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From 1927-1930, the Bird-Wing Commercial Aircraft Co. manufactured biplanes in St. joseph.

Airplane company once made its home
at Rosecrans, enjoyed brief popularity

By ALONZO WESTON
alonzow @npgco.com
St. Joseph News-Press

t. Joseph once had an
S airplane manufacturing

plant. From 1927 to 1930
Bird-Wing Commercial Air-
craft Co. manufactured both
liguid and radial air-cooled
small biplanes.

“They weren’t for military
use or anything. They were
just for joy riding,” said
Chester Batsell, longtime St.
Joseph resident.

Aviation was the rage
around the country in the
1920s. Flying was relatively
new, Charles Lindbergh had
made his trans-Atlantic
flight and several small-time
pilots were barnstorming
the small towns and rural
regions giving stunt flying
and racing exhibitions.

Rosecrans Field, located in
the Waterworks Road area at

the time, was a They had a
hotbed of activ- large structure
ity. Aircraft Tale S Of the bui%t in the
manufacturers IDL AN D northeast por-
sprang up like tion of Rose-
weeds around E M Pl R E crans Field,
the country which housed
after World the hangar,
War L. Several shop and
aircraft plants offices for the
were built in business. It

and around Kansas City as
well as other areas of the Mid-
west,

“They had high expecta-
tions for aviation here,” said
Don Bonner, longtime St.
Joseph resident and amateur
pilot. “It was when everyone
thought aviation was the
wave of the future and any-
thing connected with it was
highly regarded.”

According to Mr. Bonner,
Bird-Wing Commercial Air-
craft Co. was started as a ven-
ture of Carl Wolfley and a few
other local businessmen and
aviation enthusiasts.

also had a flying school.

The first planes the compa-
ny built were two liquid-
cooled biplanes. They each
had a wingspan of 31 feet, 4
inches, and room for passen-
gers. Two people could sit in
the front cockpit while the
pilot sat in the rear seat.

“At the time that was
about all the type of planes
we had,” said Mr. Batsell
while adding that his family
also had something to do
with the construction of the
Bird-Wing planes.

“The wing sections were
made by my father and uncle

at the Batsell and Sons Mill-
work Co.,” he said. “I think
they were made out of balsa
wood and covered with a
silk-like fabric and coated
with some sort of lacquer.
The body of the plane was
orange and the wings were
white or off-white with a
bird insignia.”

Mr. Batsell also remem-
bered spending a lot of Sun-
day afternoons with his fam-
ily at Bird-Wing as a child.

His family enjoyed taking
sightseeing flights around
the area in the small plane.
Rides of three or five min-
utes usually cost $4 a head
and $10 for two people but
Mr. Batsell often got to ride
TEECTE.

“(The pilots) would usually
take two passengers but if
only one went, I got to go,”
he said. “I only got to go

Please see Airplane/Page B4







| gﬁdbergfg ’;vgyi

* Famed aviator Charles Lindbergh, second
from right, poses next to his ‘Spirit of St.
Louis’ plane with a few Missouri military
officers during his visit to Rosecrans Air-

- was carved from wood taken
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By ALONZO WESTON
alonzow@npgco.com
St. Joseph News-Press

Famed aviator Charles Lindbergh
made a tour of 82 cities right after his
historic trans-Atlantic solo flight in 1927,
St. Joseph was fortunate enough to be
one of the cities he visited.

It was on August 19, 1927, that Mr.Lind-

bergh visited what was then Rosecrans
Airfield. It was three months after the
man known as the “American Columbus
of the Air” had made history as the first
man to make a solo flight across the
Atlantic, from New York to Paris,
“Rosecrans was about where the (St. Jo
Frontier) Casino is today,” said Gary
Chilcote, curator of the Patee House

\)

/

—*

Museum. There is a special display
inside the museum about Lindbergh’s
visit here.

“In those days it was something to see.
It was like bringing in an astronaut that
had been to the moon,” Mr. Chilcote
added. “Today of course they fly to Paris
every day but at that time nobody had
ever done a non-stop solo flight.”

Mr. Lindbergh arrived 30 minutes earli-
er than scheduled that day at the old
Rosecrans Airfield, which at that time
was located at the foot of Chestnut Street
near the banks of the Missouri River.

A crowd of about 20,000 people, accord-
ing to St. Joseph Gazette estimates, had
already formed along the banks of the
Missouri River. They parked their cars
anywhere they could in nearby fields and

it to city in 1927 drew ¢

pastures and all =
Others sought ¢
top of Wyeth Hill
The KFEQ radi
remote broadcast
more who couldn
hear the event.
Walt Drannan 1
at the time. But h
ly the commotion
caused in his nor
ond Street neighq
“I remember ey
borhood was excil
St. Joseph native.
down to the airpg
walked down thes
Mr. Lindbergh ¢
than an hour, But

Corby.
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field in 1927. From left to right are Col.
John McNeely, Col. William E. Stringfel-
low, Mr. Lindbergh and Col. Joseph A.

Lindbergh'’s visit drew crowd of 20,000

Continued from Page B1

Before he left, Mayor Louis
Stigall and Chamber of Com-
merce manager L.B. Clough pre-
sented him with a small model
of the “Spirit of St. Louis.” It

from the Pony Express Stables.
When it was time to leave, Mr.
Lindbergh entered his plane,
opened a side window and
waved to the St. Joseph crowd as
he took off for another city.

“It was really significant,”
said Mr. Chilcote.

Unfortunately Charles Lind-
bergh would make headlines
again in 1934 for the kidnap and
murder of his son. To make
matters worse, he was labeled a
German sympathizer in 1939
after he made a statement that
American aircraft was inferior
to those built in Germany.

Several years later, with his
body wracked with cancer,
Charles Lindbergh flew his last

flight. If was from New York to
Maui, Hawaii, this time. And it
was to spend his last days in his
favorite place inthe whole world
with his family. He died there on
August 26, 1974.

Tales of the Midland Empire is pub-
lished weekly. If you know an unusu-
al story, unusual bits of history or an
unusual person in the area, call
Alonzo Weston at 271-8574 (800)
779-6397 or e-mail him at alon-
Zow@npgco.com.
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First airplane Ianded here on golf course

Attracted by an unfamiliar
humming from the skies, St.
Joseph people came out of
houses and stores and
craned their necksto witness
the daring young man in his

flying machine, as he looped

the loop and dipped the dips.

The pilot was St. Joseph
native, Hayden Campbell,
who two hours earlier had
landed the first plane in St.

~Joseph at the Country Club
golf course. It was 1917, and

he was on leave from the
Army and here to visit his
mother.

‘I remember flying with

him when I was in my teens.
It was a lot of fun,”’ said his
nephew, Stuart Campbell of
St. Joseph.
- Hayden Campbell first re-
ceived flight training in the
Army and then went on to be
an instructor. He was on the
ship going overseas on Ar-
mistice Day and therefore
did not see action.

His love of flying and
planes continued and in the
’30s he and a British airplane
designer, Walter Barling,
who designed the largest
World War I bomber, de-
signed a six-passenger
freight plane.

It was designed to fill the

| gap between the larger,

many-passenger airplanes
that flew great distances. It
was planned for small fields
and small towns.

‘“The venture was a com-
plete and utter failure.”’ said
Stuart Campbell. “But that
was due mostly to the De-
pression. You couldn’t get
the financial backlng needed
for such a scheme.’

Undaunted, in 1935 Camp-
bell went on to design his
own plane, dubbed the ‘“‘Fly-
ing Egg’’ by the news media.
It was a new concept plane
designed for affordability.

The ‘‘Flying Egg” sported
a converted V8 engine, a tri-
cycle landing gear and twin
tail fins with a propeller be-
tween them. It was hoped the
plane could be manufactured
for commercial use.
~Stuart Campbell did the
drawings for some of the
plane’s parts and went on,
influenced by his uncle, to
work for Lockheed.

“Coincidentally, I was in
Bombay, India, in 1935,
watching a newsreel about
the United States, when it
was broadcast that my uncle
had designed his own
plane,” said Campbell.

The plane was manufac-
tured where Wire Rope in St.
Joseph is now and was kept
in a hangar on Waterworks
Road, the home of the first
airfield here.

However, again the enter-
prise was not to be profit-
able. The first problem was
financial backing; the sec-
ond was the wreck of the
plane while on a test flight
for the government’s De-
partment of Commerce.
During a speed run, the oil
line broke. .

Both men suffered injuries
but nohedy was Kkilled.

During World War II,

Here is the fated *‘Flying Egg”"desngned by Hayde Campbell in 13..

Campbell worked for
McDonnell Douglas on the
Nike, an early guided mis-
sile system. In his later

years, and during semi-re-
tirement, he was a consul-
tant on the design team for
the DC-9 aircraft.

Here stands aviator Hayden GCampbell with his parents,
Dr.and Mrs. Forrest Camplell, on his visit to St. Joseph
in an Army training planc in 1917.
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Lake Contrary early Iandlng strlp

The first commercial
flight from St. Joseph took
off from the race track at
Lake Contrary in 1925 or ’26.

It carried two passengers,
Al Schaeffer, who managed a
news agency and James

Reardon, who operated a-

cigar store on South Seventh
Street. They flew to Chicago,
but we are not certain how
long it took them to reach
their destination.

One of the first big air

events held here was the Na-
tional Balloon Race, also
held at the race track, in
1925. King Hill was crowded
with spectators viewing this
great event.

The first real St. Joseph
plane was owned by Ed
Tracy, who also owned the
Western League baseball
team here. This was in 1919.
He took passengers on short
flights that never soared
more than 40 to 50 feet for the

price of $3.

Comet sighted

I remember well seeing
the comet in 1910. I am not
sure, I believe it was April
18. Just a week before my
ninth birthday.

‘There was much talk and

excitement about the coming
event of the comet. Talk such
as the world coming to an
end and great fires being set
by the tail of the comet.

Mother said that was all

nonsense but she was anx-
ious for my sister and me to
see it. She watched the
papers telling exactly when
it would appear.

- She woke us at 4 a.m. and
we went outside and there in

the southeastern sky was a.

bright light about the size of
a small moon with a light
like the tail of a Kkite trailing
behind. We watched it for
quite sometime.

Leah Ward

There was also an airplane

factory here shortly after

World War 1. It was the
property of Hayden Camp-
bell.

It was the late 1920s that
the original Rosecrans Field
was established in French
Bottoms at the foot of Chest-
nut Street. It was named in
honor of Guy Rosecrans, who
was killed on Oct. 16, 1918.
He died when he accidentally
walked into a propeller.

The largest crowd to ever
appear there was on Aug. 19,
1927, when Col. Charles
Lindbergh made a short
visit. He flew into St. Joseph
aboard his ‘‘Spirit of St.
Louis,” just three months
after setting a new world
record for his solo flight to
Paris.

It was May 1940 that the
present location of Rose-
crans Field was ready for
dedication with.an air show.

During World War II, it

was a transport base and a
beehive of industry. Men
were stationed here from all
across the country and flew
planes from here to every
part of the Allied World.
Operations never ceased;
they worked 24 hours every
day.

The airport grew to 814
acres and St. Joseph resi-
dents were not allowed to
visit, but they daily observed
such planes as B-25s, Flying
Fortresses, B-17s, Libera-
tors and B-24s.

As quickly as it all started,
activity ceased as the Army
pulled out almost overnight
leaving the city with an air-
port and surplus equipment
it could not afford to main-
tain.

But in 1947 the Missouri
Air National Guard was in-
stituted at the airport and
today provides a major part
of the flying at the field, as

.well as income the city needs

to maintain it.

Comet said to bring doom

Halley’s comet. Yes, I cer-

tainly do remember that
frightening thing that ap-
peared on the western hori-
zon just as night fell. A fiery
ball with a long, wide tail.
- We lived near the old Le-
banon Baptist Church south
of Stewartsville, Mo., where
a protracted meeting, as
they were called, was in
progress. Our family, along
with neighbors for miles
around, attended faithfully.

The minister who was the
speaker for the services
preached fire, brimstone
and doom for all who were
not ready for the end of the
world that would come at
any moment — maybe that
very night for he was sure
that when the tail of the
comet touched the Earth, it
would be so hot everything

and everybody would be con-
Sumed hv fira

forth across the front of the|
church waving his arms and
shouting, ‘““The end is near.
It must be soon. This fright-
ening thing in the west is a
sign from God that-he will
wipe everything out of exis-
tence. So beware! Get
ready!””

As a little girl, how could I
get ready for such a terrible
thing? By the time we got
home I was so scared I would
hurry to bed, pull the covers
over my head and lie trem-
bling, waiting for the end of
the world.

Now I am 84 years old, a
great-grandmother, and sci-
entists tell us of another
comet that will appear soon.
But so far as I know, no one
has predicted it will bring
the end of the world.
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Wil

r,”'there was ‘“‘one motor
but we still carried on,”
over St. Joseph on three
lorsepower engines.

Hane accompanied the
imental. Journey” in the
ed P-51 Mustang fighter
ist 30 minutes, but the two
5 have different fying
5.
Jim Frame, who flew with
kn the Mustang, the visit to
seph this weekend is a nos-
trip. Frame is the volun-
padmaster and flight engi-
r the B-17.
ing World War II he was
hed at Rosecrans Field for
a year and a half. Frame
le still has some old aircraft
5 from his Rosecrans Field

rat happened to that new
e they built to Rosecrans
the river changed its
,” Frame asked, referring
MacArthur Drive viaduct.
it bridge is now more than
lars old, and was in such
tondition a new deck had to
[n'ed two years ago.
1 Kelley flew B-17s for
than two years during the

|got interested two years
.he said of the Mesa, Ariz.,
derate Air Force organiza-
at flies the plane. “I got bit
e nostalgia bug, and started
. the B-17 after being out of
rears.”
lley is a retired airline pilot
pnce flew practice missions
?secrans Field when TWA
t for training.
[y Patterson of Express
t, local sponsor of the B-17
isaid it will be open to the

e Sunday and Monday from .

n. to 8 p.m.

ere is a $3 charge to go
igh the plane, with the
Ey pe_lying for the cost of fuel
ng it here, and to help pay
inew hangar for the plane in

Ariz.
Ls morning, the Air National
at Rosecrans will be per-
Tng parachute aerial drops
flying C-130 transports in
ation. Maj. Gen. Charles
ler, Missouri Adjutant Gen-
will be present for cere-
es marking the retirement
. Joseph’s Brig. Gen. John

s

F Air Guard activities,
ng about 10 a.m., will not be
to the public, but may be
Ed from the city’s portion of
irfield. The B-17 will be on

ay through Monday, and will:

! Rosecrans Tuesday morn-

im fll-ll l'll.l-f Illi;;:l-—-
PR BT MR SO g
.

) Staft photo by ERIC G. KEITH
The B-17 Flying Fortress taxis along the landing strip as it arrives at Rosecrans.
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Troops eIt g [ong column o1 Just as tney
rode here over 140 miles of unpaved
roads. Some military units were here for
almost two weeks.

To feed the troops each day required
4,000 pounds of meat, 4,000 loaves of
bread, and 8,000 pounds of ice. The ar-
tillery brought in heavy guns and modern
searchlights. Troops demonstrated their
firepower by blowing up a 90-foot bridge

Flying was only a smali
part of the show, but it
caught on, with St. Joseph
staying on the leading edge
of aviation for another three
decades.

TIAIISIIIITETU T aATIU WAVTD dCliUSS LIIT UCTAIL
only three years before.

The dirigible was kept in a huge tent,
but winds of 15 miles an hour were al-
most too much for it. Selfridge was to
have assembled the dirigible, and pilot
Foulois had never done it before. Hy-
drogen gas was generated by mixing 15
tons of iron filings with acid.

John Donovan, prominent inthe live-
stock industry in St. Joseph, served as
head of the military tournament. He
brought such VIPs as Louis F. Swift,
president of Swift & Co., and his family;
Secretary of War Luke H. Wright; Army
Chief of Staff Gen. Franklin Bell, and the
governors of Missouri and Kansas:

At Lake Contrary, a giant tent near the
fairgrounds could accommodate 10,000
people. Troops camped nearby in the
area just north of the old amusement

-park.

Odd flying machines promoted the military show in this 1908 poster.

So many extra electric lights were in-
stalled in St. Joseph that the power
company suffered a brown-out when a
boiler tube failed. It made it difficult to
get people home from the lake by mwmo:._c
streetcar.

The new Hotel Robidoux’s 170 rooms

nr

K ..m

were filled, and 10,000 visitors were
‘housed in private homes for 50 cents a
night.

Ads were seeking concrete workers at
the site of the new City Auditorium, 4th
and Faraon, but builders were displaced
mm the %.m:a Military Ball could be held
there.

Two incidents on opening day almost
resulted in the Auditorium’s destruction
by fire. During the afternoon rehearsal a
light bulb touched stage decorations
which broke into flames. Edward A.
Prinz, dancemaster, helped pull the
material down and extinguish it.

Then during the evening, a photo-
grapher using flash powder for a picture
from the balcony caught the bunting on
fire. It was put out by those attending the
.dance:

The U.S. EESQ Tournament was
such an elaborate event that it was never
again tried. But the people of St. Joseph
retained their interest in aviation, and in
1921 it hosted the International Balloon
Races, again from Lake Contrary.

It was only four years later that the
city dedicated its first Rosecrans Field -
at Lake Contrary - as the city’s new air-
port.

There were military pa-
rades each night, a livestock
show at the stockyards and
social events downtown.




captive liberated,

on Pierce survived

1d retumed home

age. Perhaps now this pil-
ge will have a healing or at
1soothing effect upon all the
ing crew members and their
gs. I’know that the results of
ash must have been espec-
ard for the family of Sgt.
ison.

lis ceremony also provides
ortunity for me to apologize
good people of the Nether-
and especially you who live
:area, for littering up your
‘ul countryside. I’m sorry.”
e don’t even pretend to be
»” Amnett continued. “Actu-
e felt disappointment and
'for having done so little.
re only on our third bomb-
ssion. We had great hopes
vidually inflicting signifi-
mage to Hitler’s war mach-
t least the equivalence of a
~but I doubt it was more
bin prick. It is evident from
Lat our crew picture that
e not old professional war-
jome were barely out of
hool. The one thing we had
mon was that we had all
lered for flying duty. At
ne approximately three
lefore the Normandy inva-
andreds of bombers were
ent over Germany every
& were proud to be one of
ly.”

& were 72 new B-24 Liber-
lith 72 new crews com-

| by Col. Snavley. The
3omb Group was based at
Pickenham Air Base in
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er Is Silent Hero

This page is dedicated
to all South Siders
who served their country
during World War II.

England and had only operated
eight days.

The crew spent two months
training at Salt Lake City, Utah,
and had two months’ training at
Davis Monthan Air Base in
Tuscon, Arizona. The crew then
spent four months at Alamogor-
do’s Holoman Air Base in New
Mexico. After finishing training,

the crew was issued a new B-24,
worth $250,000.

The crew flew the southern
route to Britain—over  Florida,
Puerto Rico, Trinidad, Natal in
Brazil and Dakar and Merikesch
in Africa. Each plane and crew
wason its own. Axis Sally greeted
them. ’

Arnett led them in prayer under

craftin the water to put out the fire
or maneuvering it back over land,
but just the day before, the
operations officer had said the
floating time of a B-24 in the water
would be 11 seconds.

The crew was told it could bail
out, butthe pilotand co-pilot would
ride itout. The crew assumed their
pre-arranged crash landing posi-
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