that time?

A. I didn't know the man that good. I kind of doubt it because, you know,

it wasn't a real lucrative business. We'd go over there many times and

maybe only carry one passenger besides the pilot.

Q. Right, okay.

A. And, of course, to fly over and back and only take in five dollars"

there definitely was-I think he had some other occupation, what it was,

I don't know.

Q. Okay.

A. At that time, he was considered one of the top pilots of that era.
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Q. Did he have any experience during the first World War?

11... I believe that's where he came from, World War I.

Q. That's when most •••

6

A. I would just like to meet the guy once, cause he was the first man

that ever gave me an airplane rid~ and, you know, ~bout a year or two

years. after I washed his airplane, I seen him once, put he was in a big

hurry, and our conversation lasted about ten minutes.

Q. Can you gi.ve us some idea, I think you mentioned in the article you

more or less just hung around the airports for the next five or six years

whenever you had the opportunity. Did you •••

A. I got a little bit ahead of the story here.

Q. Okay, alright, that's fine, alright.

A. I told this to the Tribune man. In those days, anybody who didn't

know how to fly but knew a little bit. • •

Q. Okay, that's what I wanted to get into. I wanted to get the idea of

how you learned • • •

A. 11.. pilot was a super duper brain, so you have to have had super thinking

power to fly, which I found out you don't.

Q. Yes.

11... I had a lot of offers to get instructions, some I took, but I never
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wanted to get too much involved because I was afraid I would just never

be a pilot.

Q. You were afraid you might fail and that • • •

A. 1'1ell, I'11 give you an example. You'd sit up there, always the

passenger sat in the front. In those days, they didn't really know too

much about flying, actually. And you'd watch, and tJ;1e control stick would

just keep doing this, see (moves hand back and forth, err13.tically). I

used to sit there and say to myself, "How in the hecl,{. does this guy know

where to move that stick that quick?ft And in reality, I found out later

what theY 't'i'ere doing is just over-controlling, you know, they were just

moving •••

Q. Sort of like turning the steering wheel too far • • •

A. Yes, did you ever ride with. a guy in the car and he's doing this?

There's no reason for it, but he's doing that all .. the.time. Or he's

stepping on the brake and then on the gas. That would be a fair comparison

of the early pilots.

Q. Okay, okay.

A. And that's what gave me the idea, man, If d never be able to figure

out where to move that stick that quick.

Q. So, do you think-you think you probably could have actually had

your first solo flight much earlier then if you really expressed a desire?

A. Yes, and there was no laws then on age. There wa,s n? laws governing

flying. The Federal Government carne out, passed the act, I can't think of
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the name of it. I used to know it by heart, in 1926. And it was not

enforced until 1927. All the states gave the government their power to

regulate any kind of flying, intra or interstate. But as I say, up until

that time, why, if you were five years old and you could fly an airplane,

it would be perfectly legal to fly.

Q. So the law was in affect by the time you actually did take your first

solo flight then?

A. Yes.

Q. Okay.

A. Very definitely, yes. Also, I'm speaking of Illinois now, you could

fly in Illinois what was known as an unlicensed airplane 1illtil about

1928. See, airplanes were either licensed or those that didn't meet the

minimum standards, were unlicensed, and those could fly, too. In fact,

the one I learned to fly in was not a licensed airplane, this Waco-9,

today.

Q. Right.

A. I bought it real cheap on account of the fact that it couldn't be

licensed. It had a lot of bootleg and bobtail repairs on it which didn't

meet the government minimum standards.

Q. During that period where there really wasn't much regulation when the

whole aviation industry was kind of getting its start, you had mentioned

something about these two fellows that irlere a little bit inebriated who

took off and he saw • • •

A. Who, incidentally, were very, very good pilots when sober. But,
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I'll tell you, in those days, drinldng was a part of flying. I mean, I

think it was used to bolster • • •

Q. Courage.

A. No, not courage. Anything I'm telling, you is not a joke, it's serious.

And both of these guys were heavy drinkers, and that was definitely the

cause of the accident.

Q. If they had been in their proper state of rn:Lnd, they would have

realized the stress was too great for the plane.

A. That's right, exactly.

Q. Do you ever remember seeing or taking or, perhaps you maybe have

even taken part in. any--~hat you w~uld call the prototypical barnstorming

kinds of activities that, you know, people used to do, you know, going

across the country and the fairs and that kind of thing?

A. I .don't know about, the fairs, I didn't take any part in it, but. this

airplane that we owned, we did 'barnstorm. We'd go out within. a .hundred

mile radius, and we'd just fly along. We'd$ee a p~etty good, M airp~rt,

I mean not airport,a strip thCit was r~centlymowed, you know, pCis~ure,

and we'd go in there and haIr the time,nobody would challenge yOu, you

know' you'd be along the road,i3.ndcars would stop and you'd sell some

rides. Maybe you'd hang i3.round there two or threedCiys. Otherplaces

the owner would come out Cind promptly tell you to get out of tbere even

though you offered him five or ten dollars, he'd chase you out.

Q. WCiS that a fCiirly common thing Cit the time you were doing that?
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A. Yes, yes.

Q. Was it basically because the airplane was still a new enough

phenomenon the people were curious?
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A. That's it, and a lot of people had never ridden in it. You'd get

out-you didn't have to go very far from here. A h:undredmiles,would

bring a crowd out that never had beep near an airplane, farmers, small

town people that never got out of town.

Q. Can you remember any novel sort of reactions that you,got? Are

there any parti.cularlymemorable experiencesi.n terms of, the. way, people

reacted to airplanes in terms of fright or anything else, sort of • • •

A. No, no, I really can't•. I've read a lot about it, but actually my

own knowledge of, we never.

Q. Okay, you never experienced anything like that that you can remember.

A. No, no. I rememb~r one story, of course this doesn't r.eally relate

exactly to passengers, but you know the Monarch Air Service at the Chicago

Midway Airport?

Q. Yes.

A. ' It's over on the west side of the field. Well, the man that started

that, in fact, his wife also. are both passed away,.his name was O'Carroll.

Before I got a pilot's license, we used to use,him. W.e'd go along wi.th

him barnstorming. And J.; remember one,\:Ll1ci.dEmt, ,.we were, just south of

Wilmington, Illinois, one of them little towns which then was a long ways
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from Chicago, noW it's nothing. We had carried, I think, this was th:i..s

Wac0-9, it carried two people in front and the pilot in the back seat.

We had made only one trip, and in attempting this second take off, a
., "

cylinder blew off, cracked, it, didn' t bl~w up, you know,. hung on the

exhaust pipe. Well, of cowse, numbl:'l~ 1,we had no money in those days,

and it was a job getting enough money, gl:'ltting a car from somebody and

coming back to Chicago because you couldn't pick up a cylin~er out there

in the middle of the farm country. We. finally g~ the parts, .and we went

down there and lifted the unit. He had an old Apperson car,. and we l~ved

in that thingabo~t three days while we put thi.snl:'lw cylinder back on,

ran the engine up, peautiful. .We haP-another man, with us who.isnow .

dead, was a pilot by the. name Of Ral.ph Syroice(?}. He..was. driving the

Apperson back to Chicago. We had justtak.en~I rode. back with S~otty

0' Garroll, and we had just taken off an~ may'be got 200fOQthigh,and

the engine just q~tcold•. TO this day, I don't.knew.what happened•. We

landed. in a field, and the guy qrbring the. car was .kind. of neW, and we

could, See him. He was ab~ut a quarter milea~ayjustlooking.straight

ahead, went right past .us, never, even stopped, nothing.. .Well, .we fumbled

around with the. engine, you kn~w, tickled the needle valve on .the carbwator.

We couldn't find nothing wrong, SQ he s~lYs, "Let's try to startthis thing

up once more," and out of thl:'l c~ear sky,it started. We flew.it back and

flew the thing for another year,Ileverknew what actual.ly caused it to-

engine to fail. That was theQnly thing of a little humor in that respect.

That's about all I can remember.

Q. Well, it's interesting though. As far as the barnstorming itself was
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concerned, was it basically just giving people rides, or did you try to

do anything that at least. appeared to be scary to those people on the. .

ground as far as, you know, doing any sort of acrobatics.

A. Well, number 1, there was no acrobatic$ those days. What they con

sider acrob~t:i,cs was diving at the crowd, YOu know, and pulling the

airplane up, which :Ls nothing by today's standards at all.

Q. Right.

A.Thebig time guys, they. did a few flipflops,.~nd theya+so.carried

a parachute jumper who did a few other tbings like, youknow,hang:i,ng.

down a rope ladder O:r':;;bimrnying.up and dm1J?a,rope,wa;!,):c:i,ng the wings.

I've seen a lot. of. that. We never did any, but I've seen a lot of it

myself at mostly fairs.

Q. Right, okay, well I guess I always had it • . .
A. Anything you want to. talk about, come up with it because that's the

only way I can, you Imow, think of these things.

Q. Okay, well I guess it was just thatrny impression of barnstorming

was probably a little more romantic than it normally was in terms of the

kinds of things that, you know, pilots would attempt to do.

A. I think the kind of barnstorm:1,:t;lgyou're talking about went off further

away from the big cities, you know, like the little towns in the south

cause I've read a lot about it, and I used to talk to a lot .of pilots

that did that kind of flying. They're usually in Georgia and Kentucky

and Tennessee.
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Q. And I think about it in the plains states, too, in Kansas and Nebraska,

I think they did some of that, too.

A. Well, there was money ~ke the oil fields and. t~e big wheat fields

and the cattle country, where the farmers had money, and they would

really spend it on flying.

Q. I never thought about connection. Getting back to the field over

at 97th and Western. Do you have any idea when that field was established,

was it there--I guess it was in 1923.

A. It was there in 1923, that I can tell you. The year it actually

disappeared, I couldn't say, but Itm pretty sure it went along until at

least 1935.

Q. But it was long gone before the shopping center got there.

A. Oh yes, that's way before that.

Q. And there was some mention in there about a tavern. Was there a

tavern that was connected with the field, or did it just happen to be

close by?

A. Well, the tavern was the base of operation, you know, for hanging

around, like they tied, a lot of airplanes stayed there all the time.

They all didn' t--there was four or five that stayed there all year, I

guess.

Q. And these were people who were local who owned planes who kept them

out there?
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A. Chicago people, yes, and they tied them up. I don't lmow who the

tavern owner-the Tribune wanted to lmow the guy's name was, but I was

a kid, and I was never allowed in there, Prohibition was on at the time,

and any liquor sold, was sold illegally. They wouldn't want me in there,

I never was inside.

Q. Did it face out on Nestern Avenue?

A. Yes, the tavern was right on Nestern. The front of it faced \'1estern

Avenue.

Q. And as you said, there was just a storage shed there for fuel, and

that was really about it other than the tavern.

A. That had nothing to do with the tavern. You just kind of used the

tavern so he would kind of keep an eye on these things. There was some

rivalry, I remember one case in particular. Several factions were

doing the same kind of work, and there was a little bit of jealousy.

One night some damage, deliberate damage, occurred to somebody's airplane,

like they ran a car into the trailing edge of the plane and smashed it,

things like that.

Q. Someone else who was doing the same sort of joy rides for people?

A. Yes.

Q. Other than • • •

A. The man who was the main kingpin, that is, the pilot in running the

thing, was a pilot by the name of Russell Mossman, he was a Chicago man.

And he was killed in one of the early airline accidents right out of
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st. Louis on a Chicago-Southern Airlines, it's now Delta, I believe.

Q. That's right.

A. He w~s. killed just, that was before they had instrument ratings,

you know, you fought the fog and if you weren't lucky, that was the end.

I guess he had about ten people with him when it went down. You know

another thing, this has nothing to do with this story. Out at the Harlem

Airport, oh, I'd say 20-25 years ago, I was out there early, early one

morning. Somebody stopped and was looting for an address, an older man.

In the course of the conversation, he says, "Say," he says, "I buried one

of your Chicago pilots here," he says, "about two or three years ago." I

says, ''livhat do you mean you buried him?" He says, "I'm a mortician down

at--east of Granite City." I says, "Yea." "Yea," he says, "it was an

airline captain that crashed down there," he says, "I fixed him up and shipped

him up here to Chicago." I still couldn't figure out, he finally thought

of the name, Russell ~iossman, I knew him. That's the man I got my second

airplane ride with. Dallos Speer was the first, and Mossman was the

second.

Q. Well, since you mentioned this business about crashes and I know that

going through the minutes of the Village of Oak Lawn, because of our
"

proximity to Ashburn Field, there are at least two cases • • •

A. You got the accidents.

Q. We got-okay. Do you remember a couple of them in particular?

A. That happened in the town of Oak Lawn?
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Q. Yes, that's right.
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A. Yes, yes. It was an a:\.rplaneowneo. by A S & T,which was one of the

first big ;flying schoolseve:r. organi~ed. in theChicp.go areP. called. Aviation

Service and Transport Company. I worked for them as a grease monkey.

They were using a Swallow airplane, that was the name that built them in

Wichita. The student and instructor in this case, I never did know because

at the time, I wasn't working here. I had left and went someplace else,

and it was a new-what they would do though is they, see, Kelly Field would

graduate a lot of these cadets, you know, if you could pass the physical

and the mental tests through a college, why, you got a, I think a lieutenant's

rating upon graduation. That was all, and then you had to go out and find

a job. And this school would hire a lot of those guys because, you know,

free training. As I say, nobody knew nothing anyway about flying. Anyway,

this airplane caught fire in the air, and I'll tell you the exact spot. I

can't tell you the names, it was on the Southwest Highway, 93rd Street it's

called there. The pilot's name began with an H, I thought it was Hubley,

but I could be wrong. This thing ~vas on fire in the air, and the instructor

jumped and he hit on the-there's a house just been built there in the last

three years because when he hit, you could see the impression, he hit on

his side in· the middle of summer and the ground was hard. You can see the

whole impression of his body, the legs and the feet and the ribs and the

arms. The other guy stayed with the plane and jumped as it hit. He just

got out of the fire,where the airplane hit was right behind a house, but

it never damaged the house~ I got some pictures of it in my collection,

but it doesn't prove anything; two were killed.
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Q. I would be interested in making some copies of the pictures just

to

A. Well, they're glued in the book. The Tribune wanted to do it, too,

and I didn't want to tear them out of there.

Q. Well, okay.

A. That's what I--I didn't see it happen

Q. Yes, you saw the aftereffects.

A. I was over at Ashburn Field at the t:i-me we heard about it, and we

ducked over-the bodies wer~ stilJ. there. Of course, in those days, it

took two hours to remove anything.

Q. But I guess that was a fairly.common occurrence ;i.nt1).ose days, as you

said, when people were not as knowledgeable about flying.

A. Right. Well, that was one reason, and the engineering that was put

into airplanes, they didn't-I mean didn't really prove too much either

because balances were bad. Engineering in general was pretty poor because

they didn't really have any knowledge of aircraft engineering.

Q. It's more or less trial and error, and these were the victims.

A. For instance, I had a ~~aco-9 airplane, which-~~aco was a big company,

it would be like Ford or Chevrolet, the automobile business, those days,

they're gone today. This WacQ-9was built, I believe in 1925 to-no

about 1924. to about 1926, then they corne out with their real neat version,
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the Waco-10, which was a pretty airplane, a.ndto look at it-how you going

to go into detaiJ,. because,You wouldn't know what I'm ta:p4ng about anyway.

You look at it, you think, "That's the pirplane." WeJ,.l, youkn<;>wthat thing

was in service about three yearsCl;nd the Department of Commerce, which is now

the FAA, come out with a bulletin-."No more ..intentional spins. with the Waco-10

with anybody in the front cOckpit. "You could spin alJ. you want flying:in

the back butnopody in front •.. ' The. thing WOuld spin and go right into the

ground. There was no recovery. So that. went along ,for ,about, a yea.:r. We

figure we better stop spins aJ,.together ca'1.lSe the guys flying solo were

spinning in and killing themselves. So they come out with, a blanket

order-"All intentional spins in the Waco~lO is prohibited." The reason

I'm telling you this story is because we're going to lead up to something.

It didn't happen in Oak Lawn but it happened right at the corner of 87th

and Crawford.

Q. Okay.

A. Right on the corner, right in the cemetery. The cemetery has a big

office building there where this thing hi~a very good friend. of mine,

he owned a Waco~J.O. He.w13.s one .of .. these. guys who,.dio.n!t .Oelieve,.inanything

the government said or any author:ity sa:id, he knew better•. Hewa.s.an

Italia.n, R'1.ldy Galina .was his n13.me. Heme~ twobr otl1erE? .who owned. a. Waco-lO

that were working as-they were engineers, they were working for the

Airline Pil<;>ts' Associati<;>n. They were head of the Airline Pilots'

Engineering,.Eck brothers, I think it was•.. 1hey owned this Waco and they

were about ready to go for a privatel:icense, b'1.lt theycouJ.dn't use.it

because in those days, you had to do spins to get a private license.
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You don't today, but you had to then. So they were telling, "Jesus, we

got a nice airplane, we're. all ready for our license, now they come along

with this. ruling no spins at all." .He says, I was there when he made the

statement, "Don' tlet them f~ol you," he says, . "P11 be over.f' . He was

based over at Ha:r;lem Airport, this. Rudy.Galinll, these brothers were over

at Ashburn Field, you lmow where Ashburn Field was?

Q. Yes.

A. He saY$, "I'll be. over, and I'.ll show. you how that th;i.ngwil.l.spin,

no trouble." Luckily, they both wore. pllrachutes, ..which was very rllre to

use in those days cause. theY were e:x:pensive and..hard to com~ by, like I

say, nobody had much. money. So they eCl,9h put pllrachutesoJ?-, they went over

there Ilt, oh, about the 90rner as I say, 87th and Crawf~rd, and spun the

airplane and sure enough, it never came up. Eck jumped, he got down. okay.

Galina stayed with it too late, he hit ~bout the same time the airplane

did. He justbusted like a watermellon, dropping on the. cement sidewalk.

But I say, I wouldn't be in a-yOU'd get all them records from Oak Lawn

though, on those accidents.

Q. Ye$, well, it's not very detailed, but the ~llage .became verycon

cerned. It showed up in the minutes thllt they were concerned about airline

safety because they kept having tbepe planes c.rash right in the middle of

residential Ilreas, which obviously would get everybody upset.

A. The most gorey one that I actually saw-I didn't see it happen, I got

there while the body was still burning. It was right on the corner,

southeast corner of 87th and Cicero. I don't think-it might have been
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Oak Lawn, but I wasn't sure. It happened about twenty years ago. This

same flying school that lost the two, the pilot and the student in Oak

Lawn •••

Q. In the Swallow?

A. This was another Swallow, this was .the.son.of some wealthy chain of

beauty ::;hop .owner .ladi.es.inIow~ sOJ!lepJ..ace. And..Ldon' tkn01;l this guy,

if he spun in or if the en.ginequit, but right On the corner, the thing

hit and burned. He was just sitting there on the controls yet. A friend

of mine took a picture of him sitting. He always wanted to give me one and

I didn't want it.

Q. That may be a little too much for my stomach.

A. That was a gorey looking thing. You know, it probably burned all the

airplane but a few pieces of tubing, he's still sitting there clutching

the controls.

Q. Yes, just kind of froze in frigl:1t, and that was it.

A. Yes, a young lad, I guess about twenty years old. But there was a

bunch of them in Oak Lawn, I just can't • • •

Q. 1'1ell, I know of two specifically that were mentioned, and they were

very close together, and this precipitated several comments in the minutes

of the village meeting that they •••

A. They never did nothing though.
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Q. Well, what was Ashburn Field like at. its. height? I m~an, I just

moved into the area recently, so my knowledge of it is basically heresay.

A. Number 1, when it folded up, it was about one of the longest active

airports in the U.S.

Q. Do you know when it started? When Ashburn Field first started?

A. I believe in 1915, and it went, out in about.. th~ tnicidlef;i.fties. Yes,

that airport made a lot of history. Eddie Stinson, you probably heard

his name, he was a real pioneer, one of the greats in flying years ago.

In 1923, I wasn't there when he took off, but I seen the airplane setting

there many times. He had a German Junkers airplane, it was the low wing,

corrugated • • •

Q. Yes, I've seen pictures of them.

A. Which was, you know, way ahead of its time. And he made a nonstop

record from Ashburn Field to New York, the first, I think, ever made. I

remember he had a--we used to have a mechanic, I mean, he was way older

than me, at Ashburn Field by the name of Freddie Koehler, K-Q-E-H-L-E-R.

He rode along with him, as co-pilot, but his main job was to pump fifty

gallon gas barrels that was in the cabin, you know, out to the wing. He

damn near killed himself on the fumes. He was later killed on one of

these, you weren't even born then, when they had all these flights going

across the ocean right after Lindbergh •••

Q. No, I-well, I can imagine that there would be a real craze then.

A. . . . There was a bunch, and th~re was a woman. I don't know what
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her financial background was, but her n?IDe was Miss Gracie(?), apparently

a very wealthy woman.and real. bullheaded. She had about three or four pilots, ,

lined up that she,fired. because they wouldn't leave, you know, the weather

didn't look right, she'd fire them. And, she-one of them was this Freddie

Koehler, the flight never, the airplane was never found.

Q.. Somewhere between New York and Europe.

A. This Freddie Koehler was an odd duck, he just lived to fly, money

didn't, I don't think he had a dime to his name when he was killed. He

just loved to fly. The more adventurous it was, the more he'd be right in

the middle of it. And then at Ashburn Field, there was a factory there

called E. M. Laird Airplane Company, a real pioneer. He (Laird) built

his first airplane when he was fourteen years old, and he worked as a bank

messenger in one of the big banks in the loop. And his airplane set a lot

of records. In fact, the real spectacular in speed in the United States

was the Thompson Trophy Race.

Q. Right.

A. That was the-they offered the Army, the Navy, the Marines, any foreign

country to come in and compete in that race, Laird won it twice, Speed Holman

once, the pilot, and Jimmy Doolittle, the other guy. So I say, it made a

lot of history.

Q. How long was the Laird Company in business, do you. • •

A. At Ashburn Field?
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Q. Right, were they there in the twenties?
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A. Oh yes, yes,. it was there :in the thirties. I believe it left ther~ in

about 1934 or 1935, and they moved. to the Clearing Indllstrial D:is:tr:i.ct, but

the Depre::>sionwas go:ing on, and he built only airplanes for the rich

sportsman, he didn't • • •

Q. He didn't get into the war effort or anything, or was he gone by that

time?

A. There was no w~ effort going on, bllt, I.me8Jl,)::le .didn.'t.. go out for

production. I mean, if you J;1ad--:-like most airplanes were selling for

$8500, his started about $14,000.

Q. I see, so it was definitely custom-built.

A. Right.

Q. Okay.

A. And, of course, that market really got hit the hardest, and he took an

awful beating in the stock market and so forth. He moved to Clearing, and

the thing that really broke him was a fancy airplane, something way ahead

of its time, at the time, for a Mr. Horton who owned the Chicago Bridge and

Iron Company. He had Lairds built on three or four different occasions,

but this was a Cessna(?) plane, metal, but they could never get the thing

to fly right. He finally got disgusted, he took his engine out, and he

donated the whole airplane to some polytechnical institute in the east

where he had been graduated from. This is back in the mid-thirties. And

that was the end of the Laird Company.
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Q. Were there any other airplane manufacturers in the area that had some

renown at the time?

A. Not renown, there were a few other factories, but Laird was the top

one as far as leaving some marks in history.

Q. Can you give me an idea how busy Ashburn Field probably was at its

height, in terms of • • •

A. For its time, it was very busy. I wouldn't want to give you the

movements of traffic, but it was busier than anything.

Q. And when would you say its peak years probably were, when it was the

busiest?

A. Well, it was busier when it went out of business than there was while

it was in business as far as take-offs and landings and activity was con

cerned because the more years went by, the more modern airplanes got, the

more reliable engines got, the more people that flew. See, years ago, you

had that old OX engine that I mentioned, and it wasn't very reliable. It

had one magneto, it had a real primitive carburetion system that would ice

up quick, things like that. But the question you asked, when was it the

busiest, It11 say back in about 1941.

Q. Okay, just about the time it finally

A. No, it went up until the early fifties.

Q. That's right, you said really the mid-fifties.

A. I couldn't pinpoint it, maybe 1954.
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Q. Okay. Are there any other people who we may not realize are from

this area who went on to make some sort of history in the field of aviation

that, you know, we might not necessarily know about. You mentioned Stinson

and the fact that he flew from here • • •

A. Well, he wasn't from Chicago, he was flying out of Chicago.

Q. Right, but at least he got some affiliation with Chicago within the

record setting.

A. That's a good question. I never thought of that.

Q. The reason I ask this and I have no verification for this story

whatsoever.

A. You mean living or dead?

Q. Either one. While you're thinking about that, let me throw this

your way. I have heard this story, which is unconfirmed in any way, shape

or form, but it's so intriguing I have to ask you. You would have been

around here at the time. Does the name Paul Kessler mean anything to you,

have you ever heard that name?

A. Yes, knew him well.

Q. Alright, what can you tell me about Paul Kessler?

A. Paul Kessler I first met in 1923. At that time, he'd been flying for

some years at Ashburn Field. I would say his big, if we can call it a

name to fame, was he was one of the first corporation pilots. I'm trying

to think of who he flew for, but I thought it was Morton Salt. You know
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what I'm talking about by corporation pilot?

Q. Yes, right.
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A. Years ago, a company never owned an airplane, but maybe from 1938 on

when they start coming out with some good twin engines, why a lot of these

big companies bought them. They were supposed to use them for business,

but there were 98 percent pleasure and 2 percent business.

Q. Basically for pleasure, right?

A. Paul was one of the first • • •

Q. He was from this area, "lrlasn't he?

A. Yes, I believe he "lrIaS from Oak Lawn.

Q. Well, that's the reason •••

A. In fact, when I first met Paul Kessler-I mean ldidn't say met him,

I heard of him, you know, I knew him, I was just a kid. Most of them

would say, "Hey scram, get out of here." He kept an airplane, I'll'try to

pinpoint this as close as I can, I may be off-along about 5400 west and

between 87th and 83rd. He kept an airplane in that field, a Jenny, he had.

Q. I've heard stories about a Jenny, in fact, I was told. that he had a

shop, you know where Brandt t s Tavern is in Oak Lawn, about 5100 west.

A. On the south side of the street.

Q. Yes, right, and on the north side of the street there used to be a

row of garages almost directly opposite the tavern, and I was told that
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he used that as a workshop. Do you remember anything about that?

A. Yes, and he took his airplane apart a few times and had it in there

working on it. That's true. That is true.

Q. Okay, alright.

A. Something else that, my memory has just •••

Q. Alright, well, I'm going to keep pursuing this. I haven't gotten to

the clincher yet.

A. ••• That's very true, Paul \'l. Kessler I think it was. The reason

I had to think when you said Kessler because I spent many years with a

Paul Pressler, and another real old, one of the pioneer flight instructors

from back, the year of 1914, was Paul, I mean, Pop Keller, Henry Keller.

Q. Oh yes, you had mentioned him in the article. Well, do you ever

remember hearing mention of the fact that Kessler was involved in, this

would be pre-Lindbergh, some attempt around world

A. This is pre-Lindbergh I'm talking about.

Q. Yes, okay.

A. Around the world, no.

Q. No, not around the world. This would have been some sort of attempt

when he was in the NavY, I think it was, to fly out towards the Canary

Islands, and there was some sort of a crash. I was wondering if you had
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ever heard anything about that. This would have been prior to his being

in Oak Lawn and world.ng on the Jenny •••

A. I don't lmow that.

Q. I think so. It was very early.

A. I was under the assumption that he learned to fly there at. Ashburn

Field in the early twenties. I might be wrong, as I say, you can have him

from 1923 on on the south side of Chicago. I lmow about that. Beyond

that, I'm guessing.

Q. Okay, alright. Well, this would have been pre-1923 that this would

have occurred.

A. I wouldn't say it couldn't happen, but I actually don't know.

Q. Okay, alright, but your assumption •••

A. But I remember the garages. I remember that cause I was a ld.d, we

used to stop in there and--he had a blue Jenny, colored blue. He was

ld.nd of a hard man to get to lmow, as far as getting along with the ld.ds.

Q. Did he have--to your knowledge, do you think he would have had the

capacity to do any sort of engineering innovations in airplanes? Did he

fiddle around with any sort of engineering or aerodynamics or anything

like that with • • •

A. Not to my lmowledge, no.

Q. Okay, the reason I'm asld.ng all these questions about Kessler is that,

while my source I wouldn't say is the most reliable, the story is so
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fantastic that I think there must be something to it. I was told that he

and Lindbergh were both in Oak Lawn for a short period of time before

Lindbergh went to st. Louis where he got his backers to build the plane.

And I was wondering if you had ever heard anything .

A. That I doubt very much.

Q. You doubt that, okay.

A~ I have never heard and am positive that Lindbergh never \vas around

Oak Lawn. I made a pretty good study of Lindbergh because, to me, he put

aviation on the map. Because until that flight of May of 1927, aviation

as far as making money, as far as anybody putting money into it, of course

you know all this, was nothing. That flight really put aviation over, and

I read, and I have in my little library I think about every book he ever

wrote or they wrote about him, and I don't remember anywhere-nearest he

ever came to Chicago was Maywood. He used to fly the mail into Maywood,

and they'd stay there all day and fly the same airplane back that evening.

Q. That would have been prior to his attempt then?

A. Oh yes, yes, I'd say, well wait a minute, 1926 I believe the government

turned the airmail over from their own equipment to private carriers. And

before that, he went through that Kelly Field course, and before that, he

barnstormed the whole south. I don't know if you've ever read any of his

books, but he goes into complete detail, and I'm positive that he was never

around this Oak Lawn area.

Q. I was also told by this same source that after his flight, he did come

back to Chicago and he did arrive at Ashburn Field. Do you think that

would have been possible?
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A. After his flight, I was at Midway Airport. It was Chicago Municipal

then, it had cinder runways, he landed in there. You know what I mean,

there was a crowd. I'll bet you there was a million people on that

around and on that airport.

Q. And that would have been the same year then?

A. Yes, late, late in the year. He made a complete tour.

Q. Well, obviously after he'd gone through all the hoo-ha in New York

and everything else.

A. Right, and he stopped at every little town on the way up, some places

overnight. No, he never landed in Ashburn.

Q. Okay, well I figured that would have been at more or less your peak

of interest in aviation during that period right there.

A. It was because I was in aviation when it was nothing and • • •

Q. Right, all of the sudden, it became something.

A. Right, very definitely beyond a shadow of any doubt.

Q. Okay, well that's an interesting bit of information to add in. At

least it verified the story about • • •

A. This party that gave you this any kind of--have any connection

or did •••

Q. Well, they were friends of Paul Kessler. So she really doesn't have

any knowledge of aviation per se, that's the reason I think that • • •
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A. Her name wouldn't be Thomas, would it?

Q. No, no, it isn't.

31

A. The man that used to manage Ashburn Field for many, many years was

Gordon Thomas, and he had a sister--no, no, not a sister, he had a brother

living in Oak Lawn, and I didn't know that until years after he livas at the

field.

Q. Alright, well why don't we pick up the thread of your own background

right now, since I think we have hit pretty hard on the very earliest

period. After you had your first solo flight, what happened roughly

after •

END OF SIDE ONE

SIDE TWO

A. To get a pilot's license, you had to have experience. Years ago, you

just had to get them up and down, and you were a pilot. You could go out

the next day and start carrying passengers. Well, they passed these regu

lations, why, it was a different story. So it was a long slow procedure for

me to get enough experience to get a--some kind of a commercial license. So

it came pretty slow, and it was just a slow plodding thing. It was right in

the Depression when there was no money. In fact, we were using automobile

gas in the airplane, which was about eleven cents a gallon, I think, in those

days.

Q. So you were basically just trying to get in enough hours logged?

A. Just getting hours logged, and it took several years to get any kind of
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a pilot's--I think the license, in fact, I know the first license I had

was a private license which gives you authority to carry people, free,

you can't charge nothing. And let me see now, 1937 I got my commercial

license and I believe 1938, maybe 1939, I'm not sure, I got my flight

instructor, 1939 I got the flight instructor's rating. Then, of course,

with the commercial license, I could carry passengers. That was a starving

situation, but I was in the flying school business anyway, and it helped.

And then when I got the instructor's rating, why that started to get some

money. Even though the Depression was still on up until almost 1940, as

far as aviation was concerned, it wasn't • • •

Q. At this time, were you flying out of the Harlem Airport?

A. Harlem Airport, yes. I received--I soloed at Harlem Airport, and I

received my commercial license and my flight instructor's rating at Harlem

Airport.

Q. And at that time, who was really in charge of the airport?

A. Fred L. Schumacher, this was his home.

Q. Was he the founder of the airport, or did he •••

A. No, the airport was founded, I was there then, too, the year before,

1928, by some automobile salesman from around 69th and Halsted. That

used to be "automobile row" many years ago. The guy who started it was

Carl Buehler, what company he was connected with in automobiles, I don't

know. And he had a partner by the name of Heintz--Heintz or Hintz.

There was a storage warehouse, Hintz or Heintz Storage \'1arehouse, on the

south side, and he was his son. In fact, they were so desparate for money
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for the airport, he walked into the Continental Bank, supposedly with a

bottle of nitroglycerin, to hold the place up and was captured. I never

seen him then after that. I don't know what the outcome of the trial was,

but it was in the papers and all. And, of course, the airport folded up.

Q. Well, that's interesting. Well that would be something that we could

dredge up then out of the old Chicago papers.

A. I think it was Pete Heintz, I'm not sure of the first name, Heintz

or Hintz.

Q. Alright, and this would have been in 1928?

A. In 1928 or right around, maybe 1929 it might have been.

Q. And he had gone into the Continental Bank trying to hold it up with

the nitroglycerin, and then • • •

A. Supposedly, and I think he didn't have a bottle of nitroglycerin, but

they indicted him for attempted robbery.

Q. Right, and so that was really the end of the venture?

A. That was the end of the original founders, and then there was another

man by the name of Charlie Strong had it. That must have been started in

1927, yes, I think it was. Strong took it in 1928, and he couldn't even

pay the rent, and he got evicted, and Shumacher took it over, I believe in

1929.

Q. I see. Well, what is Mr. Schumacher's background previous to •••

A. A cabdriver.
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Q. Okay, so he's another one of the •••
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A. A cabdriver and he learned to fly with that company I mentioned that

those people got burned up, Aviation Service and Transport at Midway Airport,

which in its day, was the hoi polloi of aviation schools because it was one

of the first ones that really went at it big and fancy. The rest of the

aviation schools of that era were one airplane, one pilot. His office was

his pocket with a notebook in it.

Q. Okay, so more or less, the two of you learned to fly about the same

time. Is that it?

A. No, he learned to fly-be taught me to fly. He learned to fly, I think

he started in 1927 with Aviation Service and Transport. Great man, I mean

he wasn't a man, he was a kind of an institution. I'll never forget, over

at Harlem during the war, the early part of the war, the University of

Chicago set up a little meteorology station right in the middle of winter.

They had tents there where the students would stay over night and freeze.

They were taking weather observations and making forecasts, and Mr.

Schumacher was one of these guys, self-made, all he was was a high school

graduate, but he loved meteorology. He knew it sideways, forward, backwards,

upside down, and he would spend his whole day with the professor kidding

him about meteorology. The guy finally told him, he says, "Look, Mr.

Schumacher, I'll admit you know more about meteorology than I do, and I

have a degree in it." I remember that cause that really blew him up.

Q. Well, can you tell me something about just how the business developed

from its beginning and how • • •
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A. Yes, we actually used my Waco-9, like I say, we used it as long as we

could until the CAA, yes, CAA really started bearing down on unlicensed

airplanes period, not just for commercial use, they didn't want them at all.

And Cook County passed their own law only against the flying of unlicensed

aircraft, and they employed a Major Ralph Royce from,I think, the First

Pursuit Group in Selfridge Field. They hired him for a year to come around

here and really enforce rt, so we had to get rid of it. And then I bought

a-bought a Waco-IO, that spinner, and Schumacher and I operated that.

Q. Was that your sole plane?

A. Yes, that's all you needed, one. That's all we needed. We were happy

to keep that one going.

Q. Yes, okay.

A. We ran that for a year or so, and we got rid of it. We bought a

Lincoln-Page, which at that time of the OX variety, was a pretty safe

airplane, and we used that for several years. About 1932, the Piper

Aircraft came out with their light plane which revolutionized flying, a

safe airplane and a safe engine, and we started with one of them. We built

the business up, and, oh, in about 1937, we started to have a lot of

differences of opinion. I could explain to you exactly what they were, but

that wouldn't be too • • •

Q. Let's not go into all that. (laughter)

A. We were spending money that I didn't think we should spend on things

that I didn't think were • • •
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Q. Okay, did business • • •

A. And I told him I had to sellout to some other people. They're still

friends of mine. They're all retired. Schumacher's wife and I went into

business in competition with him on the field, and we give him an awful run

for his money.

Q. How did that situation develop, if that's not stepping on too many toes,

how his wife ended up in competition with her husband?

A. It ran along good. He sanctioned it, and like I tell you, he was a

great man, you know. He wasn't one of these guys that was worrying about

a buck. I mean, he could have told me to get off the field. I had no real

ties there. But I bought a brand new Cub. I figured, well, I'm going to

have something to fool around with.

Q. So this took place • • •

A. It would be setting there, and he'd get real busy ona Sunday, and he'd

tell me, "There's a few customers over," he says, "I can't handle them. Why

don't you take them?" And it gradually snowballed, you know what I mean?

Q. Yes.

A. We got so damn busy, we bought the second airplane. And at that time,

I was in the trucking business. I went into the trucking business because

things were, like I say, when the depression was going on pretty well, I

got into trucking. I was spending a little bit of time at flying, a little

bit a trucking, but in 19ltl, I went out of the trucking completely because

the airplane business, as far as I was concerned, really started booming
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about in the middle of 19l0-. Of course, the end of 19l0- when the war came,

it collapsed, but it picked right up again.

Q. Going back to-just so that I've got the dates straight in my mind,

1937 was basically when, that was when you sold your interest out in your

original venture to some of your friends.

A. That's right, to the Schumachers, Bohl venture, that's it, yes.

Q. Right, okay. And it was shortly thereafter that you •• '.

A. Yes, within the year, within the year.

Q. Okay, that you and his wife started in the competitive venture.

A. Made nothing really--she just died here on the 6th of May.

Q. How did she get interested in aviation? Was this just something that

she picked up from her husband?

A. No, it was a funny thing. She come out there as a young girl, seventeen

or eighteen, with her boyfriend, Otto--he lived around 64th and Washtenaw.

I just met his sister, she visited here. I can't think of the last name.

She come out with him, and Schumacher just fell in love with her at first

sight, and he just pestered her to death. He finally won her over and

married her. That was the story.

Q. It's not, I mean, it was very peculiar, at least. It was unusual in

those days that a woman would take up flying, wasn't it? I mean, she

must •••

A. Right, very unusual, now it's not.
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Q. No, now it's not, but in those days it was.
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A. A lot more women. • • Airlines, too. Women are flying some of the

airliners, not many, but some. Yes, she took to flying pretty good. For

many years, she just had a private license, but about ten years ago, I said,

"Eleanor, we're working here for Howell," which her and I both were, sort

of a retirement job. If I feel like going out there, I'll go, I mean, he

wants you out there all the time, but I told him, "Look, I'm not marrying a

job," I says. I retired eleven years ago from my own flying business out

at Lansing, Illinois. And I says, "I'm going to get Eleanor her commercial

license, she wants a commercial, go ahead," which I d.:id. I got her ready,

and she was real happy. In fact, there was a big article in the Southtown

Newspaper about it. I don't know how it got in there, but they come out

here one day. It's around here someplace. We were trying to find it the

other day for something, we can't find it, but go ahead. Is this being

recorded?

Q. Oh, sure, yes.

A. Good, good.

Q. I guess, I don't know if I can ask •••

A. I always thought a recorder made a lot of noise, you know what I mean?

I figured this guy is recording nothing cause I don't hear nothing.

Q. Was it-I don't know, I guess I'm just trying to figure out a way to

ask why it is • • •

A. Well, I'll try to go along with you. I appreciate your doing this
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because I just can't, you lmow, think of these, like this Kessler business,

I forgot all about the man.

Q. It seems to me that your reaction to my question about her flying, it

was no real big deal that she decided to take it up at that time. I'm just

wondering whether-whether she, let's see, I'm trying to think, now this

would have been • • •

A. She actually didn't learn to fly until about 1937, and I'll tell you

what might have inspired it a little bit. At that time, the government

was paying for what they called CiVil Pilot Training Programs. They were

worked in conjunction with various colleges, and they would take a percentage

of women. Some of them women were pretty good, some weren't worth a darn,

but the same thing with any other thing, too. And I think she got the idea

from some of these women that did pretty good that she would like to fly.

That was-she never did say that, but you could kind of read between the

lines.

Q. So as far as the actual operation of the airport, Mr. Schumacher was

did he own the field?

A. No, big mistake. That's where all these, not all, but most of these

flight school operators really made money, like Howell out there in

Crestwood. He bought that for about $150 an acre. It's worth $100, 000

today. Prosperity out in Tinley Park when it was an airport.

Q. So you were paying a monthly rent or something for the use of the

field?

A. Yes.
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Q. Did he rent the entire field other than its basic • • •

A. About 170 acres.
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Q. Okay. And the income from the field was basically doing this kind of

flying and instruction. Did he also rent out space or sublet space for

people's planes out there, too?

A. Yes, space, they sold gasoline, rented space to repair shop operators.

The airport always-it paid its own expense, others than the flying operation,

I mean the fixed base part of it, as they call it, actually paid the bill

because you had a lot of personnel there. I think eight or nine kids on

the payroll all the time.

Q. Oh.

A. Because those were all real light planes, and every once in a while, a

sudden storm would come up, and you'd have to get those airplanes all in

the hanger in a hurry, and it took a lot of help. It didn't happen every

day, but it happened quite often.

Q. So at its peak, how many buildings did you have there? Did you have a

single hanger and most of the planes were just anchored down?

A. How many did I have, or?

Q. Well, I guess what the field-I'm trying to get an idea what the field

looked like.

A. I'll tell you exactly. I'll go right down from the north. These are

hangers, just hangers. You had one, two, three, four, five, six, seven,
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eight--eight hangers.

only held one plane.

Some of those only held one plane.

The rest held about twenty each.
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I believe two

Q. Oh, okay, so they were pretty good size buildings?

A. Besides, we had a lot of airplanes tied out; I'd say maybe another

35 or 40.

Q. .Okay, so at maximum, we're talking about roughly how many planes that

field. • •

A. 125 to 150 altogether.

Q. Okay, so it was a good sized private airport then.

A. I'd like to run that Ripley story down with it, that's just somethtng

somebody thought up. ~fe never did see it in any documentary form at all.

Q. Well, there's that Ripley's Museum downtown, so I would imagine that

they would have some way of coming up with that. So if you l'lanted to follow

up on it, I think that would be the first place to start.

A. Just for curiosity's sake, no other reason.

Q. Let's see, there was something else I was going to ask.

A. You'd be surprised, I've gotten quite a few letters, naturally, from

people who have learned to fly with me in the last forty years, and they

all mention, "I ride the airlines," some of these are business people, "I

ride the airlines quite a bit," they te]J me,. "and you'd be surprised the

amount of captains I've talked to that either learned to fly with you or

Fred Schumacher." It kind of makes you feel good.
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Q. Sure. What did occur when the war started? Did your whole business

just drop off and •

A. For about a week.

Q. For about a week, okay.

A. About a week, yes. Then the government set a bunch of rules that you

had to abide by, mainly guards, you lmOw, armed guards, which I was one of.

We were deputized by the County Sheriff's Office cause otherwise you couldn't

carry a gun. The biggest thing was the paperwork involved, like every flight,

before it took off, they had what they call a Clearance Paper, which state

the airplane, the time it's going to be gone, where it's going, when it's

arriving, and that would be your job. You had to be deputized by the govern

ment to be a Clearance Officer, mainly you had to prove citizenship.

Q. Was this before people filed flight plans and that sort of thing?

A. Oh, yes, this had nothing to do--well, it was in reality a flight plan

because if you were going to some other town, you had to use the same form.

Q. I was wondering if this was more or less-this 't"1as the forerunner of that

kind of thing, I guess, in a sense, even though it was for security purposes.

A. No, I believe there were flight plans, actually, before then. They

weren't used too much like they are today.

Q. Right.

A. That would be the biggest-what would put out a business was an airport

that couldn't afford to have guards. You had to have a 24-hour stay awake
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guard, you lmow, it wasn't just write them down because •
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Q. So this was basically concern over espionage and that kind of thing.

A. • •• because they would have the local police department, you lmOl'l,

check in and see if they were challenged, at maybe 4 o'clock in the morning.

We had a drunk for a while, too. The building burned down, and he never

lmew it.

Q. But it was just because the government was concerned about espionage

and that kind of thing and planes being used for the wrong reasons.

A. We had one case there. It was kind of rotten on the government's part.

We had a one hanger, in fact, it was a barracks and all. This fellow was

a colored operator, and he had a government contract, and he barracked, or

boarded I guess you'd call it, the students right on the field.

Q. That's right. I was going to ask you about that because that was in the

article, too, the fact that this was the first all black flight group that

was put together • • •

A. Yes, in this area.

Q. Yes, in this area.

A. Because there were other ones. And they had a hanger--no, they used

part of one of the other hangers, and they had the two magnetos off of a

training plane, the mechanic, colored mechanics. This government inspector,

he walked around and he grabbed the magneto and walked out with it. So

these guys challenged him right away. So he finally ended up with the magneto
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over in the office of this colored-it was the Coffee Flying Service. The

man is still living. He's still flying, 80 years old, out at Lockport. I

met him here about a year ago. They gave him the magneto, but they close

the airport dmm. And this happened on a Saturday afternoon. They closed

the airport down for about a week. And Sunday was our big dollar day. We

were out of business on Sunday and about four other days before they reopened

it. We felt real good because the inspector who did it about a month later

was killed while giving a flight test in a helicopter. So we didn't have

any remorse for his departure. It was a technicality arrest you might say,

or a shutdown. That was really the only big trouble that we had.

Q. What do you remember about this-how long was the black training group

out at the airport, do you remember? Did this go on for a fairly long

period of time? Were there a lot of pilots trained that way?

A. It was there, I would say that started in 1939 and went up until about

1944, five years.

Q. Was this sponsored by the government? Were they the ones that brought

them out there?

A. Oh, yes.

Q. Do you remember what squadron they eventually became attached to?

A. I heard it was the 99th, in fact, that was the only black squadron,

I think, in World War II.

Q. Well, I figured there probably-since the service was still segregated

then.
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A. Well, see, this was the primary training grounds or airport for the

colored outfit. And from there, they ~lent for advanced training to Tuskegee

in Alabama. There was a college down there.

Q. Right, the institute there.

A. From there they went into the service. There was an article on tele

vision a few months ago, the 99th Squadron. I don't know whether they were

stretching their experiences or not, but it was pretty interesting. I never

thought they did much because, you know, the Army didn't want to •••

Q. Yes, well it's sort of the same thing. They had a similar program on

about the black divisions during World tvar I and what they did and all that

kind of thing.

A. This one colored guy, he was squeezing the other guy's cheek. What he

was doing was impersonating some German, he was captured-I think he's the

mayor of Detroit, Digs or Drigs or something. He was in the squadron.

Q. Oh, no, I think he's a congressman from Michigan, if his name is Diggs.

A. No, I thought this was the mayor of Detroit.

Q. Coleman Young?

A. I wouldn't remember his name, but anyway, I believe he learned to fly,

I think, I'm not sure of that, at Harlem Airport. What got me, he vIaS doing

this dialect in German, and I can speak German and I understand, and I say

the first time I ever heard a colored man speak German. Pretty good, too,

cause you could understand it. Most of his stuff is kind of gibberish, but

this was understandable.
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Q. Were there any other groups that were trained out at the field that were

out there at the government's behest during the war, besides this group?

Were there lots of other pilots that were trained for the Army Air Corps?

A. Oh yes, Schumacher had a--quite an extensive contract throughout the

whole war.

Q. Do you have any idea the numbers of pilots that would have been trained

out there?

A. No, I wouldn't know the numbers. And then in the middle of the \iar,

they discovered they didn't have any flight instructors. So they made a

big push, and Schumacher was one of them and got a whole bunch. He had one

of the best records for producing flight instructors because the flight

instructor examination of that day contained a pretty good oral examination,

which about four guys out of five would flunk the first time. And he taught

that himself, and as .1 say, he was a master of any ground work that he ever

attempted. And he had one of the best reputations for turning out the

flight instructors. In fact, the government was standing right there the

minute they'd graduate three or four, why then they'd send these guys out

to all the different Army schools right away. It made a little bit of

history that way, of course, it never really reached any . • .

Q. Yes, well this is the kind of thing that people don't know about

though, and that's precisely why I'm trying to get at this. It seems to me

that for one reason or another, the southwest side of Chicago probably has

more aviation history than any of the other regions right around Chicago.
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Do you have any notions as to why that is? Was it just chance that the

fields developed out this way?

A. I don't believe there is any real reason for it. You're talking about

the era gone by, aren't you?

Q. Yes, the era gone, not today.

A. Well, I don't believe there is any real, you Imow, reason.

Q. You mow, why Ashburn Field got its start out here or why Harlem

Airport or •••

A. Well, Ashburn Field originally started in about 1912 at 52nd Street

and about 16th Avenue in Cicero. That's where it started. That's \'lThere

Laird, Pop Keller, Partridge and they all started.

Q. Oh, okay. I didn't realize that.

A. And they decided they needed more space, and he--in fact, if you look

at some of the old pictures of the Cicero Field and look at some of the

pictures of the old hangers that were Ashburn's, the same hangers.

Q. They just collapsed them, and moved them over to the other site.

A. Somebody, of course I say that's all before my time, one of the old

timers was telling me they would load it on freight cars, and the Wabash

Railway, you mow, would come over the east end of Ashburn. There \'lTas no

town there, no freight people, they just stopped the train, throw it all

off in the prairie. And they had to get the horses, you mow, and wagons

and go over and haul it over.
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Q. That is funny.
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A. You know, the present Northwest Orient Airlines of today started at

Ashburn. There was a very wealthy man, you might have picked this up

yourself, but anyway, Charles Dickenson, he was a feed merchant.

Q. Well, the name sounds kind of familiar.

A. A multi-millionaire. He owned the Ashburn Field. In fact, he was

pretty old when he learned to fly just to prove to himself he could do it.

In fact, r was out there, it was in 1923 when he soloed. I was out there

the night he soloed. Just made one flight, I think, that was the extent

of his flying. And anyway, he was one of those citizens that was pushing

for the government to get out of the airmail business and give it to

civilians. Well, in 1926, he got the Chicago •••

Q. He got the franchise.

A. The Chicago, Milwaukee, LaCrosse, Minneapolis run. I've heard a lot

of rumors why it never went. Number 1 was he took a percentage of whatever

they took in for his pay, and nobody would send an airmail letter in those

days. It was too expensive. They'd go out with about four letters in the

bag. Then I heard that he was--he was an odd man to get along with, you

know, kind of an eccentric, and he didn't get any cooperation up at the

other cities, so nothing happened. I worked for the mechanics a few months.

It only lasted two months when he folded up, but we used to service the

planes at night at Ashburn Field. And they'd leave in the morning, and

they'd go to Maywood. That was at 22nd and 1st Avenue and pick up the

mail and away they'd go. But I think it was about $20,000 a week he was
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losing, and he begged the government to take the contract off his hands.

They rebid it and what is today Northwest Orient got it.

Q. What was their name at the time, do you know?

A. Northwest?

Q. The company that became Northwest Orient.

A. Northwest Airways.

Q. Northwest Airways.

A. They started with three Stinson Biplanes, and the man that started the

Airline Pilots' Union of today, David Benke, he's now dead, he was one of

their pilots. And this Speed Holman, this famous racing and aerobatic pilot

of many years ago, was operations manager. And a man by the name of Croil,

C-R-o-I-L, I think I'm spelling it right, Hunter, he was the president of

it. I guess they had trouble raising money. They had to get some of it

from Detroit. It was a Minneapolis outfit; I could never understand that.

That's a little history that was made at Ashburn Field. That's in all the

history books, I mean, that's not nothing dug up.

Q. Well, news to me at any rate.

A. Yes, cause you're young, you know. Some of these people I talk to

your age, they go, "What the hell is this goof talking about?" It really

doesn't make sense to them. Like you talk about Lindbergh to the average

guy thirty years old, and he don't know who Lindbergh was, unless he's an

aviation nut.
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Q. Of course, Lindbergh made his mark in a lot of other ways, too. Some

positive, some negative, so--very interesting person all around.

A. That's a shame the way he died like he did, when he did. You can say

that for a lot of people.

Q. Yes, alright. I guess we pretty much •••

A. I'm not in no hurry now, if you want to go on •••

Q. No, that's alright. At least I wanted to follow the thread of your

own background all the way down to the--when you retired and what you are

presently doing right now, sort of keeping your hand in as far as inspection

is concerned.

A. Right now, Saturdays and Sundays, I have worked since I retired. I

work for Howell Airport out in New Lenox.

Q. Oh, he has a bigger airport out there?

A. Well, I guess it's 160 acres.

Q. What precipitated the move when you left Harlem Airport and went farther

south down to Lansing? What precipitated that?

A. The property was sold for real estate taxes. We made the big mistake

by not buying it because we could have bought it for $600 an acre. But,

you know, nobody wanted to--they could have offered it to us for $100 an

acre as far as our bank account was concerned • • •

Q. And you still wouldn't have been able to pick it up.
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A. If we could have raised money, we tried to raise money from the wrong

people, and we got turned down always, so we just gave up. In fact, I know

we shouldn't be-well, we can mention this on here.

Q. You can always delete it later on.

A. No, I'll mention it. It won't make any difference. Schumacher lived

aviation. He stayed in that hole, I mean, he really didn't know what was

going around. I'd corne to him, I says, "Hey Schus," the man that owned

that airport, his name was Robert Wilson. I think he was a wealthy retired

farmer, and he lived in Worth. I think his wife just died a month ago, and

he died about fifteen years ago. I says, "He wants to sell me an acre down

there at 87th and Harlem for $2,000." "Aw," he says, "give him $500, that's

all it's worth." You know, that's an example of three or four offers I had.

Well he didn't know this. In fact, he died not knowing it. I just didn't

have the gumption to tell him. The corner of 91st, on the airport property,

91st and Harlem, was sold about three years prior to me hearing about it,

to an Armenian rug dealer from Roseland. And I guess after he bought it,

his plans changed and he decided to sell it. So he wandered on the airport

one day, he says, "Would you want to buy a piece of property on the airport?

I have one acre down there," he says. It was one corner. I said, "What

do you want for it?" He says, "$2,000," I said, "I'll tell you what," I

had no idea what it was worth, he could have said $20,000, and it wouldn't

make any difference, you know. I wasn't in the real estate business. I

said, "Tell you what," I says, "I'll give you $1,500 for it." "Aw, no,"

he says, "we'll split the difference." I said, "No," I said, "look, here's

my name, here's my phone number. If you want to sell it for $1,500, you
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call me. It would take me about two hours to get a check if it's during

the day, and the next morning, if it's late, and that's the deal." I says,

"That's the way It11 do business." So for about a month, he kept yacky

docking around, he goes $1,600. I didn't hear nothing from him for a couple

months, and finally he says, "Hey, you still give me that offer?" I says,

"Yea." So I went, Mrs. Schumacher and I, we bought it together. I says,

"Eleanor, for this money, it's a pretty good buy," I told her. At that time,

there 'V'ras nothing. There was no town, everything was all wide open, so we

gave him the $1,500. We put the thing into trust because, you know, the

aviation business, you can't have your neck out for any property. And maybe

once a year, we'd get a letter from the bank that had the trust. And it

said so-and-so is interested in buying your property. A couple of them, I'd

follow up and they'd all offer like $2,500 for it. Anyway, to make a long

story short, seven years we owned it, taxes were cheap, they were fifty

sixty bucks a year. Seven years went by, and a guy wrote me away, how did

he get my name--oh, he wrote to the bank, a letter on a piece of butcher

paper it looked like, you know, nothing fancy. And it was a Polish name,

not no business, just a Polish--I used to live in Hometown, and it was right

there where I lived on the Chicago side though. So I says, "I'm going to

call this yokel," I says, "it looks like it's a comedy." So I had--at the

time of reading his letter, I had no idea of what I'm going to ask for this

property. I says, "I'm going to give this guy a figure," I says, "he'll

never take it." I called him up, I says, "I'm the man who owns that property

in trust." I said, "I'd like to sell it." He says, "We'd like to buy it."

Well, I said, "Maybe you won't want to buy it when I tell you what I want

for it." Then I said, "I want $35,000 for it, net to me, no conditions."

I says, "All I want to pay is the taxes that are due, nothing else, no
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closing costs, no lawyers." "Aw," he says, "You're crazy." "I won't

argue with you. That's it, if you want it, call me back. If you don't

Q. This is seven years after you bought it for $1,500? Okay.

A. The only big money I ever made in my entire life. Nothing happened for

about three months. Of course, then they'd call, and they'd start bargain

ing. I says, "No, I told you the price is $35,000 net." I says, "You wait

much longer, it' 's going to go up." Me, I had no idea of what it was worth.

Q. Yes, it was easy to bargain when you weren't concerned about it.

A. Right, I didn't care whether--I had some ideas in mind what I might

do with it someday, and they bought it. I say, he died-Mr. Schumacher

died. He never knew I owned this spot; I never told him. She never told

him because I knew he wouldn't like it. So it was a • • •

Q. What did they end up using the property for, do you know?

A. There's a bunch of apartment buildings there. I think there's four of

them, four four-flats on the corner.

Q. Was it soon after you sold it that they started to develop the property?

"

A. They first went to Bridgeview, as I understand it, and got the zoning

changed so he could put those up. That's 1I'1here the delay was. Well, I guess

they were happy. I never heard no more, and I got my money. I was happy.

Q. It just makes you think, "Gee, if 1'd just been offered a few other

acres in that area."
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A. Yes, but I used to confide in him. I mean, he was a kno\-Jledgeable

man, but as I say, he lived in that hole, and he didn't know what was

going on around here. In fact, this acre at the corner of 87th on his

property, southeast corner, was bought by a couple of Irishmen, I don't

know them, I had met them once or twice, who started a house trailer business,

house trailer sales there. They bought that for $2,000, they understand,

they got $45,000 for that when the shopping center was sold. I mean, that's

the story I heard. I mean, you're sitting right on a gold mine and you don't

even know it.

Q. Of course, there are so many stories around here like that. When you

start talking to people • • •

A. Well, this is true.

Q. Well, this one, I know. iiell, this one actually happened to you, but

I'm thinking of other people who have just said that they've seen these

big chunks of vacant land that they knew were just begging to be bought

by somebody and stories of people who have held on to land just barely

during the lean times, just had enough money scraped together to pay for

the taxes, and some of their friends hadn't and they had to get rid of it.

The difference now is like night and day, between the ones that \-Jere able

to sell their land and • • •

A. Ten years before this, I owned three 27 foot lots on 22nd street and

Home Avenue in Berwyn, that's a quarter mile east of Harlem. Besides

the taxes, which were high, I couldn't tell you how much, I lost a cool

$5,000. I needed the money. We had the big GI flight training program

starting and I needed equipment, and I says, "I'm not going to go out and
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borrow any money. I'm going to sell this land right here." I wish I owned

it today. But as you say, it works both ways.

Q. Gee, we've ranged over quite a period here.

A. Listen, if you decide you want to, you know, go further with it later,

give me a call. I'd be glad to do it.

Q. Yes, I think that's probably what we'll do. I think I'm getting a little

stale, and I • • •

A. In fact, if you want to make a good couple of episodes out of this,

I think we can.

Q. Well, I think maybe what 1'11 do right now is just • • •

Jessica Fegan, Transcriptionist


