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Preface

THIS BOOK TELLS the story of my father, Clarence “Cap” Cornish, a pilot who
lived through all but the final five years of the Century of Flight. It also looks
at the evolution of aeronautics in Indiana between the end of the First World
War and the mid-1950s, the years when Cap was most active in the aviation field.
During this period of sputters and spurts, sod runways gave way to asphalt and
concrete; navigation evolved from the use of railroad tracks (the “iron com-
pass”) for guidance to radar; runways that once had been lit at night with cans
of flaming oil shimmered with new multicolored electric lights; and passengers,
who once had sat crammed next to mailbags in open-air cockpits, now rode
comfortably in streamlined, pressurized airliners.

In April 1917, at the age of eighteen, Cornish volunteered to fight for his
country in the Great War and joined the U.S. Cavalry. But it was flying an airplane
and not riding a horse that captured his imagination, and within a few months
he was in the Aviation Section of the U.S. Signal Corps preparing to be a pilot.
In May 1918, while in flight training at Park Field in Millington, Tennessee, he
soloed in a Flying Jenny for the first time. Within two months he had earned the
wings that he aspired to, which he wore proudly on his uniform. A short time
later he was instructing others in aerial gunnery and pursuit at Catlstrom and
Dorr Fields in Florida. He had hoped to go abroad to be part of the air battles
being waged against the Germans, but he never got that chance: the “war to end
all wars” concluded on November 11, 1918, and the following January, Cornish
returned to his hometown of Fort Wayne, Indiana.
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The glory of being a flyer was behind him, but only temporarily. Three and
a half years later, he attended training camp as a reserve in the US. Army Air
Service. He was back in a Jenny—and back in his element.

Reconnected with his love of flying, Cornish became increasingly involved
in aviation-related matters in Fort Wayne. As his stature in the community grew,
the local citizens, aviators and non-aviators alike, began to look to him for his
expertise and his ideas about local aviation development. He was a strong advo-
cate for a municipal airfield and for the establishment of airmail service through
the city. He also was flying actively again. In addition to working as a commer-
cial pilot for various entities over the years, he performed aerobatics, competed
in air races, and promoted aviation through his participation in air tours and air
cruises throughout the state.

In 1934 Cornish was selected by the Fort Wayne Board of Aviation Com-
missioners to manage the Paul Baer Municipal Airport. For the next seven years,
the facility thrived and expanded under his leadership. When it appeared that the
United States would soon be forced to join the fighting in World War II, how-
ever, his talents were needed elsewhere. Much had been learned about the use
of airpower for military purposes since the First World War, and when Cap was
called back to active duty in 1941, he had the opportunity to serve and protect
his country as chief of the Flight Operations Division of the Army Air Forces.
Working closely with the War Department, the Navy Bureau of Aeronautics, the
Defense Commands, the Civil Aeronautics Administration and Civil Aeronautics
Board, and even the US. Weather Bureau, he helped to defend the homeland
by coordinating air traffic and the various uses of airspace during the war years.

When the war ended, Cornish’s unique combination of skills and experi-
ence made him the natural choice when Governor M. Clifford Townsend was
looking for someone to assume the directorship of the newly created Indiana
Aeronautics Commission. For the next eight years he worked tirelessly to ad-
vance the development of aviation both statewide and nationally. His lifelong
dedication never wavered, but in 1952 his tenure was cut short by politics. When
a new governor took office and decided to put someone else at the helm of
the commission, Cornish found himself out of a job. It spelled the end of his
professional career in aviation.

Without a plane at his disposal, Cap’s wings were clipped, but in 1968, on
the fiftieth anniversary of his first flight, he rented a Cessna 172 to commemo-
rate the occasion. Friends and family gathered at the Indianapolis Metropolitan
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Airport, and some of us got to go up for a spin. It became an annual tradition,
and as the years rolled on, his following grew from that original small group to
a crowd that included TV reporters and newspaper columnists. On December
4, 1995, my ninety-seven-year-old father broke his own record set three and a
half months eatlier and was acclaimed for several years by Guinness World Records
as the world’s oldest actively flying pilot. He died only three weeks later—and
his history was left for me, his only child, to write.

I lived through part of his active career and had heard his stories often, but
it was not until the spring of 1996 that I became genuinely drawn into it. That
is when I opened the hinged lid on a plain but finely crafted wooden box in
my parents’ basement. Inside, along with a few personal items, were 125 well-
scripted letters in their original envelopes that my father had mailed home to
his family in Fort Wayne during his service in World War 1. Dated between
May 1917 and January 1919, they describe neatly every aspect of those forma-
tive years he spent away from home between the ages of nineteen and twenty-
one. I soon realized that this bundle of correspondence was a mere fragment
of what I had inherited. I moved everything to my own basement, where my
Ping-Pong table soon sagged under the weight of boxes full of original docu-
ments that my father had saved. This treasure trove of materials included two
pilot’s books, covering all but three years of his flying career; correspondence
that he had impeccably stored in three-ring binders; texts of the speeches that
he had given to various groups over the years; photographs that illustrated his
life in flight; flying manuals from his years in the military; and hundreds, if not
thousands, of news clippings. That material, plus my own research into such
topics as events of the early years of flight, the First and Second World Wars,
conflicting philosophies about airplanes in wartime, and early aviation luminar-
ies, provided the background I needed to put his contributions to aviation in
context. Many of his saved clippings were undated, often with their sources not
identified, so I spent weeks at the Indiana State Library, where I scanned micro-
films of Fort Wayne’s two primary newspapers in an attempt to track down as
many of the missing sources as possible—often gleaning new information in
the process. “Cap” Cornish, Indiana Pilot is the result.

My father did not have advanced degrees; his formal education ended after
twelfth grade. Life’s experiences were his teachers, and he applied that knowl-
edge to new challenges, even if it meant taking risks. New technology drew him
like a magnet, everything from wireless telegraphy to navigational instruments to
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the latest developments in aircraft science, and even the computers being used
by businessmen he knew when he was well into his nineties. He was articulate,
resolute, determined, resilient, dependable, and a strict disciplinarian, all personal
traits that he applied to the tasks before him—and often expected of others.
In the words of a friend, “When he was right, he was right, and he stuck to his
guns and his principles.” He didn’t look back, but he also didn’t burn bridges.

His eldest granddaughter, Lisa Krieg, remembered him through a differ-
ent lens:

On December 22, 1995, I lost a great Grandpa and others mourned
the loss of an elderly gentleman with a twinkle, a knack for story, and a
passion for correctness and honesty. He was a great man and a loving
Grandpa, someone 1 could count on; his love was solid. He was frus-
trating and stubborn and inflexible, but he was charming and funny and

sharp. His spirit prevailed to the end of his life.

It was not always easy being Cap Cornish’s daughter, but I learned much from
his example—to pick myself up after a fall, dust myself off, and go on. I also
learned stick-to-itiveness. How else would I have finished this book, a project
that took eighteen years from beginning to completion?

As a Purdue graduate, I am grateful that the Purdue University Press of-
fered to help me share this story. My father would be extraordinarily pleased,
too. His connections to Purdue extend back at least to the mid to late 1940s,
when he attended and gave speeches at seminars offered within the Air Trans-
portation Program of the new School of Aeronautics. In 1952 the Aeronau-
tics Commission of Indiana, which he then directed, announced plans to meet
with officials at both Purdue and Indiana University to discuss the possibility of
establishing an aviation library and museum for the state, envisioned as a “fit-
ting memorial” to Hoosiers who had made outstanding contributions to avia-
tion.” Although nothing came of the proposal at the time, it was an idea that he
continued to pursue. In 1990 he and others, notably his close friend and fellow
pilot Edmund E Ball, suggested again that Purdue provide institutional space
to house the histories and biographies of early Indiana pilots. They exchanged
letters with Dr. Alten F. Grandt Jr. of the School of Aeronautics and Astro-
nautics and also met with him in West Lafayette. Everyone involved agreed that
Purdue University would be the ideal place to preserve and showcase Indiana’s

““‘Aviation Museum Proposed for State,” Indianapolis News, November 19, 1952, 25.
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rich aerospace heritage. The Purdue Libraries are now home to the Barron Hilton
Flight and Space Exploration Archives. It is with great pride that through this
book and my partnership with Purdue I can contribute a chapter to the literary
portion of the history they envisioned.

Ruth Ann Ingraham
August 15, 2013
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1
Growing Up Hoosier

THE DAY BEFORE Clarence Cornish’s tenth birthday in 1908, he had just pitched
some hay to Brown, the family’s horse, when he tumbled from the haymow
and landed on the barn floor. The tine of the pitchfork he was using shallowly
pierced his face a fraction of an inch from his eye. Fortunately, chance left him
with only a flesh wound. His vision spared, he would go on to become a pioneet-
ing pilot who helped shape both Indiana’s and the nation’s eatly aviation history.

On a sunny May morning in 1918, the wings of a flimsy Flying Jenny air-
craft, aided by an OX-5 engine, lifted Cornish from the earth for his first solo
experience. Seventy-seven years later, following activities in aviation that spanned
most of the Century of Flight, he would pilot a plane eighteen days before his
death at the age of ninety-seven. That feat would bring his career to a glotious
conclusion, earning him posthumous recognition in the Guinness Book of World
Records as the world’s oldest actively flying pilot.

Clarence Franklin Cornish, the only son of Frank and Ada Buck Cornish, was
born November 10, 1898, in St. Marys, Ontario, Canada. His life as a Canadian
was brief. On October 13, 1900, with his parents and older sister, the towheaded
toddler boarded a passenger train on the Grand Trunk Railway, headed for a new
life in the United States. After stops at some small towns west of St. Marys, the
Cornishes crossed the border at Port Huron, Michigan. They then took a sec-
ond train, on the Lake Shore and Michigan Southern Railroad, to Detroit, and
finally a third, on the Wabash Railroad, to Fort Wayne, Indiana.! It was there
that Cornish would one day help direct the city’s aviation evolution.
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Clarence’s paternal great-grandfather, William Cornish, had emigrated
from Stratton, Cornwall, England, in the 1830s and settled near the town of
Bowmanville, Ontatio, located east of Toronto on the northern shore of Lake
Ontario. In 1838 William married Eliza Frank; on a one-hundred-acre farm
northeast of town, they grew wheat and raised ten children. The first of those
children, John, eventually left the area and moved to the western part of the
province. There he married Jane White, who had been born in 1844 in County
Tyrone, Ireland, and had immigrated to Kirkton, Ontario, with her family when
she was nine years old. John and Jane produced seven children of their own,

two of whom died in infancy and
one at age five. The birth certificate
shows that the fourth of those chil-
dren, Franklin, was born in 1870 in
nearby Mitchell, a community about
ten miles from the family’s farm.

In his teen years, Frank chose
to go into the painting and decorat-
ing business (even embellishing the
spokes of carriage wheels) instead
of following the farming tradition
of his father and grandfather. He
practiced his trade east of the tiny
settlement of Kirkton in the larger
town of St. Marys, presently nick-
named Stonetown for its limestone
buildings that date to the latter half
of the nineteenth century. Frank
remained a professional painter
throughout his long life.

Ada Buck, Clarence’s mother,
was born in Indianapolis in 1869,
one of the six children of Charles
W. and Louisa Durfee Buck. Ada’s
paternal grandfather, William Buck
(who had changed his last name
from Clutterbuck), born in 1800,
had emigrated from England to

EJ Ada boarded as a non-Catholic LE
student at the Academy of Our
Lady of the Sacred Heart. According to
an advertisement in Kramsers Business Di-
rectory, the school for “persons desiring
to acquire a solid, useful and ornamen-
tal education” was “a twenty minutes’
ride from the city, on the Ft. Wayne
& Jackson Railroad.” Subjects ranged
from astronomy to “Higher Mathe-
matics” to “Belles-Lettres.” Boarding
students were expected to bring with
them ““4 towels; 4 napkins; 1 knife, fork,
spoons, goblet; 1 dressing gown; 2 black
aprons; 4 changes of linen; summer and
winter balmoral [a type of wool petti-
coat].” The cost of board and tuition
for a five-month session was $75, with
additional fees for laundry and bedding,
for classes in music (harp, guitar, and pi-
ano), modern languages, Latin, drawing,
and painting, and for “Artificial Flower
Les’ns” and “Artificial Fruit and Leather
Work.”? A good student, Ada received
the book Catholic Flowers from Protestant
Gardens for her outstanding perfor-

mance in many areas, including “Epis-

E—I tolary Correspondence.” I-E
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Saratoga, New York. In adulthood, William’s son Charles became a railroader;
he worked with the Peru & Chicago Railway Company as a fireman from 1860
to 1867. Louisa, born in 1832 in Sylvania, Ohio, martied this Charles in 1855,
and together they raised six children. After her death in 1880, Chatles moved
his children from Indianapolis to Fort Wayne, where Ada attended the nearby
Academy of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart boarding school.

In her eatly twenties, Ada lived with her eldest sister, Lucy Buck Crabbs, in
Lapeer, Michigan, where it is assumed that she first met Frank Cornish, who
may have been there to fulfill a painting contract. After a period of courting,
Ada accepted Frank’s marriage proposal and sent her father a letter with the
news. Charles answered with these words:

Fort Wayne Apl 23 - 1892
My Dear Daughter,

Your welcome letter at hand and glad to learn that you had regained your
health. Ada you have indeed given me a surprise knowing the futility of
giving advice in such cases I will refrain from so doing only to say that if
he [Frank Cornish] is your choice that I wish you unbounded happiness.
You do not say when or where the happy event takes place but of that
I shall expect to hear more hereafter. I enclose you herewith a draft for
$25.00 which I trust will do you for the present.

Yours as ever

Your Father?

Charles supported Ada’s decision to marry, but reluctantly, it would seem.

On December 18, 1892, Frank Cornish and Ada Buck were married in Fort
Wayne in the Buck family home. The newlyweds lived in St. Marys, where their
first child, Irma Katherine, was born in 1894. Fortunately for the young family,
Frank Cornish’s clientele grew, and he ran the following announcement in the
January 23, 1896, edition of the St. Marys Argus:

Change of Business

I wish to announce to the public of St. Marys and surrounding country

that I have purchased the painting, paper hanging and decoration business
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Ada Buck and Frank Cornish married on December 18, 1892, in Fort Wayne, Indiana. (Author’s
collection)

from Mr. Gilbert White, and am prepared to do everything in my line in
first-class style. I have over 10 years’ experience and understand it thot-
oughly, so that all favoring me with work may depend on getting satisfac-
tion. House painting, paper hanging and decorating attended to promptly.
Shop at the old stand—Queen Street, West Ward.

FRANK CORNISH

Ada bore a second daughter, who died in infancy in 1897. Clarence, who
would turn out to be his mother’s favored child, came along a year later. For the
next three years, the family continued to live in the attractive Ontario commu-
nity situated on the banks of Trout Creck and the Thames River not far from
Stratford and Shakespeare. On a late autumn day in 1900, however, they left
Canada for reasons unknown. Perhaps Ada found it difficult to be separated
from her family by such a great distance. Perhaps she missed the more sophis-
ticated bustle of the Indiana cities in which she had grown up. Perhaps Frank
found it difficult to support his growing family there, although St. Marys was
experiencing a commercial and public building boom at the turn to the twenti-
eth century.* Fort Wayne may have seemed like a better place to build a clientele.
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The Cornish family boarded a train at this station in St. Marys, Ontario, Canada, and

settled in Fort Wayne, Indiana. (Author’s collection)

Whatever the family’s motivations, Frank, Ada, Irma, and Clarence emigrated
from Canada for a future in America.

At first the Cornish family boarded with Buck family members on Franklin
Street (““way out in the northwest section of town,” as Clarence once described
it), and Frank worked in Bucks’ Baltimore Fish and Oyster House. But he soon
started another painting and decorating business, and he and Ada were able to
establish their own household on Runyon Avenue in a middle-class neighbor-
hood on Fort Wayne’s east side. Frank’s commitment to excellence and to de-
tail quickly gained him appreciative customers. He became known as a skilled
craftsman, particularly for his work in intricate stenciling applied along the up-
per edges of interior walls, a fashionable décor element at the time. For a more
opulent accent, he and other artisans added ornamental magic, including gold
leaf highlights, to the Bass mansion, Brookside, which was then on the outskirts
of Fort Wayne. Built for the family of industrialist John Henry Bass in 1903 and
referred to by some as “the Castle,” the former residence is now part of the
University of Saint Francis campus. When Frank was not earning a living for
his family, he was, as Clarence later remembered, quite a photographer as well.

Back within the embrace of her extended family, Ada nurtured Irma,
Clarence, and then a third child, Marcia Odetta, who was born in 1906 at the
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Cornish family friends join Clarence (left) and his sisters in a hammock around

1906. His older sister, Irma, is holding their baby sister, Marcia. (Author’s collection)

family’s next home at the northeast corner of Main and Fry Streets. Pregnancy
was a taboo subject in that post-Victorian era, so seven-year-old Clarence was un-
aware of the impending birth until a February day when he got up one morning
and learned that there was a newborn sister in his parents’ bedroom. Two years
later, the Cornishes moved again, this time to Hoagland Avenue. Frank part-
nered with John W. Bowers to form a new business, Cornish & Bowers, Painters
& Decorators, located initially on Lincoln Avenue and later on Broadway. The
family moved in 1914 to Packard Avenue (where they had indoor plumbing for
the first time), and finally, in 19106, to Thompson Avenue.

Life was not always idyllic for the Cornish children. Frank was a strict dis-
ciplinarian, and he did not dote on his children the way that Ada did. “There
was very little conversation or communication,” youngest daughter Marcia said
later in life. “We were simply five people living under one roof. . . . My father
didn’t talk to me or show any affection.”” Irma went to work when she was only
sixteen, contributing to the family’s income by working as a clerk, typist, and
stenographer for small companies such as Kidd & Company, the Letter Shop,
and the Wildwood Builders Company. She subsequently joined the New York,
Chicago and St. Louis Railroad, where she added accounting to her tasks. Despite
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the sometimes strained dynamics in the Cornish household, the siblings cer-
tainly had their lighter moments. For example, family members recall Clarence
describing a Halloween prank that involved greasing trolley tracks with soap so
that the car would slide past its intended stop.

Photographs of Ada as an adult show an angular, tight-lipped, stern-faced
woman, very different from the sensual, romantic girl that her eatly writings re-
flect. In one photo, she and Frank stand well separated, rigidly detached, with-
out a glimmer of affection. Perhaps something had occurred during their lives
together that led her to write:

As I get older and years come and go, my mind wanders back to those
other days, to the many things which have happened, and I wonder, if
there was a land of beginning again and the same things happened, would
I conduct myself in the same manner, under the same circumstances. I
wish in this land of beginning again I could throw off the unpleasant
things which have happened and, like an old garment, be thrown away

and never put on again.’

Did socioeconomic differences— Ada’s affluent, educated, more urban
background versus Frank’s agrarian, small-town upbringing—Ilead to misun-
derstandings, slights, and disappointments? When Ada’s writings are compared
with letters that Frank wrote late in his life, it is clear they had vastly different
verbal skills. Nonetheless, the two were married for forty-four years.

Like other children of modest means in the early 1900s, Clarence was ex-
pected to do domestic chores along with his schoolwork. But there was also
time for play and socializing. He was fascinated with new technology and en-
joyed experimenting and tinkering. And like many active young boys, he expe-
rienced his share of mishaps. A year after the fall from the hayloft that gashed
his face, he took a misplaced step onto a rusty nail that led to an alarming in-
fection and painful treatment, requiring a dose of chloroform while the family
doctor cleaned the wound.

In 1908, the doctor who made house calls to care for the boy’ injuries would
most likely have arrived in a horse-drawn buggy. But horse power was already
starting to give way to horsepower, as new technology was ushering in the au-
tomotive age. A mere four years earlier, the January 1904 issue of Frank Leshie’s
Popular Monthly had probed the efficacy of the automobile and predicted that this
mode of transportation would one day be used by “the poor man . . . as surely
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as the rich man.” The article illustrated eighty-eight gas-, steam-, and electric-
powered models on the market in the United States for those who could atford
one.” Undoubtedly the number of manufacturers and models had increased sig-
nificantly by 1908, and it would not be too many years before the average fam-
ily’s horse in the barn was replaced by a car in the garage.

Powered flight had also become a reality, as most famously represented
by Orville and Wilbur Wright’s success with their Wright Flyer. But airplanes
were still in their infancy, and no one could have imagined at the time how
they would eventually transform the world. Later in life, when the Wright
brothers were asked what had originally sparked their interest in flight, they
pointed back to a simple but fortuitous moment in their childhood: in 1878,
while the Wrights were living for a time in Iowa, their father, Milton, brought
home a plaything known in French as a bélicoptere, designed by Alphonse
Pénaud.® When the rubber bands connected to papet-covered rotors at each
end of a bamboo stick were twisted and then released, the rotors spun in
opposite directions and propelled the flying device into the air. The broth-
ers never forgot this toy, which in one way led to their triumph with the Fhyer
twenty-five years later.

When Cornish was asked what had first triggered his interest in flight, he re-
lated a similar experience. He was around eight years old, he said, when, shortly
after the Wright brothers’ first powered flight, “a company started manufac-
turing airplane parts which could be assembled into a model airplane. How 1
managed to purchase the parts for a Wright airplane powered by rubber bands
driving two propellers I do not know: I assembled the parts as described but
it would not fly”” The energy from the released propellers was too rapid, and
though the propellers turned “like heck,” the plane went nowhere because “it
was just one [quick] shot.”” Since it would not even glide, he gave up on the
whole idea. Although there is no indication that Cornish ever mentioned it, he
may also have been influenced by the excitement surrounding a group of avia-
tors who appeared in Fort Wayne in 1910, when he was eleven. They were part
of a tour being sponsored by aviation pioneer Glenn Curtiss’s exhibition com-
pany. Among the flyers that day was Blanche Stuart Scott."” Not only was she
the first woman pilot to perform in an air show, but she was making her debut
appearance. And Cornish must have known about local hero Art Smith, the
“Bird Boy,” who made headlines in 1911 when he flew his plane to nearby New
Haven. “There was a big crowd out that day,” Smith wrote in his autobiography.
“People in Fort Wayne had been growing more interested in my attempt to fly.
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Several of the members of the orig- GE:
illgalzoFort Wayne Boy Scout troop, &

Clarence and other members of his American Boy Scouts chapter proudly wear their new uniforms

around 1910. Cornish is in the second row, second from the left. (“Several of the Memberts of the
Original Fort Wayne Boy Scout Troop, 1910, News-Sentinel, Rotogravure Supplement, February
10, 1934. Used with permission from the [Fort Wayne, Ind.] News-Sentinel.)

I suppose a great many of them expected to see a bad accident. The newspa-
pers had reporters there.”"

When Cornish was young, however, flying was not his main interest. Between
the ages of twelve and eighteen, his primary extracurricular activities involved
the American Boy Scouts (ABS) and amateur radio, both of which strongly in-
fluenced his adult life. He spoke often and passionately about his years in the
ABS, a fledgling organization that emphasized diligence, dedication, teamwork,
pattriotism, and learning to rough it outdoors.”” A few prominent Fort Wayne
citizens, among them Edwin T. Jackson, formed the local chapter around 1910,
and Cornish enthusiastically joined a few months before his twelfth birthday.

Uniforms were required for membership in the ABS, so the members of
the new chapter, who included a future brigadier general, Robert Porter, began
working to raise the needed money. As one means toward that end, they collected
newspapers—so many that they “filled a downtown building with them.” Their
mission accomplished, the group members stood proudly with their leaders on
the steps of the Fort Wayne Central Library, posing for a photo in their new
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outfits.“They fit those uniforms like a shawl on a pump, but we were very proud
of them,” Cornish later recalled. In 1913 they learned that the American Boy
Scouts were now to be known as the Boy Scouts of America, and they would
be required to purchase a different uniform. “We said to heck with that. We’re
going to wear these uniforms whether they like it or whether they don’t.”” This
seemingly minor affront left a deep impression on Cornish, one that he still felt
eighty years later, a reflection of his deep sense of fair play and his willingness
to defend his convictions in the face of obstacles. Those traits would serve him
well in his adult endeavors as a pilot and aviation leader.”

The patrol, also referred to by Cornish as “the group,” met weekly on South
Wayne Avenue west of Harrison Street and practiced “class-order drill,” led by
a naval petty officer on recruiting duty in Fort Wayne. Their basketball team
played in the basement of the Jefferson Street School. At other times the bicycle
patrol rode around the countryside: “I rode to Rome City and back,” Cornish
recalled, “about fifty, sixty miles in a day. Most would not ride that far with me.”
Through scouting, future leaders developed self-discipline, a spirit of adventure,
and the ability to meet individual challenges.™

Scouting also encouraged stamina and resourcefulness, which the boys
put to use on camping expeditions. Robison Park had opened in 1896 along
the St. Joseph River above a feeder dam. It was an instant success, and people
from the city rode an open-air trolley the seven-mile distance into the coun-
try to enjoy a myriad of summer pleasures—boating, amusement rides, danc-
ing, picnics, and entertainment. The members of Cornish’s Scout troop were
permitted to set up their tents in an undeveloped section of the park, where
they literally learned the ropes. Cornish recalled an incident when everything
was still new to them:

A big storm came up. So we tightened the tie-down stakes, preparing for
the storm. Well, the storm hit and down went our tents. Why? Because
those ropes shrunk and they just pulled the stakes right out of the ground.
The tents went “bleh.” Our mess tent was a big heap. After the storm
was over, we went back and did it all correctly. And we learned that you
don’t tighten up those doggone ropes. They were not nylon and they were

subject to shrinking when they got wet.”

A year or two later, the Scouts moved camp from Robison Park to a for-
ested site along the shore of Sylvan Lake at Rome City. Cornish recalled camping
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Clarence, far left, and other members of his BSA troop attend camp at Sylvan Lake, Rome City,
around 1912. (Author’s collection)

activities in the woods with some of the older boys who were more experienced.
“We had a marvelous time there,” he said. This included swimming,'®

An average student at Fort Wayne High School, Cornish was not involved
in any activities that set him apart from most others in his class. Still, he was a
busy and productive young man. For a nickel each, he walked miles to deliver
the Saturday Evening Post and the Ladies’ Home Jonrnal to his grandfather’s house,
which was “way out” at 2405 Calhoun Street. For two summers during his high
school years, he worked at the Perfection Biscuit Company. Now Perfection
Bakeries, the company was founded in 1901 and was the first to offer wrapped
and, later, sliced bread to customers in the area. He worked “a good full six days
a week for $3.00.” The second year he received a 50 cent raise, a good income
by his standards. To pay school expenses during his junior and senior years, he
delivered a morning paper. After getting up at 3:00 a.m., he rode his bicycle
uptown to the Journal-Gazette newspaper office, where he picked up the papers
and headed out on his route, pedaling “out in the northwest corner of town,
into the countryside to the old Bass farm, then back into town. Then clear out
southwest to my house and then ride to school. In class I was asleep half the
time or sending notes to one of my buddies.”"

Cornish was almost sixteen when amateur radio first grabbed his attention and
his time. From the family’s Packard Avenue home, he began transmitting signals
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Clarence communicates by wireless telegraphy from his home in 1915. (Author’s collection)

“using a Ford automobile spark coil and a crystal detector for receiving radio
transmissions.” He “later developed a more sophisticated station using a radio
tube detector set, which [he] built, and a three-quarter-kilowatt rotary spark gap
transmitter with amateur radio station license call 9KG 1914 to April 1917.7* His
innate intelligence and curiosity drove him to experiment with radio in this rough,
developmental phase."” It was a thrill to connect with people in far-off places. He
had no way of knowing at the time that this early experimentation would lead to a
full-time occupation in the radio business a decade later. He may have used some
of the earnings from his paper route to improve his station equipment when they
moved to Thompson Avenue. An article on wireless telegraph stations in the Fort
Wayne Journal-Gazette dated February 13,1916, mentions Cornish’s station, CAR,
reporting that it “has been heard by stations at Indianapolis and regular commu-
nication had been transmitted for a distance of sixty miles. Clarence has heard
messages from the Atlantic, Cuba and the Great Lake regions.””

There were some setbacks during those years. Cornish related this story
about an incident that alarmed his parents:

When we lived on Packard Avenue I recall I had a big flattop antenna
out in the backyard that ran from the house out to the barn, and this big

flattop antenna was just parallel over the wires that brought the power
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into the house. The folks had just bought a brand new solid oak dining
room set, and it had an Irish linen cloth on the table. And in the dining
room right over the table was a chandelier with several lights in it. I had
just gone to a three-quarter-kilowatt transformer for transmitting and I
hit the key with that thing and I heard some screams downstairs. The
power from the antenna had been picked up by the power line that went
into the house and it melted the brass in the sockets in the chandelier,
which dropped down, burned holes through the linen cloth and into the
top of the brand new dining room table. And if you think I wasn’t in the
doghouse. We had to do something about that and fast.

His forgiving parents allowed him to move his station equipment out of the
garage and into the furnace room after he demonstrated that he could pick up
music transmitted by Pittsburgh area station 8XK, later KDKA. “We could ac-
tually hear music signals using earphones, though it would fade badly at times,”
he said.”!

Cornish was not alone in his passion for radiotelegraphy. He was one of
a dozen amateur wireless telegraphy enthusiasts who formed the Fort Wayne
Radio Association (FWRA) on July 1, 1915. This organization was made up
of the pioneers in the study of wireless in Fort Wayne. In addition to the offi-
cers—George Carter, president; Cornish, vice president; E. H. Erickson, trea-
surer; Morton B. Williams, secretary; and L. C. Young of Van Wert, Ohio, chief
operator—they included George Bauer, Louis Hermann, Ross Parnin, DeWitt
May, Davis Diffendotfer, and Professor Roscoe Coats.”? The membets, most
of whom were students at Fort Wayne High School, were either affiliated with
or had applied for membership in the Central Radio Association of Amateurs,
“a national organization” for radio buffs “between the Rocky mountains and
the Ohio river,” according to an article in one of the local newspapers.” The
article said that there had been three wireless stations in Fort Wayne in April,
and now, three months later, there were between twenty and twenty-five. The
popularity of this experimental stage in the development of communications
was rapidly expanding the medium.

The idea of conversing with friends without the use of an electric wire (con-
sider the cell phone of the twenty-first century) intrigued the FWRA members.
Roscoe J. Coats, who had one of the best-equipped amateur stations in that
part of the state, and Carter, who taught physics at Fort Wayne High, were in-
strumental in fostering knowledge about wireless telegraphy among the young
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men. At semimonthly meetings, they gave demonstrations and lectures about the
progress of wireless and led discussions. Carter had successfully conversed with
stations on the Gulf of Mexico and “the western mountain range” (presumably
the Rockies) and had picked up messages from the Atlantic Ocean. The Journal-
Gazette credited Carter and Young, an operator for the Pennsylvania Railroad
Company, with having brought the work to such an advanced level. Amateurs
in the city were hearing messages from all over the United States and even, in
one or two instances, from Germany. “This has been the culmination of their
efforts and has been recognized by amateurs throughout the middle west as one
of the most remarkable incidents in amateur wireless telegraphy in this part of
the country.”” With a degree of local horn-tooting, the Journal-Gazette added:

As with the aeroplane the work has just begun. . .. It has been by the work
of just such amateurs as are daily striving here to perfect their stations
that the zenith of all sciences has been reached. . . . Fort Wayne citizens
should at every opportunity encourage their work and lend a helping
hand when such is possible. That day has passed when such enthusiasts
as these young men are looked upon as theorists who are working with
no ultimate end in view. We are beginning to take strides towards that
day when any man willing to sacrifice his time and money in such causes

will be looked upon as among the most public spirited of the country.*

The members of the FWRA had reason to celebrate. They recognized how
fortunate they were to be part of a rapidly growing body of people who were
developing the capability to communicate for the first time across the miles,
and even across national borders. They held a celebratory banquet on January
15, 1916, at the Wayne Hotel, which was followed by a theater party at the Pal-
ace.” The following spring, the 1917 Caldron, the yearbook of Fort Wayne High
and Manual Training School, devoted three pages to the FWRA. Even though
it was not an official school organization, it was composed of students and re-
cent graduates. Member DeWitt May, in writing about the FWRA, credited his
“beloved professor” Mr. G. Carter, physics instructor, as “the real booster of
the Club and its progress.” He went on to say that the association’s aims were
to study wireless telegraphy and to find a way to minimize interference (jam-
ming), the greatest problem of every radio organization in the United States
in those years. With the ever-increasing number of stations around the city of
Fort Wayne, it was necessary to organize and regulate the time of talking to
allow everyone a fair chance. Interferers were often referred to as “robbers”
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Fort Wayne Radio
Association mem-
bers hold their first
annual dinner meet-
ing in 1916. Clarence
is second from the
right. (Authot’s col-

lection)

and “thieves” because they deprived other radio users of valuable time and
the pleasure of being able to converse with fellow enthusiasts. “Contrary to
our rather hateful thoughts and wishes,” May added, “we became sympathetic
and decided to let them [interferers| in the Club, with the purpose in mind of
teaching them by kindly working for them and instructing them instead of by
the ‘whip’ method.” The yearbook article concludes with a farewell tribute, a
radiogram or series of dots and dashes, to Carter, who was moving to Detroit
to take a teaching position there.

HJ Frustration caused by “interference” was widespread and not limited to Fort LE
Wayne’s amateur wireless enthusiasts. The February 1917 issue of OST, a
popular magazine for amateur radio enthusiasts, included a letter about a “pest”
or “ham” who on a “Test Message night” when others “were trying to go north
on their Trunk Line” wanted to work long distance at the same time.*® “He started
sending a story book and then said, after half an hour, ‘My hand is so crampy now
that I will have to quit using it and sit on the key,” which he did for about another
half hour. By the time he had finished his ‘QRM’ it was too late to try anything else
on relaying, so we had to quit.””?” The editotial staff of QST suggested that some-
thing needed to be done to control the absolute stagnation of traffic on account of
this nightmare known as QRM, and that a law might be introduced in Washington.
“The big noise which bothers us if we sit up late enough is the fellow with the im-

pure wave and the big decrement (the ratio of the amplitudes in successive cycles

B—I of a damped oscillation).”” rE
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FWRA members Cornish, May, E. Erickson, Ross Parnin, and George Bauer
received an invitation from the local Electro-Technic Club to attend the club’s
meeting on April 20, 1917, and perform a “stunt” for several hundred mem-
bers gathered on the third floor of Building No. 26, the first of the large new
structures being completed by General Electric.””

The success of this stunt rests with the application of a newly invented
contrivance called the Multi-Audio-Fone [an amplifier], which so inten-
sifies the electric waves that everyone present may audibly hear them.
By the erection of a wireless aerial from the top of the high water tank
adjacent to Building No. 26, the messages sent out that night as govern-
ment relay tests are to be picked up and transferred to the ears of all the
Electro-Techs assembled in the building by means of the loud-speaking
horn. The relay messages, dispatched only on Tuesday and Friday eve-
nings, under government auspices, are sent from the powerful station at

the University of Michigan.

Unfortunately, the stunt never took place. All such activities were interrupted
when the United States entered the Great War, at which time the government
ordered all amateur and commercial radio telegraphers to shut down their sta-
tions. The airwaves would be needed for the war effort. Cornish received a let-
ter from the Department of Commerce, Navigation Service, Office of Radio
Inspector, dated April 7, 1917, in which he was ordered to dismantle his equip-
ment. After the war, he resumed operation with station license call 9FB.

The war had begun in Europe in 1914 with the assassination of Austria’s
Archduke Francis Ferdinand. Preexisting alliances drew countries from around
the globe into the ensuing conflict, but the United States remained neutral at
first. In 1915, however, a German U-boat destroyed the British ship Lusitania,
resulting in the loss of 123 American lives. Germany then attacked an increas-
ing number of American cargo and passenger ships, sabotaged factories in the
United States, and pledged financial support to Mexico if it would fight to re-
gain “lost tertitory in New Mexico, Texas, and Arizona.””' On April 2, 1917,
President Woodrow Wilson asked Congress for a declaration of war. Four days
later, that declaration was passed.

The residents of Fort Wayne responded with patriotic zeal. Tens of thou-
sands of citizens, a throng “of monster proportions,” lined the streets on April
19 for a Lexington Day parade, held to commemorate the opening battle of
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the Revolutionary War in 1775. That same day, known nationwide as “Wake Up
America Day,” a national call to arms was issued. Following the parade, there
were speeches by civic leaders, and resolutions supporting the war effort were
unanimously adopted. At the end of the ceremonies, “Capt. George L. Byroade,
U. S. A, raised a large flag to the top of a ninety-foot flagstaff. Then the vast
crowd, with heads bared, united in singing “The Star-Spangled Banner.”” That
rousing event marked the beginning of an outpouring of support, and the city’s
residents answered the call. The local Army recruiting office was especially busy.
According to the Journal-Gazette, the federal government gave “national public-
ity to the fact that in the matter of enlistments between the Boston Harbor and
the Golden Gate and from the Great Lakes to the Gulf, the Fort Wayne district
leads the procession.” By the end of April, the local district had already filled a
remarkable 75 percent of its quota.”

To avert a food shortage and a prohibitive rise in prices, Boy Scouts distrib-
uted pamphlets to each home, advising houscholders that “every man, woman
and child who can wield a hoe and make the earth produce food owes it to
himself and to all of us and the government besides to do what can be done
to increase the crop of food. Remember, we shall pay dearly in the winter for
indifference now. America has never known what it is to suffer for food, but
America will know to her sorrow unless she plants and sows. Be a patriot—not
a ‘slacker.”” By early May, Fort Wayne had 3,734 known vegetable gardens, 2,790
of which were located in backyards. A local committee distributed twelve hun-
dred bushels of seed potatoes and thirty bushels of beans at savings, with “a
quantity provided free to families in poor circumstances.” During the summer
months, home economists demonstrated the recommended processes for can-
ning fruits and vegetables. The city even adopted a “daylight saving” plan, ef-
fective Saturday, May 12, 1917, to accommodate working gardeners.”

Fort Wayne began documenting all unnaturalized German residents over
the age of fourteen, and by mid-June, 850 “alien enemies” had been identi-
fied, many of whom were prominent in the city’s commercial and professional
life. They were allowed “to continue to reside within, to come within or pass
through, be employed within, or conduct business within, the areas (or zones)
within one-half mile radius” of the manufacturing plants of the General Elec-
tric Company, S. F. Bowser and Company, and the Bass Foundry and Machine
Company, as well as the Pennsylvania Railroad shops and the east car shops, all
of which were engaged in government work. Each “alien enemy” was required
to carry a permit that bore the holder’s photograph.™
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On April 27,1917, Cornish and four other young men from the FWRA heard
“the call of the nation to follow the Stars and Stripes in the World’s greatest war
in defense of liberty and democracy” and “enrolled as defenders of the land of
Uncle Sam.” “Patriotic Members of Radio Club Respond to Nation’s Battle Call,”
proclaimed a newspaper headline.” Cornish had taken the first step on a path
that would lead him into the air, and eventually to a rewarding life in aviation.
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His Head in the Clouds

IN HIS PATRIOTIC desire to help “make the world safe for Democracy,”
Cornish headed first to the Navy’s recruitment office in Fort Wayne. Perhaps it
was paddling Indiana’s northern lakes in a canoe, occasionally slipping through
clear waters with a sail attached, that had led him to visualize himself on a ship.
Despite having stuffed himself with bananas, however, he failed to meet the
weight requirement and was rejected. He turned next to the Army, where he
envisioned himself face-to-face with the enemy on European soil. An oft-told
story was that Frank Cornish had given his son this sensible advice: “Look, if
you’ve got to join this war, why don’t you join the cavalry and ride a horse in-
stead of walking?” Clarence took that advice, joining the 2nd U.S. Cavalry with
three of his friends from the Fort Wayne Radio Association—but he never sat
in a saddle. Nor were the four friends able to stay together, as they had been
promised. “We were together for two weeks,” he recalled. When he returned
to attend commencement exercises held on June 21 and to receive his diploma
from Fort Wayne High School, Private Cornish was wearing a soldier’s uniform,
ready for combat in the Great War.

Cornish posted a letter to his mother dated May 3, 1917, one of 125 letters
that he wrote to her during his twenty-one-month stint." His words that day
may have allayed his parents’ initial worries. In fact, he was not having the awful
time they had anticipated when he went off to war. He was sleeping well, had
received his summer uniform, and was finding the food better than expected.
“We have had pie 3 times. Of course cookies, cake or candy [from home] will
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Soldiers line up outside the mess hall at Fort Thomas, Kentucky, in 1917. (Author’s collection)

never be refused.” Although military camp may have been reminiscent of happy
times in Scout camp a few years earlier, Cornish wrote fondly about his Fort
Wayne buddies, a comfort for the eighteen-year-old in new surroundings who
had seldom been away from home overnight.

His first assignment was to measure recruits for their uniforms. For this, the
military paid him a private’s wage of $30 a month. Fitting droves of recruits for
their shirts and trousers and doing occasional guard duty may have been mo-
notonous while at Fort Thomas, but Cornish’s recreational and social life during
his eight months in Kentucky were not. He dove from a twenty-six-foot-high
platform into a pool at Chester Park and swam with friends in the Ohio River,
“the hardest part” being the climb down and back up the steep bank that bor-
dered the water’s edge, which he said took at least twenty minutes. He wrote that
while swimming they benefited from waves created by the Island Queen, a popular
riverboat. On the Fourth of July he danced at Cincinnati’s Coney Island, and he
continued dancing on the boat that ferried them from Ohio back to Kentucky.
He made new friends whose families treated him to meals, including a Thanks-
giving feast after which he smoked his first cigar, and then another. He became
ill on the trip back to the fort.

He met girls from wealthy families who owned impressive vehicles, includ-
ing a Cadillac limousine and a seven-passenger Haynes. He had a special rela-
tionship with a girl named Georgia, and he took many playful photos of her
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with his new Kodak camera. The
letters he wrote to his family were
frank and revealing, motivating
Ada to send him some motherly
advice: “Do not do her an injus-
tice, Clarence. Act toward any girl
as you would want any young man
to act toward Irma.” He answered
that the gitls were good and re-
spectable and that he felt “mighty
happy.”? Ada also chastised him
for using his modest income on
weekly dates with Georgia. This
too he defended, saying that the
ten cents it cost to visit her and
the money he spent on movies
were not out of line.

By September, Cornish had
learned that there was a branch
of the Army in which he might
be able to put his radio skills to
use. He wrote to his family to let
them know that he planned to ap-
ply for admittance to the Aviation
Section of the U.S. Signal Corps,
which was responsible for operat-
ing and equipping all of the mil-
itary’s planes and other aircraft.
The news stirred Ada’s deeper
fears; concerned that her only
son might get killed if he was ac-
cepted into an aviation field, she
warned him against it. Neverthe-
less, the restless young man took
the needed exam in the fall of
1917. “Whoops m’dear!” was his
elated reaction when he learned
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that he had passed that first hurdle
and now needed to report to the Ex-
amination Board at Wilbur Wright
Field near Dayton, Ohio, for a per-
sonal interview.’

Cornish’s brief stay in Dayton
was a revelation to him. He wrote
home about his excitement at see-
ing all those “aeroplanes” in the air.
“There were about a dozen all the
time. As soon as one would come
down, one or two would go up.”
The field where he observed this
activity had earlier been known as
Huffman Prairie. It was the world’s
first flying field, the place where Wil-
bur and Orville Wright conducted
carly heavier-than-air experiments
and established their flying school.
The Signal Corps had recently ac-
quired the historic site, and it was

EJ Public Law 63-143, July 18, 1914, LE
states: “Beit enacted . .. that there
shall hereafter be, and there is hereby
created, an aviation section, which shall
be a part of the Signal Corps of the
Army, and which shall be, and is hereby,
charged with the duty of operating or
supervising the operation of all military
aircraft, including balloons and aero-
planes, all appliances pertaining to said
craft, and signaling apparatus of any
kind when installed on said craft; also
with the duty of training officers and
enlisted men in matters pertaining to
military aviation.” From April 1917 to
May 1918, the Aviation Section devel-
oped into parallel air forces, a training
force in the United States and a com-
bat force in Europe. President Wilson
created the Division of Military Aero-
nautics on April 24, 1918, to assume all
the functions and responsibilities for

E—l aviation. rE

morers, and aircraft mechanics trained. It was thetre that Cornish first feasted
his eyes on the Curtiss JN-4D Jenny biplanes. These workhorses of the air, their
wings hand-built of wood, covered with cotton or linen, and brushed with watet-

now part of the new Wilbur Wright
Field, where the Army’s pilots, ar-

proof dope, were used to train 95 percent of U.S. and Canadian pilots at the time.
After returning to Fort Thomas, Cornish waited impatiently for word from
“up top” in Washington. The Signal Corps wanted men with two years of col-
lege or the equivalent, so he naturally feared that his lack of formal education
beyond high school would “go against” him, but he was encouraged when an
Army captain told him that his background in wireless work would “pull strong”
for him. He soon had the news he was hoping for: he was going to be part of
the military’s acronautical arm, the Signal Officers Reserve Corps (S.O.R.C.).
The United States’ own Wright brothers had accomplished the first suc-
cessful heavier-than-air flight, but the U.S. military did not initially recognize
its potential. If they were aware of the prediction that a French Army officer,
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Captain Ferdinand Ferber, had made in 1906 in a memorandum to the French
War Department, they did not heed it. “The possession of a fleet of airplanes,”
Ferber wrote, “would give a general the possibility of knowing the moves and
countermoves of the enemy. . .. No matter how quickly the enemy might mo-
bilize his resources, not even the most rearward reserves would escape no-
tice. . . . Under these conditions, victory is certain.”® The argument that air-
planes would revolutionize war was initially met with skepticism. As Ferber
had predicted, however, once military leaders understood that airplanes were
faster, more maneuverable, and easier to hangar than airships and dirigibles,
they quickly responded. As a result, Europe was ready to fight in the air when
war came in the summer of 1914.

On August 1, 1907, Captain Charles Chandler took charge of the newly es-
tablished Aeronautical Division of the US. Signal Corps. He was responsible
for “all matters pertaining to military ballooning, air machines, and all kindred
subjects.” A few months later, specifications were issued for “the construction
of a flying machine supported entirely by the dynamic reaction of the atmo-
sphere and having no gas bag”” After the Wright Flyer completed a successful
five-mile cross-country demonstration, flying from Fort Myer to Alexandsria,
Virginia, at an average speed of 42.583 miles per hour, the military concluded
that the craft met specifications and ordered one. On August 2, 1909, the Flyer
became America’s first military plane, designated Signal Corps Aeroplane No. 1
(SC1) and identified in the Washington Evening Staras “Aeroplane No. 1, Heavier-
than-air Division, United States Aerial Fleet.” Lt. Benjamin Foulois, who served
as Orville Wright’s navigator on that demonstration flight, became America’s
first military pilot; in fact, he was the sole military pilot until April 1911. By late
1910, SC1 was worn out and ready for retirement. Although it was past time for
a replacement to be ordered, a congressman sputtered, “Why all this fuss about
planes for the Army? I thought we had one.” Despite some scattered resistance,
General James Allen ordered five planes and took delivery of the first of them, a
Curtiss Model D, Signal Corps Aeroplane No. 2 (SC2), in April 1911. A pusher,
as opposed to tractor, biplane with a 50 horsepower engine, was a “one-seater,”
meaning that a pilot would have to learn to fly without the reassurance of an
instructor alongside. The Army’s remaining airplane order was completed and
delivered by the close of 1911.°

Between 1908 and 1914, the American government spent a paltry $500,000
on military aviation, whereas France, Germany, Russia, and Belgium spent a
combined $54 million. In 1913, the United States had fewer than one hundred
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certified civilian and military pilots; worldwide, there were twenty-four hundred.
France had embraced the Wright brothers’ invention, and French engineers had
quickly gone to work. They had improved the biplane, developed the monoplane,
and earned virtually every flying record that was set between 1908 and 1914.”

In the early stages of the conflict, European planes were designed and used for
observation. The “war in the air” began in earnest when small single-seaters were
built specifically for battle. Capable of great speed and rapid climbing, these
planes had machine guns mounted in front that were accurately timed to fire
between the whirring blades of the propeller without destroying them. For sur-
veillance over enemy lines, heavier biplanes carried the pilot and an observer with
maps who helped direct artillery fire. The planes could carry two machine guns
that turned in any direction. Later, large and powerful biplanes and triplanes,
built for long-distance bombing raids, bombed enemy factories and submarine
bases. Near the war’s end, some of the bigger bombers were equipped with steel
armor that protected them against machine-gun fire.*

Engineers were also working to improve what is known as an airplane’s ra-
tio of weight to power. Lighter aircraft are faster and more maneuverable, and
they can travel farther on less fuel, so the goal was to minimize the weight of
the engine and maximize the amount of horsepower that it could generate. In
1914, the ordinary airplane motor weighed 437 pounds and delivered 112 horse-
power, for a weight-to-power ratio of almost 4:1. By the close of the war in
1918, the United States had developed the Liberty motor, which weighed only
1.8 pounds per horsepower and offered improved speed. The supercharger, an-
other important invention, provided compressed ait to the engines, making it
possible to fly at up to forty thousand feet. Newly designed oxygen supply sys-
tems enabled pilots to breathe at these extreme elevations.”

In any military conflict, knowing what the enemy is up to and getting the
word back to friendly forces is vital. Aerial surveillance was still in its infancy
when the war began. Early flyers were not sure how airplanes would augment
the process, but airmen took it upon themselves to discover the capabilities of
their machines. Henry H. “Hap” Arnold and Thomas Milling experimented with
air-to-ground communication by radio. Arnold, a student of the Wright brothers
and later a general in the United States Air Force, recalled the primitive form of
early surveillance: “Without radio [wireless] communications, the rapid delivery
of intelligence still depended largely on horsemen. We, the airmen, were to jot
down what we saw on brightly colored pieces of paper and drop the weighted
paper to the ground, where a cavalryman, galloping hell for leather, would pick
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it up and take it back to the command post.”"* Wireless telegraphy was another
major advancement in the practical use of airplanes by the military. And with
sophisticated aerial photoreconnaissance, every foot of the enemy defense sys-
tems and lines could now be studied and analyzed. An elaborate layout of over-
lapping aerial photos could be mounted on a wall, giving the Allied forces an
overview of the entire German defense system."

By the middle of the war, from the English Channel to Switzerland, a re-
lentless, deadly armed struggle slogged on in the muddy trenches and amid the
tangle of barbed wire where machine guns mowed down Allied troops. Young
flyers with a new perspective on conflict openly mocked the vast bureaucracy
of a war fought in this traditional way. Aviators saw the sky as a superior battle-
field and dectied the parochialism that had initially held back aviation in some
places. Rea Redifer describes a war scene in Once upon a Canvas Sky:

The airman was more often than not separated from the mite a mile below
by little more than a hope and a wish. He looked beneath him into one
vast brown murk. To him, the trenches looked like a labyrinth, scrawled
by a burned-out match. Swathes of rusted wire bled from fuzzed gray to
rust for miles between the trenches, and glints of water from the million
pock-mark craters of shell bursts reflected the color of the sky. Chalk
lines of roads ran geometrically toward and away from the trenches, and
broken, skeletal villages faded away to the horizon. . .. To a man in the
trenches, an aerial dogfight looked like a dream-like aerial ballet. He heard
the distant echo of engines high overhead as slowly they circled and sepa-
rated, and then, suddenly, one would fall away, trailing a gentle billow of
smoke, downward across the sky. The man on the ground would watch

bemused a moment and then turn to more immediate things."

The American Heritage History of Flight captures the likely mood of those valiant
men of the air.

From the beginning many noble themes have been woven into the fabric
of flying: man against gravity, man against distance, man against time.
But the basic theme of the early years was as old as the oldest flying leg-
end: man against death. Each of the first flyers understood that the air
was an alien element into which man ventured only at his peril. Far from

shrinking from the challenge, they welcomed it. The played a dangerous
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game for the excitement of it—and accepted without bitterness the con-

sequences of losing."”

The horrific drama had been playing out in Europe for more than three years
by the time Cornish enlisted in the Aviation Section of the U.S. Signal Corps.

On this side of the Atlantic Ocean, heroic but unachievable pledges were
made when the United States joined the war effort in 1917. Caught up in the
initial wartime fervor, politicians approved $640 million for acronautical pur-
poses in the first war bill and vowed to “darken the skies of Europe” with a
vast armada of American planes.” The reality, however, was that the country
had only six planes and one dirigible, with a few men receiving poor indoc-
trination on hastily improvised flying fields in New York, Texas, and Califor-
nia. Training in obsolescent Curtiss Jennies left American flyers unprepared
for the more advanced airplanes, such as the Sopwith Camel, that they would
soon have to fly in combat overseas. Most who received early advanced train-
ing did not survive their first two or three patrols in France. Of the initial 210
American pilots sent to the western front in Europe, 115 were lost—killed,
wounded, taken prisoner, or released from military service because of illness or
injury.” The average life expectancy for a fighter pilot was a mere three weeks
when Cornish began his training, Undaunted by the grim statistics, he was
in Columbus, Ohio, by the beginning of January 1918, ready to start ground
school at Ohio State University, and presumably flight school at Wilbur Wright
Field near Dayton.

Though he would soon draw $100 a month as a cadet, more than three
times the pay he had earned as a private, Cornish quickly ran out of money be-
cause of the demands of his new status. He would have to cover the expenses
of a uniform, costing in the $40 range, and personal gear, including a trunk.
He asked his parents to send him $10, registered, special delivery, so that he
could buy the trunk, suggesting that they sell his storage battery to cover half
the needed amount. Always hesitant to ask for money because of his parents’
perennially tight financial situation, he helped them out whenever possible. For
instance, when he learned of his sister Irma’s emergency surgery for appendi-
citis that January, he advised his folks to use his Liberty Bond, once it had been
paid for, to help defray the doctor bills. A fellow trainee agreed to “stake” him
to ten more dollars until payday to help buy arctics (winter boots), chevrons, a
white hatband, leather puttees (leggings issued to officers and enlisted men), a
Signal Corps button, and more.
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Cornish and the others were gearing up and doing daily drills, but despite
the wishes of the eager group of cadets to get started, extreme weather condi-
tions—below-zero temperatures and snow that mid-winter of 1918—forced
Ohio State University to close. The situation was also dire nationwide.

The weather itself seemed to be operated in the interest of the
Kaiser. . . . The demand for coal was seemingly illimitable; the capacity
of the railroads to deliver it was crippled as never before in their history.
In zero weather cities shivered, and the poor suffered cruelly for the lack
of fuel. Hundreds of ships heavy laden with necessities for the hungry
people of our allies lay helpless in American ports with empty bunkers.
Great factories engaged in manufacturing munitions and other supplies

vital to our armies were shut down for lack of power."

The federal government had to take control of the railroads to try to remedy
the situation.

For several days, Cornish and the others awaited their next assignments
as best they could. Not where he wanted to be, in ground school applying his
knowledge of radio telegraphy, at least Cornish was not in immediate danger.
In a letter dated January 12, he told his parents that he had seen people with
frozen noses and ears. He was grateful for the woolen socks that his Grand-
mother Cornish in Canada had knitted and sent to him, and he was putting
them to good use, wearing them to bed along with his arctics, “as it gets du-
cedly cold at night when the steam is turned off and the transoms over the
windows are opened.”

By January 15, the rails were cleared sufficiently for trains to resume opera-
tion. The cadets left Columbus for new locations—half to the University of
California in Berkeley, and the other half, Cornish included, to the University of
linois in Champaign for training with the United States Army School of Mili-
tary Aeronautics. These two universities were among eight that offered ground
school, using the model of instruction developed by the Canadian arm of the
Royal Flying Corps."” Cornish, eager to complete the course and graduate, was
apprehensive about his future after he learned that of sixty-five “fellows” in
an earlier group, thirty-four failed near the end of the eight-week course. The
young men all yearned to be pilots but had to master the basics of several disci-
plines before they could be sent to one of the few dozen airfields used for pri-
mary and then advanced flight training, Through their course work they learned
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Squadron H graduates of the U.S. School of Military Aeronautics gather for a photo

on March 23, 1918, at the University of Illinois, Champaign. Cornish is in the front
row, fourth from the right. (Author’s collection)

about airplanes, engines, military law and courts-martial, the Lewis machine gun,
the theory of aviation, magnetos and carburetors, maps, airplane and silhouettes
(friendly and enemy). They were taught wireless means of communication and
how to transmit words by Morse code, using a buzzer and a key, not a voice."
The expected rate for the trainees was ten words per minute, easy for Cornish
who conducted “buzzy in the ears” classes at night for his fellow cadets. His
amateur telegraphy and wireless radio experience in high school was helping to
move him toward his future vocation.

Having taken and passed all the ground school subjects, Cornish gradu-
ated in March, two months after being admitted. From Illinois he went to
Love Field in Dallas, where he was quartered in an old cattle barn at the fair-
grounds and slept on a metal cot with no mattress. “When we got up in the
morning, crisscross patterns were all over our backs.”” He admired the wings
that the commissioned officers wore on their uniforms, and he hoped he
would someday have the same. However, for Cornish and the other cadets
who were eager to apply what they had learned, time moved slowly. The mili-
tary, having been caught unprepared when the United States entered the war
the year before, was still rushing frantically to create airfields, have airplanes
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built, and recruit flight instructors. It was a major undertaking that could not
be accomplished quickly.

To help fill their hours, some of the cadets practiced Morse code, sitting at a
long table with a buzzer and earphones. On one occasion, an instructor demon-
strated his ability to produce twenty-five words a minute, challenging the men to
keep up with him. Cornish could not match that output, but he came very close,
managing a little over twenty words. Suddenly the instructor said, “Lieutenant
Cornish, I want you in the office.” It was rare for a cadet to be invited into the
office unless he was receiving a special assignment of some kind or was about
to find himself in some kind of trouble. “I wondered what the hell I'd done,”
said Cornish. But there was no bad news forthcoming. He had stood out for
his telegraphic agility, and the instructor was merely curious about him. He was
asked whether he had operated a station before entering the military. “Yeah,
call letters 9FB,” he answered, only to learn that the instructor had transmitted
under call letters 5CH, and they had actually radioed each other before the war.
The two men were glad to now be meeting each other in person. When Cot-
nish was asked what he was doing out there with all the novices, he replied, “I
do what I’'m told to do.” Thereafter he was excused from the practice drills in
telegraphy, and the two chatted about old and new times—and their shared pas-
sion, of course. Cornish had found a fellow amateur radio buff, and thus ended
his “buzzy in the ears” practice down in Dallas.*

Cornish was impatient to move on, but he would be moving on into a dan-
gerous activity. The U.S. Army was ill-prepared for the novel task of training
pilots to fight in a world war. Hastily sited airfields carved out of farm fields
often held treacherous pitfalls. Aircraft were frail and subject to mechanical fail-
ure. Even the bicycle-type wire wheels on the planes constituted a threat; grasses
and weeds on the sod fields could become entangled in the spokes, wrecking the
craft and killing or injuring the pilot. Trainers had minimal training and experi-
ence themselves. Factors such as these claimed a heavier toll than the enemy in
the early months of World War 1.

The U.S. military readied thirty-five airfields in 1917 and 1918 to provide
the needed flight training for the eager young men. But learning to be a flyer
was not without extreme risk: “To face the enemy in World War I, pilots first
had to survive flight training””* Cornish left Texas for Park Field in Millington,
Tennessee, where his big day arrived on May 6, 1918: “I finally got today what
I have been waiting and working for the last 3 or 4 months,” he wrote, “to fly
under instruction.” Would he be gripped by terror, as some were during their
initial flight, or would he be among those who relished the sensation from their
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This 1924 photo shows Cornish filling the gas tank of a Jenny, similar to one flown while train-

ing to fly. (Author’s collection)

very first ascent? For Cornish, it was a twenty-minute “joy ride.” The air that
day was “pufty,” he said, and “just like riding along in an automobile on a rough
road . .. or more like a choppy lake in a canoe.” It was an experience he would
celebrate for the rest of his life.”

In the 1919 edition of The Wonder Book of Aircraft for Boys and Girls, this pro-
file of a would-be airman appeared:

Twenty minutes aloft, strung up between earth and sky, with the wind
howling past and the never-ceasing throb of the engine in his ears, will
teach him more than all the books that were ever written. . . . First, [there
is] the matter of health. Rushing headlong through the air with more than
the speed of an express train; racing through the clouds, thousands of feet
above the peaks of mountains; driving down thousands of feet ata time,
at two hundred miles an hour, puts the heart, the nerves, and the lungs
under a very great strain. Also, the boy who wishes to be an airman must
lead a clean life and be fond of the open air. He must be not too tall nor
too short. Must not be prone to seasickness. Have good eyesight. Not

too much on the heavy side. Above all, must have nerve and willpower.”

In 1918, Cornish fit the bill. Billy Brock was his first instructor, taking him
up in a Curtiss JN-4D, a two-place open tandem-cockpit biplane powered by
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a Curtiss OX-5 90 horsepower engine.* Brock is known as an “Early Bird of
Aviation,” one of 598 pioneers who flew solo before December 17, 1916. He
would go on to be a pioneer in long-distance and transoceanic flights. In 1927,
he and Edwin Schlee of Detroit made a spectacular flight halfway around the
world, from Newfoundland to Tokyo, covering 12,295 miles in eighteen days.
The Flying Jenny in which Cornish received instruction was not a depend-
able craft. The valves sometimes warped and led to engine failure, he recalled.
In addition, “The landing site was hazardous—simply a large sod field with
no runways. Many pilots died during crash landings.” Cornish survived the
hazards, and after four hours and twenty minutes of dual, in-the-air instruc-
tion, he made his first solo flight on May 27, 1918. In Charles Lindbergh’s
words after his first solo flight, also in a Jenny: “You are completely inde-
pendent, hopelessly beyond help, entirely responsible, and terribly alone in
space.”” Cornish was more matter-of-fact when he wrote of that experience:
“It sure felt good to take that plane into the air knowing that I didn’t have an
instructor to tell me what to do, and what not to. I didn’t need him, for the
flying officer and Mr. Brock, my instructor, said that my air work was splen-
did, especially my turns and glide in the field. In fact, the fellows all said that
Mr. Brock was asking them all to

H Some flyers were using para- ol notice my turns around the corners

chutes, but they were not airplane
pilots. In the United States, parachutes
were integral to smoke ballooning,
and spotters in observation balloons
were equipped with chutes packed in
leather tubes. According to The Ameri-
can Heritage History of Flight: “No Allied
pilots and, until near the end of the
war, few Germans carried them. The
excuses were both cruel and stupid. It
was claimed that parachutes were not
sufficiently reliable to justify mass pro-
duction and that if pilots had them,
they might be tempted to bail out with-
out a fight. As a result, numerous lives
were lost unnecessarily. It was not un-
usual for airmen to jump from blazing

planes, preferring quick deaths to being

B—I roasted alive.”? rE

of the field.”*

He was soon practicing man-
dated stunts, designed to teach pi-
lots how to pull out of potentially
fatal situations. “Those were the
days before parachutes, too,” he
said. “If you made a serious error,
you could end up dead and em-
barrassed.”?” Parachutes were not
required until 1922. Before that,
some young flyers found them
unwieldy and regarded the pilots
who used them as sissies; desk
officers felt that if a pilot had a
parachute, he might leave his plane
when he should have stayed with
his gun and machine and gone
down fighting.”
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The Air Service, United States Army, was established on May 24, 1918, and
rapidly began working to develop an efficient training program. Even in 1917,
every pilot was required to perform aerobatics: to sideslip, loop, imitate a fall out
of control, and demonstrate a dozen other maneuvers. Although most train-
ing airplanes were outfitted with dual controls, allowing the student to learn by
first following the instructor’s control movements, many instructors knew only
marginally more than their students. There was no consideration given to in-
structor qualifications or motivation, and these men received little supervision.
The acrobatics performed above Park Field and the surrounding countryside
included a tailspin, a loop-the-loop into a wingover, and then a tight spiral. The
loop-the-loop was less sensational than the others, according to Cornish. How-
ever, with the plane upside down, gasoline leaked from the tank and sprinkled
his face, giving him the feeling of being “chloroformed.”*

Besides actually flying the plane, Cornish received training in wireless teleg-
raphy, aerial navigation, machine guns, motors, and photography. He practiced
aerial reconnaissance in the Park Field area. Flying a Jenny with a 90 horsepower
engine and given a post office map, he was told to go out and photograph a spe-
cific road intersection. “When there, flying about five-hundred feet above the
target, you took a picture through a tin can with matching cross wires top and
bottom and attached to the fuselage. Flying as slow as you could (you’re down
to a critical point), looking over the side of the aircraft, it was a pretty hazard-
ous operation. Several students just spun in when the aircraft stalled. At five-
hundred feet if you go into a spin, ninety-nine chances in a hundred you’re not
going to recover before you hit the ground. Doing that [aerial photography]
once was enough for me.””!

Five weeks later, on July 1, 1918, he made his first solo cross-country flight.
His handwritten notes describe this and his second cross-country experience.
Following a triangular course, he took off in a Jenny on the first leg—from
Millington, north of Memphis, then a ninety-minute trip across the Mississippi
River to Clarksdale Field in Mississippi, where he arrived with a little gas left in
the tank. The flight, intended to take a few hours, instead took over two days.
Getting to Clarksdale was trouble-free, but a missing motor (spark plug trouble)
forced him down at Lula, Mississippi, and resulted in a flat tire as well. Once
both were fixed, he took off but encountered engine trouble again, this time
at Walls, Mississippi, where he once more “snagged a tire” on landing. With
no way to fix the problems, he waited two days for a “relief ship” to take him
back to his starting point, Park Field. The next day he embarked on his second
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cross-country solo flight, to Wynne and Marked Tree, Arkansas. This one was

relatively uneventful. “A cylinder on the left side was weak and had a loose pis-

ton,” but it was nothing setious.”

There weren’t any navigational aids at all and no charts. We’d be told how

to get to a point in Mississippi. “Don’t go over Memphis. Stay away from

there. You go around. But when you’ve gone around Memphis, there are

five railroad tracks. Now you count. That fifth one is the one you take

down to Lula, Mississippi, where we’re going,” That’s where the old iron

Then Second Lieutenant Cornish earned his

wings in the Signal Corps. (Authot’s collection)

compass came in. Only the trouble

was that occasionally these birds
would miss one or take this one
instead of that one and they’d
be in the boondocks, wouldn’t
know where in the hell they were.
They’d have to land and find out
where they were from the farmer,

ot somebody on the ground.”

Having experienced only mi-
nor problems, Cornish escaped un-
scathed from training, and on July
13 he was promoted, by authority
of Secretary of War W. P. Jernigan,
to second lieutenant in the “(Mili-
tary Aeronautics) Signal Corps, Na-
tional Army.”** He wrote a letter to
the commanding officer to request a
ten-day leave of absence, explaining
that he had “no readily obtainable fi-
nances for purchasing [his] officers
equipment” and wanted to go home
to see personally “to the disposal of
such property as will enable [him] to
purchase this equipment.” The fur-
lough was granted—his first leave
in the fifteen months he had spent
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in the service. He visited his family and took care of financial matters, then
boarded a train for John Dick Aviation Camp in Texas. After a brief stay there
and a return trip to Dayton, he was southward-bound to Payne Field near West
Point, Mississippi. Having become stranded near Prairie on the way to Payne
Field, he sent a postcard to his family saying that the tender of the train engine
had left the track and torn it up. Twenty miles from the field in a Podunk town
with nothing but a couple of stores and a cotton mill, the troops were waiting
for people at the field to send a bus for them.

At Payne Field, Cornish flew whenever the weather permitted, sometimes
spending four to five hours a day aloft. One morning he went up to eight thou-
sand feet. It took him half an hour to reach that altitude, but he lost twenty-
five hundred feet in three or four seconds doing a tailspin. A few days later, he
happened to be the only one who was up doing stunts. With the air to himself,
he took the opportunity to do everything he could think of—barrel loops, re-
verse barrel loops, barrel rolls, and flying upside down. “You don’t see any of
it around here. In fact, I have never seen any of it around a flying field. I came
down and found that the fellows, instructors and all, had been watching the ex-
hibitions. I didn’t do it for their benefit, or anything like that, but I was just hav-
ing a good time.” Flying had gotten under the showman’s skin. “I don’t know
what I will do if I have to give up my flying after the war,” he told his family in
a letter. ““I just naturally like the doggone stuft.”

Usually there were four or five of us up there at the same time playing
around among the clouds and doing stunts as we felt like it. In other
words, completely shut off from the ground below by a soft intangible
mass of something white and—uwell I can’t describe it—and just naturally
enjoying ourselves. Up there that way, makes you feel that you are way
off somewhere in a land far remote from this little globe of ours, and in
the land of “fairies.” It is as if the heavens opened up and we sailed into
a new sphere. You sail down a ravine between two high banks of clouds,
around and up a side cut in one of the banks and probably come out into
a big valley with clouds for a ground, and higher and fleecy, flimsy ones
above and the sun shining bright and serene on the whole scene. Then,
again maybe, another plane will sail out into this valley from somewhere;
you circle toward each other, wave a greeting and pass on. At a little dis-
tance apart one will do some stunt and then the other. Then after another

greeting, sail on out of little peaceful valley to play around among the hills
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and vales once more. These hours are made up of seconds never to be
forgotten, and frame a picture of such wonderful, peaceful serenity, and
such a picture that no one can begin to appreciate unless he has actually
seen this enacted. But having seen and felt, I am greatly impressed by
it. And so I have endeavored to put into a few colorless and insufficient

words what I saw there above, yet among, the clouds yesterday.”

While Cornish and the other stateside flyers in the Air Service were biding
their time and waiting for their next orders, Billy Mitchell, deputy commander
of the Aviation Section and a brilliant tactician who commanded all American
air combat units in France, called for a concentration of airpower over the bat-
tlefield at Saint-Mihiel, France.” Fifteen hundred airplanes (none of them built
in the United States) belonging to the combined Allied air forces assembled to
drive the Germans from the sky, seal off the rear, destroy communications, and
aid the ground troops who were massing for the attack. Regarded as “singularly
successful,” the operation deflated the already weakened Germans, and impres-
sively reinforced the effectiveness of military acronautics.

In October 1918, the month before Armistice Day, Cornish rode the rails
through Mobile, Alabama, and Jacksonville, Florida, to his final two posts near
Arcadia in Desoto County.”” There were two training fields in this part of Flori-
da’s flat heartland—Carlstrom, used for aerial gunnery, and Dort, used for pursuit
flying. They had been named in honor of Victor Carlstrom and Stephen Dorr,
who were killed in separate aviation accidents during 1917. Eight miles separated
these fields, where in 1917 the perimeters had been ditched, land cleared, and
barracks and hangars hastily erected, the latter with concrete floors and doors
on both ends. Hundreds of USS. Air Service pilots trained there and won their
wings. Unfortunately, several of those pilots died in crashes, and several oth-
ers disappeared on training flights over unsurveyed prairies and the Everglades.
Even into the late 1930s, pilots’ remains were still being found in remote areas
amid the wreckage of World War I Jennies.

Rumors were swirling that the war would be over any day now. Cornish
feared that he might not complete training, and for a while, disappointment and
frustration consumed him. To add to the malaise, everyone was confined to the
base because of the Spanish influenza epidemic, meaning that there were no
leisurely breaks in Arcadia. Mosquitos found their way under protective netting
and left him sleep-deprived. “I'm thoroughly disgusted with the whole works,”
he said. “I don’t seem to care a rip whether I fly any more or not. Darn poor
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grub too.” Things did improve, how-
ever, and Cornish completed advanced
training at Carlstrom.*

Back in the air, his spirits lifted as he
tested himself and improved his avia-
tion skills, including a vertical reverse.
“You start out by flying in a very tight
circle on your side, you cut your motor,
turn over on your tail, and while your
nose goes past the vertical, give your
throttle full, catch yourself and fly a cit-
cle on your side in the reverse direction.
You do this stunt back and forth four
or five times—supposedly without los-
ing any altitude, or very little. . . . The
first time I tried it, I lost something like
1,200 feet.”” His final assignment was

instructing other ﬂyers in pursuit and Cornish wrote 125 letters to his family in
Fort Wayne during his twenty-one months

in aerial gunnery, using Thomas-Morse - _ .
. . . . of military service. (Author’s collection)
Scouts and Jennies with Hispano-Suiza
150 and 180 horsepower engines. Pur-
suit pilots were trained to destroy hostile aircraft wherever they found them,
to deny hostile aerial forces freedom of action, and to protect friendly opera-
tions against aerial attack. A mere four months after completing flight training
in Tennessee, and with little further instruction, Cornish found himself teaching
others the techniques. “I didn’t know anything about fighting Germans in the air
and neither did my students. It was the blind leading the blind,” he recalled later.*
Cornish soon added a maneuver known as the Immelman turn to his pur-
suit tactics. Devised to allow a second attack on an enemy aircraft, it required
precise control of the plane at a dangerously low speed. After making a high-
speed diving attack, the attacker climbs back up past the enemy aircraft and, just
short of the stall, applies full rudder to yaw the aircraft around. This puts the
aircraft facing down at the enemy aircraft, making another high-speed diving
pass possible. As he explained it, “First you do a half loop; then do a half roll
and you’ve gained altitude, see. But youre going in the other direction. That’s
fine and dandy because often that puts you right in a position . . . to turn and
dive down immediately on your opponent.”
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The plane he trained in was a Thomas-Morse Scout. A single-seater with
enough space for the pilot only, it was powered by an 80 horsepower Le Rhone
rotary engine, its propeller fastened directly to the crankcase. “The whole pro-
peller and engine rotated around a stationary crankshaft,” he explained. “You
had two controls—one was gas and the other air. It was your business to make
the mixture that gave you the best performance. They used castor oil in those
engines because castor oil didn’t mix with gasoline.” One time several Thomas-
Morse Scouts artived at Dorr Field from a training field that had been inundated
by heavy rains. When Cornish discovered that some of them had more powerful
engines than his training plane, he took advantage of the increased horsepower.

Alot had 110 horsepower Le Rhone [possibly Gnome] engines, but visu-
ally you couldn’t tell the difference between an 80 horsepower engine and
the one with 110. Well, I heard that there were a couple of those airplanes
down in the hangar that weren’t being used—the 110s. I got authoriza-
tion, as instructor, to have two of them put into [good] condition—one
for me and one for my buddy. We were instructing and combating with
110 horsepower engines; the students had the 80 horsepower engines.
And you know, they never could figure out why in the hell Cornish and
Greedy were always on top of them. Well, that 30 horsepower difference

meant it was duck soup for us to get in the sun and dive on those birds.

The Immelman turn got Cornish in a bit of trouble one time. He had told
his students, including the aviator and later aircraft manufacturer Eddie Stinson,
to watch very closely. He flew to about four thousand feet over the field, did a
wingover, and went back up to do an Immelman. After the wingover, he found
himself in an inverted outside spin with full power on. Upside down, his hands
left the joystick and his feet went up, though straps on the rudder bar kept his
teet near where they needed to be. His fountain pen left his pocket and hit him
on the way out. He saw the Pyrene fire extinguisher going up (but really down).
He figured that he needed to cut the engine off.

If T could get my hands down where I could get on that joy stick and cut
the switch, at least I'd cut the power and my feet maybe get back on the
rudder bar. I finally got that done. So help me I don’t know to this day
how I got out of that maneuver. I don’t know what I did, but when I

got out [of the situation] I was right over the outlying field and I skipped
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across the field at about 400 feet. Went around, landed, taxied up and
about that time a rider on a motorcycle with a sidecar tore up to where 1
was telling the students, “Now that’s not how to do it.” But I didn’t get
a chance to tell them what happened. I was wanted at “stage.” I climbed
into the sidecar where they ate my butt out. . . . An inverted spin? An
outside spin? Both prohibited!

He got down from the plane, kissed the ground, and told the lieutenant that
he was thankful to still be alive. He lost his class and was grounded for seven
days. “A sad experience, but I lived through it,” he recalled much later.

In a letter home dated October 19, 1918, Cornish mentioned that he had
flown in formation at eighty-five miles per hour while the lead pilot com-
municated with the others using a wireless telephone attachment, a novelty.
Cornish’s letters covered many facets of life in the military, so it is not a surprise
that he closed his letter with an entirely different subject. “A fellow is showing
the head of a huge rattler he shot this afternoon,” he wrote in conclusion. “I
guess I'll have to go and see it.”

Aside from being home to giant rattlesnakes, Carlstrom Field offered a
good location for ongoing experimentation. In October 1919 (many months
after the war’s end), future aviation luminary Lieutenant Jimmy Doolittle tested
Charles Kettering’s manless aerial torpedo there. Doolittle would later recall that
on October 28, after multiple failures, “a new type of altitude control was put
on the last torpedo, constructed from salvaged parts of previous wrecks, and
[it] flew about sixteen miles.” Despite what could be considered a success, he
concluded, “The motor is not sufficiently reliable to permit safe passage of the
torpedo over friendly groups.” This device, known as the Kettering Aerial Tor-
pedo (nicknamed the “Bug”), was later perfected by German scientist Werner
Von Braun as V-2 rockets, Hitlet’s dreaded “buzz bomb,” and inflicted terrible
damage on London in WW IL*

The Great War ended on November 11, 1918, with the signing of the Ar-
mistice at Compiegne, France. Thirteen million military personnel had died;
twenty million were wounded, missing, or taken prisoner; twenty million re-
turned unharmed. The League of Nations was established the next year, with
a goal to reduce or abolish the likelihood of future wars. Sadly, that was a goal
that it failed to achieve.

Despite the official end of combat, flying at American military airfields
went on as usual. But in December, Cornish’s classmates, men he had been with



Piloting this Thomas-Morse Scout was a far cry from

what Cornish expected when he joined the U.S. Cavalry
in 1917. (Author’s collection)
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for more than a year, began
to be discharged. He had not
flown in battle, and this was a
dispiriting turn of events for
him, though a fortunate one
given the war’s grim statistics
for those who had made it to
the front. With permission
to do whatever he pleased
in the air, he went aloft one
last time as a military pilot,
to give a thirty-five-consec-
utive-loop “performance.”*
A photo taken on the morn-
ing of January 7,1919, shows
Cornish standing in front of
a Thomas-Morse Scout, the
last plane he would fly in
World War 1. A few hours
later, he was on his way home
to Fort Wayne with an hon-

orable discharge from the military. He was one of 8,689 American pilots who

received preliminary flight training in the U.S. during the war, half the number

of cadets who graduated from ground schools.

When the war began, the airplane was viewed by most people as “a dangerous

toy for daredevils rather than a trustworthy vehicle for prudent travelers.” Why

would “ordinary human beings forsake the comfort, safety, regularity and relative

rapidity of trains for city-to-city journeys and steamship for transoceanic voy-

ages?”* With airplanes now recognized as much more than a “toy,” foresighted

Americans began to envision using aircraft to transport goods, mail, and people.

It was a vision that would eventually become a reality—but not for many years.
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WITH THE GREAT WAR now over, thousands of young pilots were left with
few possibilities to put their training and experience to use. The interest in flight
had been ignited, however, and the former military pilots were joined by civilians
who were also looking for a way to take to the sky. For those who had $400 to
spend, it was possible to buy a Jenny from the large fleet of excess U.S. Army
Air Service planes. Some flyers eked out meager earnings as barnstormers, or
by charging spectators at fairs and carnivals as much as a dollar to see an air-
plane up close. People who had never seen a plane in the air before now thrilled
to observe the daring aerobatics and wing-walking, Although most among the
general public would have been terrified to go aloft in an open two-seater plane,
some brave souls with nerve and a few dollars climbed into the cockpit and be-
came passengers.

Some pilots were driven to set records and gain fame. On February 27, 1920,
Major R. W. Schroeder, the chief test pilot at McCook Field in Dayton, Ohio,
tested his own physical limits along with the limits of his craft and his equip-
ment when he climbed to 36,020 feet and, though short of his 40,000-foot goal,
broke the altitude record. In the process he survived a drop in temperature to
sixty-seven degrees below zero Fahrenheit and a failed oxygen system. Blinded
by the subzero air temperatures and the speed of the falling plane, and barely
conscious as his machine plummeted, Schroeder managed “within 15 seconds
of the earth” to force open his eyelids with one gloved hand and grab for the
controls with the other in time to effect a safe landing. The harrowing details



42 Chapter 3

were chronicled in the next day’s New York Times and in the Journal-Gazette, which
ran the story on March 5 under the headline “What It Is Like Seven Miles in
Air.”” “Only one man, in the history of the earth, has ever been up there,” where
from that height he could see not only rivers and large landmarks but automo-
biles, streetcars, and cattle in fields.

Other veteran pilots carried parachutists aloft to compete for jump records.
In 1921, in Rantoul, Illinois, Lieutenant Arthur G. Hamilton set a record of
23,000 feet. His record was broken the next year by Captain A. W. Stevens with
ajump of 24,206 feet over McCook Field at Dayton, Ohio. In fact, every speed,
distance, and duration record that was set by a U.S. aviator in 1922 was bettered
by another American the next year. Even the military got into the competitive
spirit when, in 1924, “round the world” flyers landed at Seattle after covering a
distance of 26,345 miles in 175 days.!

Flying enthusiasts envisioned a future for civilian aviation, and they pas-
sionately promoted their cause. In June 1919, representatives from thirty-two
countries attended the Second Pan-American Aeronautic Convention, held
in New Jersey at the Atlantic City Airport. “Not less than 150 aeroplanes”
were sold there, proving that there was indeed tremendous public interest.
The need for American aeronautics development was becoming clear. And
beyond the potential for efficient mail transport, practical applications were
soon demonstrated. In 1921, when five thousand catalpa trees near Troy, Ohio,
needed to be treated with insecticide to eradicate catalpa worms, it took “a
mere fifteen minutes” to successfully spray them from an airplane. And in
1924, Army Air Service planes dropped bombs over the Platte River to clear
an ice jam.” The public was beginning to realize that flying could be useful
and perhaps even safe.

Nothing, however, lent itself better to the practical use of an airplane than
the need to carry large quantities of mail from one part of the country to an-
other. In the spring of 1918, even before the war’s end, Congress authorized
$100,000 for the first regularly scheduled airmail service, between New York
City and Washington, D.C. A year later, a second route was added, this one be-
tween New York City and Cleveland. By 1920, U.S. Air Route No. 1, eventually
known as the Main Line, crossed the country from New York City to Chicago
to San Francisco.

Moving mail by air during those postwar years was novel, and its potential
was compelling. But initially it was not the fastest transport method. Given the
vagaries of flight, including the shortage of usable airfields and unpredictable
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weather that could cause delays and force unexpected landings, it was still faster
to move the mail by rail. Moreover, flying the mail was a dangerous business,
especially after dark, when there were few beacons for guidance. There were
no radios in the planes, and open cockpits offered no protection from the ele-
ments. By 1921, nineteen of the original forty airmail pilots had died in crashes.

Facing criticism from the White House over the high cost and inefficiency
of airmail, the Post Office Department instituted night flights to increase the
speed of delivery:

And so in the dead of the winter of 1921—the worst possible time—the
Postal Service staged a bold and very neatly quixotic demonstration of
fast transcontinental airmail delivery. Four single-engine, open-cockpit
de Havilland biplanes took off, two from New York and two from San
Francisco. One eastbound pilot was killed in a takeoff accident in Nevada,
and the two westbound airplanes, halted by a snowstorm near Chicago,
relinquished their cargo to trains.

Pilot Jack Knight saved airmail. Meeting the surviving eastbound
biplane at North Platte, Nebraska, Knight took off in darkness. Guided
by bonfires and burning oil drums that had been lit by postal employees
and helpful farmers, he flew all night in bitter cold, landing to refuel at
Omaha and Iowa City, and reached Chicago in the morning. A relay pilot
completed the trip to New York.

Having covered eight hundred thirty miles in nine hours, Knight
proved that the airmail could move even in darkness and bad weather.
Lionized in the press as a hero (his name probably helped), he down-
played the difficulties he had faced, though he did concede that “if you
ever want to worry your head, just try to find Iowa City on a dark night
with a good snow and fog hanging around.” The trail of fire that Knight

followed was the beginning of the nation’s first airway system.”

Soon Congtress approved money for the Post Office to build airports and in-
stall beacons.

On February 2, 1925, Congress passed the Contract Air Mail Act. Called
the Kelly Act after its sponsor, Pennsylvania congressman Clyde Kelly, it was
designed “to encourage commercial aviation and to authorize the Postmaster
General to contract for the mail service.” The following year, the Air Commerce
Act of 1926 authorized the secretary of commerce to establish airways for mail
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and passenger service, to organize air navigation, and to license both pilots and
planes. As the government had regulated the maritime industry, it would play a
similar role for aviation and “ports of the air.”

There were increasing opportunities for flying in those immediate postwar
years, but Cornish was unable to pursue any of them. He was an out-of-work
flyer, one of more than eight thousand American men who had received pre-
liminary flight training while in the service. He was figuratively but emphatically
grounded; neither he nor his parents had the money he needed to get started in
a civilian flying enterprise. While in the military, he had pondered the unimagi-
nable—being confined to the ground after the supreme elation of soaring into
the sky. What he dreaded had become his reality.

If he could not fly, he would need to work. A few days before his final de-
parture from Carlstrom Field in Florida, he wrote home to his sister. He hoped
that her employer might have a position for him: “Now here is where you can
do something for your brother, Irma. I'll need a job right quick when I get back.
So if you see any vacancies around the office that will pay at least a couple dol-
lars a week, grab it for me. I'll be coming home with something like $125 in my
pocket, but you know that won’t last long.”” But apparently there were no open-
ings that he could fill.

The next few years would test his mettle. From an average boy in a mod-
erately sized Indiana town, he had rapidly evolved into a handsome cadet with
regular pay who had survived the hazards of wartime flight training to become a
skilled pilot. He was admired by young women, including one in Lakeland whose
Cadillac 8 he drove one November day. He had danced in Tampa, Florida, with
“the most beautiful girl he’d ever laid eyes on,” a starlet who had a principal
role in the play Canary. How would he cope with the sudden transition from
independence and glamour to again living in his parents’ home in Fort Wayne
as his money dwindled?

“You couldn’t buy a job when I came out of the Army in 1919,” Cornish
said later. But he had to have work, and he found plenty of opportunities for
short-term employment, including a job in April painting the Crawford, a hotel
in Crawfordsville at the corner of Green and Main Streets, built in 1900 by the
Jones family. In late spring, as Cornish was settling back into life as a Hoosier,
the city of Fort Wayne organized an extravaganza to welcome back the return-
ing war veterans. Home Again, held at the Palace Theatre on May 22, 23, and 24,
featured songs, chorus lines, minstrels, and ballet performed by both veterans
and civilians, including the “Snakey Siren of the Seine,” Chester Hinton. The
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souvenir program was presented to the World War veterans of Allen County
by the businessmen of Fort Wayne.

At some point during the challenging postwar years, Cornish worked briefly
for his friend George Malone as a “picture man” in the hills of the southeastern
United States; riding the train to small towns, he would get off and follow dirt
roads, going door to door in the backwoods to sell framed pictures, samples of
which he carried in a satchel. More often than not, the man of the house was
away, so Cornish would make friends with the wife and entertain the kids in the
yard before talking the woman into ordering a piece of art. She would either
sign the agreement or, if illiterate, place her “X” on the bottom line. However,
if the husband returned and found Cornish there, he would be run off. On a
couple of occasions, he stumbled across bootleggers with their shotguns loaded.
When challenged, he calmly reported that he was just heading over the hill. And
they, in turn, allowed that he had “better just turn around an’ go back where ya
come from.” At a later time, someone else, like Malone, showed up to deliver
the framed picture and collect the promised money, the harder part of the sales
job. Working as a “picture man” was not Cornish’s higher calling, His legitimate
jobs in Fort Wayne included collecting payments and making drawings of gas
lines for the Fort Wayne Gas Company; clerking at the Bass Foundry and Ma-
chine Company, which supplied the railroads with steel train wheels; reading
copy for the News-Sentinel, and working in sales for Holland Furnace Company.’

Living at his parents” home, with modest earnings but also modest expenses,
Cornish found his off-work days relatively carefree. Shortly after his return
from military service, a friend surprised him with a party in his honor: “Pro-
gressive bunco, a popular parlor game, was one of the main features. . . . Later
a delightful luncheon was served. Those who participated were Misses Alma
Scherer, Irma Cornish, Edith Baur, Alice Schmitt, Ruth Gallmeyer, Margaret
Paulsen and Helen Gerberding and Messrs. Paul Sarver, Catl Strobel, Art Puff,
Louis Scherer, Max Irmscher, Clarence Cornish and Ross Parnin.”® In the fall,
Mildred Koehlinger invited him to a Halloween masquerade party attended by
thirty-four young women and men. She decorated her home in a black and yel-
low color scheme, with pumpkins, crepe paper, and cats. In one room, “music
was furnished for dancing, while in another sat a witch in her tent ready to make
known the fates of the guests.”” Once again, “a delightful luncheon was served.”
His photo album from those years captures joy-filled excursions to Sylvan Lake,
where friends, young men and women, swam, canoed, and picnicked on an is-
land while listening to music on a portable Victrola.
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Cornish was an active member of the Miami Athletic Club. At a club gath-
ering in 1919, the members “enjoyed a banquet and social meeting at the Baltes
Hotel. It was the first occasion, since the termination of the war that the mem-
bership has had a chance to get together. A majority of the members have served
under the colors in some capacity and the evening was made a memorable one
through each telling of his expetiences while in the service.”

Cornish’s Scouting spirit of adventure melded with his love for canoeing as
he and his longtime friend Ross Parnin started out on a trip that he would never
forget. “Two Fort Wayne Boys Shove Off on Maumee River,” exclaimed the
August 27, 1920, evening edition of the Journal-Gazette. The twenty-two-year-
old “boys” had been best buddies in high school and were fellow aficionados of
amateur radio. At 10:05 that Friday morning, they dug their paddles into the wa-
ters of the Maumee River at the Columbia Street bridge and began their dream
trip from Fort Wayne to Canada by canoe, an eighteen-foot wooden craft that
Cornish named “Kekionga” and that his father had hand painted.” The boat
was loaded with the two “lads,” each weighing 140 pounds, and 150 pounds of
gear packed in duffel bags with bedding, foodstuffs, and cooking utensils for
camping along the way, plus a shirt and tie, good trousers, and dress shoes for
the planned return trip by train to Indiana from Toledo."” On the expedition,
which they expected to take between ten and fourteen days, they planned to
follow the river to Grand Rapids, Ohio, and the Wabash-Erie Canal to Toledo,
edge their way near the shore of Lake Erie to the Grand River and Detroit,
then cross to Windsor, Ontario, and finally reverse direction back to Toledo.
The Journal-Gazette referred to the Toledo-to-Windsor portion as “perilous”; the
News and Sentinel described it as “hazardous,” to be attempted only under the
most favorable conditions.

Good fortune was with Clarence and Ross as they began the journey in a
river boosted two or three inches above normal by late summer rains. Head-
winds on the 31st hindered their progtress (as noted in a trip log prepared by
Cornish), but only slightly. Fair weather generally accompanied the two. Pho-
tos taken along the way by both Cornish and Parnin capture the spirit of two
happy-go-lucky young men having the time of their lives.

They did not go on beyond Toledo but returned to Grand Rapids, where
they loaded their gear into Kekionga and bundled it in a thickly padded quilted
wrap to ship home. Dressed in proper travel attire, they returned to Fort Wayne
by train on September 4. They had realized part of their dream. More than half
a century later, Cornish could still recall this carefree adventure in vivid detail.
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During his eatly twenties, Cornish
devoted much of his spate time to his
old passion, delving into the intrica-
cies and potential of amateur radio
and operating station 9FB. As he re-
called in 1975, he made receiving sets
to earn some money, selling them to
jewelers in Fort Wayne so that they
could receive the time signals broad-
cast by a Washington, D.C., station and
accurately set their clocks."

In 1973, Cornish was the subject
of an article in the Indianapolis Star
Magazine. He talked about the early
days of radio and recounted how he
used to make “variometers (tuning de-
vices)” by winding wire around an oat-

meal box with a smaller coil rotating
inside. He enjoyed experimenting with

In 1920, Cornish’s friend Ross Parnin took

these units in various parts of his radio
circuits. “About 1:30 AM I received a
ham operator on a weak signal. I tuned

this photo during their attempt to reach
Canada by canoe. (Author’s collection)

the variometer and the signal built up, then fell off.”” Other adjustments brought
in the strongest signal he had received, and he excitedly contacted friends, in-
cluding his former teacher George Carter. “None of us could understand what
was happening. But we went ahead making a better variometer—a ball rotating
inside another ball—and improved reception even more.”"?

Cornish and his fellow enthusiasts were on the edge of rapid and vast tech-
nological changes in communications wotldwide—going from wireless telegra-
phy, “King Spark,” to radiotelegraphy using continuous-wave transmitters and
vacuum tubes. “Beginning as an experimental application of new technologies
for wireless voice transmission in the years leading up to the First World War,
radio broadcasting in the U.S. underwent a period of dramatic transformation
during the 1920s, developing into a new medium of mass entertainment that
would forever alter the sounds and experiences of American life.”” The first
commercial radio broadcast was transmitted by Pittsburgh’s KDKA in 1920.
Suddenly it seemed that everyone wanted a broadcasting license, and because
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of the limited number of available frequencies, the crowded airways created
chaos, making things especially difficult for amateurs like Cornish. Congress
responded by passing the Radio Act of 1927, which eased the problem by giv-
ing the newly established Federal Radio Commission control over licensing, fre-
quency assignments, and power levels. As the number of stations proliferated,
the country was swept up in the “radio craze.” Families gathered around their
radio sets for entertainment and news. The entry of mass communication into
American homes brought with it the development of a mass culture. “The same
songs were heard across the country, news traveled fast, and heroes like Charles
Lindbergh or Joe Louis were, in a new way, accessible to all.”™*

Cornish began to benefit from what he had learned in high school and prac-
ticed during and after the war. Though he and two others operated an active ama-
teur radio station, 9FB, he also became part of the growing commercial radio in-
dustry when he and Verne Slagle opened the first retail radio store in Fort Wayne,
the Wayne Radio Company, located at 1204 South Calhoun Street, in the front
partof the Thor Electric Company store. The partnership with Slagle was short-
lived; it dissolved after less than a year, and Cornish then became the sole owner
of the business. The Wayne Radio Company had “enjoyed splendid growth as
dealer in radio supplies and complete sets of established quality,” reported the
newspapet, and “Cornish would continue to supervise sales and the installation
of radio outfits.”"® The stationery had aline reading Wireless Telegraph and Telephone
Apparatus beneath the
corporate name and
stated that the com-
pany made and sold
radio sets built from
parts, was a dealer
for A. H. Grebe and
Company, and also
did some broadcast-
ing. That included
furnishing the mu-
sic for the first radio
dance in Fort Wayne.

The unique event
took place at the

In the early 1920s, Cornish and Verne Slagle formed the Wayne
First National Bank’s Radio Company. (Author’s collection)
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annual banquet: “Young Folks Trip Light Fantastic to Music from Ether,” de-
clared a news headline. “Younger bank employees and some of the older ones
... danced to a fox trot from Chicago, a one-step from New York, and a waltz

from Indianapolis, while Denver favored them with an old fashioned quadrille.””'®

Such broadcasts were forced to cease for “infringing on Armstrong patents.”"”
According to a 1924 ad for the company in the “Who’s Who” section of

the Journal-Gazette,

RADIO Furnishes Amusement for All. The Zastes of the average Ameri-
can are so varied that they can appreciate any part of the radio program.
Buy a radio set today, and you will be entertained by just the music, lec-
tures, opera, speech or sermon that will interest you the most. You will
get the best results from the radio set and supplies bought here, The
Wayne Radio Company.'®

In that same section, the Journal-Gazette was offering $50 in prizes ($25 for first,
$15 for second, and $10 for third) to the three people who, by 8 a.m. on March
0, could correctly identify the most caricatures of forty-two men holding a clue
to their occupations. Among the men was Cornish, holding a rectangular box
with four dials. In 1924 he was still identified primarily with his work with ra-
dios, not yet with airplanes.

Carter returned from Detroit in 1924 to give “one of the most compre-
hensive and thoroughly absorbing addresses about radio ever delivered in Fort
Wayne,” according to a newspaper article."” The former Fort Wayne High School
teacher focused on the latest developments in wireless telephony. Immediately
following his “electrifying” talk at the Chamber of Commerce, the radio enthu-
siasts who were present formed a local association. They elected E. R. Coolidge
temporary chairman and Cornish secretary.

Fort Wayne’s John L. Droegemeyer, with an acknowledgment to B. J. Duesler,
wrote a “History of the Fort Wayne Radio Trade Association,” in which he said
that the informal group became official on a “miserable, cold, blustery, winter
evening” in January 1925, when five radio store managers met in the back room
of the Wayne Radio Company and formed the Fort Wayne Radio Trade Asso-
ciation.” That evening Cornish, whom Droegemeyer referred to as a pioneer
radio dealer in the city, was elected the group’s temporary chair. The local asso-
ciation was instrumental in organizing the Indiana State Association and was a
member of the National Radio Trade Association, Droegemeyer reported. In
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1927 the thirty-six members,
“all the leading and most pro-
gressive jobbers and dealers in
the city,” held another of their
successful radio shows, again
at the Elks’ Temple.
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pointed second lieutenant as a
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tached to the Fifth Corps Area,

he attended a two-week reserve

At the conclusion of US. Army Service reserve flight
training at Wilbur Wright Field in Ohio in 1924, ev-

L . eryone was invited to a farewell reception. (Author’s
training session from July 16 to

30, 1922, at Godman Field at

Camp Knox (now Fort Knox), Kentucky.”' On July 19 he was again in the cock-
pit of a Jenny, with dual instruction, and he soloed on July 28. After a three-and-
a-half-year hiatus, he had returned to the air. He attended reserve flight training
the next two years at Wilbur Wright Field.” The 1924 session concluded on July
20 with a stag party at the Officers’ Club from 4:00 to 8:00 p.m., followed by a
farewell reception and dance at the post gymnasium at 8:30. The invitations in-

collection)

cluded a humorous cartoon of a chaotic airfield scene showing bewildered fly-
ers observing several upended planes with their propellers buried in the ground.

Cornish urged others to join him aloft by promoting enlistment in the Re-
serve Corps, Aviation Section, notably at an event held at Alden Field south-
west of Fort Wayne on September 24, 1924.% Lieutenant James E. Parker, chief
of the Air Service of the Eighty-Fourth Division at Fort Benjamin Harrison,
Indianapolis, was in command of the visiting planes, which flew in formation
over the field and city. One of them was piloted by Cornish; he and four others
put on the exhibition and offered free ten-minute rides. Their purpose was to
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A crowd gathered at Alden Field on September 24, 1924, to see Flying Jennies up close. The pi-

lots were members of the Reserve Corps, Aviation Section, Fort Benjamin Harrison. (Author’s
collection)

generate support for a Fort Wayne flying field, to build up a flight unit of 195
men, to secure government planes for training purposes, and ultimately to es-
tablish airmail service to and from the city. To accommodate those who had not
had a chance to fly during the scheduled times, Cornish was asked to stay in Fort
Wayne an extra day before returning the plane to Fort Benjamin Harrison.* By
the end of the event, forty men had signed their applications for enlistment in
the service. If found to be physically fit, they would be administered the oath
of allegiance in the Hall of Veterans of Foreign Wars two days later. Enlistees
would be called to active duty for fifteen days a year and would be expected to
serve in times of emergency by a special act of Congress. Members of Flight
B could receive voluntary instruction in aviation and would get together occa-
sionally at social meetings.”

Discounting the military bashes, the two-week refresher courses at Midwest
military airfields helped to develop Cornish’s flying skills, while meeting the chal-
lenges of myriad jobs helped to build his self-confidence over time. During the
early 1920s, his organizational abilities grew along with his stature in the com-
munity. He enjoyed being involved in local and regional aviation-related matters,
and he was always willing to play an active role. This was clearly evident when the
case was being made for a municipal aviation field. In a comprehensive front-page
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article titled “Aviation in Fort Wayne” that appeared in the Journal-Gazette on Jan-
uary 18, 1925, Floyd Showalter, the owner of a local landing place and school
called Flight “B” Field, named four local organizations that had formed com-
mittees composed of aviation-minded citizens who were tasked with considering
the city’s future in aviation, with an emphasis on developing a municipal airfield.
Cornish served on two of these committees: one for the Exchange Club, with
John Patton and Wayne Moellering; and the other for the Reserve Officers’ Club,
with Showalter and Robert R. Bartel. The accompanying illustrations included
photos of Showalter, Cornish, and members of the Flight “B” 309th Observa-
tion Squadron; a map that showed Fort Wayne as a logical hub for flights in the
Midwest; and a map that pinpointed local airfields at the time. Cornish later re-
called some of what went on behind the scenes and the outcome:

It was determined that there was no specific law on the Indiana Statutes
to permit purchase of land for “airport” purposes, but there was one
which authorized the city’s Park Board to purchase land within a five
mile radius of the city for park purposes. This was the law and was a ba-
sis for the ordinance to acquire 156 actes of abandoned farm land north
of the city. At the final vote on the Ordinance, the council vote was tied
and the then Mayor William J. Hosey cast the deciding vote in favor of
the action. The land was subsequently purchased and Fort Wayne thus
acquired [developed there] its first municipal airport which was officially
dedicated on May [June] 25, 1925, and named Paul Frank Baer Field.*
The legal problem involved in this case led to our sponsoring the adop-
tion of the “Uniform Municipal Airport Act” by the Indiana Legislature
and it became law by favorable action of the 1929 Legislature. It is still

our basic municipal airport law with relatively few amendments.?’

The proposal subsequently put before the City Council committee was for
Fort Wayne to have “the finest aviation field in Indiana.”* Fort Wayne’s lead-
ers wisely committed $38,400 to buy the abandoned farmland four nautical
miles north of the city’s center. Just in time for the dedication, “workmen com-
pleted leveling the field and cutting grass for the ascent and landing of planes.
Two runways, each 1,500 feet long and a landing place 500 feet in dimension”
were completed.”” On June 25, 1925, the dedication featured stunts performed
by the “gteatest living ace,” French aviator Captain Chatles Nungesser.” Local
air hero and war ace Paul Baer, for whom the field was named, was unable to
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Our Fort Wayne Distributor—C. J. Goral—is an enthusiastic airman and photograph
shows him with his new Curtis Oriole.

Cornish flew commercially for Goral Airways, a passenger service that was started in
1925 by the Goral Motor Company after its purchase of a Curtiss Oriole. Cornish
is at center; company owner Clarence J. Goral may be at left. (Author’s collection)

attend.” Working as a cameraman in 1925, he was “grinding out movie thrill-
ers in Hollywood.”**

That same year, Fort Wayne’s Goral Motor Company, which sold Ricken-
backer automobiles, formed Goral Airways. The company bought a Curtiss
Oriole with a 180 horsepower Hispano-Suiza engine and hired Cornish to fly
for them on a part-time basis. His first flight in the Oriole was memorable. “I
took it out for a spin. The engine was heavy as hell, so the mechanic put an iron
chain in the tail, trying to balance the silly thing”* Initially Goral hangared the
plane at Showalter’s flying field. Located on the Fred Buecker farm on Lima
Road north of Fort Wayne, Flight “B” Field subsequently became Sweebrock
Airportin 1926, owned by partners George Sweet and Paul Hobrock.* In 1928
the facility changed hands again, when it was purchased by Guy Means, a local
General Motors auto dealer, and renamed Guy Means Airport. Other notable
early pilots who flew from that base were Kenneth Siebert, Ford Fair, and Frank
Lovejoy.” Cornish’s personal entry into commercial aviation coincided with the
dedication of Fort Wayne’s first municipal airport, and this propitious timing
helped propel him into his future profession.

Flying for Goral provided “many notable first experiences” for Cornish,
most of which were well covered by the Fort Wayne press. One of these was a
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unique social event hosted by Mr.
and Mrs. Matt Jones at Sweebrock
Airport. “An innovation in de-
lightful summer parties, exchang-
ing a dip in the lake and a game
of cards for a dip in the sky and a
game of clouds. High scores were
not counted and honors were dis-
tributed to all. Prizes awarded were
a memory of a bird’s-eye view of
Fort Wayne from a height of sev-
eral thousand feet.” Cornish and
Harold Preston were the pilots.”
Some flights were simple and
straightforward, while others were
complicated. In the early morn-
ing hours of September 3, 1925,
near the town of Caldwell, Ohio,
a thunderstorm ripped apart the
Shenandoah, a Navy dirigible out of
New Jersey. Thirteen crew mem-
bers died. The Chicago Tribune char-
tered a Jenny to fly to Columbus,
near the scene of the disaster, so
that a reporter could pick up film
from a photographer and then
“dash back” to have photos ready
for the next day’s early morning
edition. Bad luck struck. Engine
failure forced the plane and crew
down in Fort Wayne. The reporter
talked Cornish into making the hop
to Columbus and back while the
mechanic repaired the engine.”
With the reporter and Cor-
nish’s mechanic in the front cockpit,
they took off, following highways.

EJ Captain Eddie V. Rickenbacker, LE
one of only two American Army
flyers (Frank Luce was the other) to re-
ceive the Congtessional Medal of Honor
in World War I, started the Ricken-
backer Auto Company in 1920 and put-
chased the Indianapolis Motor Speed-
way in 1927. He was a visionary and an
in-demand speaker, and some of the
predictions that he made in 1919 were
considered outlandish at the time. For
example, he foresaw the use of “wireless-
controlled compasses on all planes for
land work such as going from New York
to Chicago” and predicted that there
would eventually be stations at Buffalo,
Cleveland, and Toledo. “By special elec-
tric wave lengths these compasses will
be controlled from these stations, keep-
ing planes on their paths.” Every city
should have an airdrome, Rickenbacker
declared, “as near the heart of town as
possible and easily accessible by automo-
bile and streetcar,” or better yet, “land-
ing fields on the roofs of buildings in
the downtown districts.” What most as-
tonished his listeners was his prediction
about overseas flights—that long-range
airplanes would have regular schedules,
New York to LLondon, and “would be
controlled by directional wireless from
both sides in a similar manner to [over]
land flights.” He envisioned planes with
“a string of kite parachutes that would
be released as the machine is landing,
making for a much softer impact on the
ground” and planes that could maintain

“a position over a given spot after the

E—I ship had taken the air.”*® rE
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Before compasses were standard equipment, “you flew by the seat of your pants,”
said Cornish. They came to a Y in the road, and even though Cornish thought it
was the wrong direction, dusk was approaching, so he followed the branch with the
most automobile headlights. When he saw the lights of the town to which the road
led, he knew that they were not near Columbus; the lit area was not large enough
or bright enough. Running low on fuel, he had to land, but when he peered over
the side of the plane, everything was dark. He made several passes to feel it out,
then yelled to his passengers, “Here we go,” and down they went, hoping to avoid
trees, fences, and stumps. He had landed in a pasture, but “suddenly we were in
the midst of a stampede. When we circled, the cattle bunched up in a corner of
the field. When the strange ‘bird’ rolled toward them, they panicked—fortunately
on both sides of the plane instead of over it,” he related years later. “What's going
on out there?” yelled a farmer with a shotgun from off to the side. He turned out
to be “a grand guy” and sold them ten gallons of automobile gasoline.” The town
they were near turned out to be Springfield. The field later became the Springfield
Municipal Airport; Cornish attended the dedication ceremony.

Before leaving Fort Wayne, Cornish had called friends at Norton Field near
Columbus and asked them to have cans of oil lit to define the landing area. Head-
ing east, he and his passengers safely reached their destination, met a photographer,
and made a beautiful flight back under a full moon with photos for the Trzbune.
There was one problem: the chartered Jenny was still grounded, so Cornish agreed
to fly to Chicago. “There was an airmail field at Chicago with rotating beacons
along with fixed lights every ten miles that guided airmail planes at night. After
the flight would pass, the lights were turned off to save electricity. I figured I was
ahead of the early mail plane and didn’t expect any trouble, but all of a sudden I
couldn’t see any beacon lights.” Fog had drifted in from Lake Michigan, obscur-
ing his view of the ground. Cornish turned back to Goshen to pick up the lights
again, but they were off. He had to “feel” his way toward Chicago, but the closest
he came that night was Joliet, Illinois, where he made another forced landing. This
one was easier because of the moonlight, but he was not as lucky: he “snagged”
a tire. Another farmer with a shotgun leaned out his farmhouse window to as-
sess the situation. He ended up driving the reporter to town to catch the train
for Chicago. The next morning, with the tire fixed and the tank filled, Cornish
flew to Chicago (possibly today’s Midway Airport) and collected his $300 from
the Tribune. “The pictures we brought back were spread across the front page.”™

Even Chatles Lindbergh encountered troubles in those pioneering days.
While carrying airmail over Illinois in 1920, he experienced a mechanical



56 Chapter 3

malfunction that forced him to make an emergency landing in a field of new
clover near Athens. His plane narrowly avoided flipping over when the wheels
sank deep into softened soil. A farmer, Herman Dicks, drove Lindbergh into
Springfield with the mail, where it was placed aboard a Chicago and Alton train
bound for the Windy City. Two weeks before that incident, a parachute had saved
Lindbergh’s life when he was forced to bail out of his plane after running out
of fuel while looking for a pathway through rain and fog.*!

In his interview with Douglas Clanin, Cornish talked about some of his early
flights, including the hazards of night flying and landing and how fields were
marked for safety. He described the use of parachute flare clusters as primitive
nighttime illumination devices. There were “three on the side of the airplane,”
he explained. “If you had to make an emergency landing, you'd fire one of those
flares at cruising altitude, or wherever you were. That would light up the area,
but it didn’t last long. On the way down you’d kick another one out and then
just before you land, you'd kick the third one out. That was an optional acces-
sory, but most people weren’t flying at night anyway.”

The “runway lights” used for those rare nighttime landings were actually “old
oil cans filled with refuse oil drainings. Pour a little gasoline on top and line them
up to mark the landing strip. A torch switched them on. . .. Just those pots down
there. And not too many of them either, but the closest thing there was to an
instrument landing system. And in lieu of a control tower? An irate farmer with
a shotgun offering emphatic suggestions as to how the pilot should proceed.”*

One of Cornish’s first flights with Goral had been to transport a nonvio-
lent offender for the police department, but it did not go exactly as planned.
En route from Flight “B” Field with Detective Sergeant Walter Kavanaugh on
board for the thirty-mile trip to Paulding, Ohio, to pick up the man, a clogged
gasoline supply line caused the plane’s motor to stop while they were two thou-
sand feet above the ground and forced an unanticipated, but safe, landing, It
was too late in the day to continue, so Cornish and Kavanaugh returned to Fort
Wayne by rail and went back the next day to make repairs and pick up the of-
fender. This newsworthy event was reported by the News-Sentinel, which stated
that for the first time in its history, the city of Fort Wayne had brought back a
prisoner, a man who faced charges of spousal neglect, by airplane. Kavanaugh
didn’t worry that his prisoner would try to escape. “Any time he wanted to get
out and walk, the atmosphere was right there waiting for him. You don’t need
any handcuffs for a prisoner in a plane.”*”

A mere three months after dedicating its airfield, Fort Wayne was eager and
prepared to be part of a grand event that organizers in several states hoped
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would encourage the nation’s aircraft industry to locate in the Midwest. Aircraft
manufacturers at the time were located in Buffalo, New York; Teterboro, New
Jersey; Detroit, Michigan; Dayton, Cleveland, and Troy, Ohio; St. Louis, Missouti;
St. Paul, Minnesota; Omaha and Lincoln, Nebraska; Wichita, Kansas; Seattle,
Washington; Oakland and Venice, California; and Wabash, Indiana, home to the
Service Aviation Company, which built a commercial six-passenger biplane. On
September 28, 1925, Fort Wayne welcomed “The Greatest Array of Immense
Commercial Airplanes Ever Assembled.” Seventeen planes taking part in the
First Annual Aerial Reliability Tour (subsequently known as the Ford National
Reliability Air Tour) had left Detroit that morning, landing without mishap at
Fort Wayne’s nearly completed Baer Field, one of several stops on the 1,900-
mile course.* The Journal-Gazette praised the city’s foresightedness “in provid-
ing an ample and convenient field for the accommodation of aircraft” as it and
the country entered “a new and great era.”* The editorial also praised Arthur
E Hall, the president and general manager of the Lincoln Life Insurance Com-
pany, whose dedication and perseverance had led to a flourishing local chap-
ter of the National Aeronautic Association, which arranged for the visit of the
planes and the tours first stop.*

The planes, which arrived and took off in pairs over a three-and-a-half-hour
period, flew on to Chicago and then Moline, Illinois; Des Moines, lowa; and
Omaha, Nebraska. Among them was a German-made Fokker, a ten-passenger
monoplane powered by three Wright 200 horsepower air-cooled engines. The
cabin was six feet high and luxuriously equipped, with a toilet on board. The
Fokker and the Ford Stout Metal transport plane vied with German Junkers for
the most public interest, but “the Fokker was easily the favorite for close ex-
amination and comment by the crowd,” according to one report. “It resembled
a mammoth bird, reposing on the line of inspection.”*” While visiting pilots
were treated to lunch and their planes were being serviced, Cornish took Mayor
William Hosey for a ride in the Goral Airways Curtiss Oriole biplane, brightly
decorated in yellow.* Added a writer who had observed the assemblage of ait-
craft during their stop in Chicago:

Soaring high in the air—2,000 feet up—a huge chicken hawk, silently
attentive to what was going on below, watched the planes as they were
making ready to take off yesterday noon. A number of spectators noticed
the bird. He seemed to float with wings outspread on the wind with no
effort at all. The bustle and whirr of propellers did not worry him; buoy-

ant and serene, he drifted without a flap of wings. He appeared to know
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a secret about the mastery of the air which the mechanical birdmen on

the ground below had not yet learned.”

Fort Wayne’s inclusion on the tour proved that city leaders had acted wisely in
buying the land and equipment for Baer Field.”

There had not always been such collaboration at the state level. Prior to
World War I, “patent litigation, personal jealousies and a lack of an apprecia-
tion of the true value of co-operation” had made working together to popu-
larize the airplane and “convince people of its utilitarian value” a difficult pro-
cess. However, “after entering World War I, the US. immediately realized the
important role of aircraft in warfare.” As a result, on February 13, 1917, the
Aircraft Manufacturers” Association was formed. It “was enlisted to address spe-
cific problems associated with war-time production. The association drew up a
cross-licensing agreement to allow manufacturers to have unrestrained use of
airplane patents in order to produce airplanes for the government’s war effort.
The organization, later named the Manufacturers’ Aircraft Association (MAA),
continued to unify the air industry and engage in public education endeavors.”
It was subsequently dissolved, however, and in 1919 the Aeronautical Cham-
ber of Commerce was founded, “with a charter membership of 100 ‘to foster,
advance, promulgate and promote’ acronautics, and ‘generally, to do every act
and thing which may be necessary and proper for the advancement’ of Ameri-
can aviation. Early members included such aviation pioneers as Orville Wright
and Glen H. Curtiss, as well as representatives of major aircraft manufacturing
units in the United States.””'

In mid-October, Cornish was again mentioned by the News-Sentinel in its
coverage of the sixth annual three-day “Get-Acquainted” goodwill tour held
October 13—15, 1925. The Chamber of Commerce, which had organized the
tours initially to benefit wholesalers and jobbers, expanded the eventin 1925 to
encompass all Fort Wayne businesses. “Not only those who might profit from
closer commercial friendships between neighboring cities will go along with
the party, but business men who are interested purely in giving Fort Wayne the
important status to which it is entitled as second largest city in the state and
the largest commercial center in northern Indiana.””** That year the organizers
added a bonus—an auxiliary air delivery flight. They arranged for Cornish, in
collaboration with the News-Sentinel, to fly special “Good-Will” editions of the
newspaper plus personal letters to the members of the party, who, carrying
specially designed red, white, and blue umbrellas imprinted with “Fort Wayne
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Sixth Annual Get-Acquainted Tour” and headed by their own band, paraded
in thirty-seven towns and cities, including Columbia City, Plymouth, Peru, and
Kokomo. Oscar G. Foellinger, president of the News Publishing Company, flew
with Cornish and sat in the second seat of the open-air cockpit. Their ninety-
mile flight to Kokomo took fifty-five minutes; they cut eight minutes out of
that time on the return trip, the News-Sentinel noted.

Sometime between 1925 and 1928, Cornish was the pilot on a special flight
with a specific therapeutic purpose. Across the nation, word had spread within
some circles that a sudden descent in an airplane could restore a person’s heat-
ing, either by shocking the nervous system or from the impact that changed air
pressure at different altitudes exerted on the eardrums. “Expressing the belief
that partial deafness is a condition which might be helped by a ride in an air-
plane, Mrs. E. W. Heckman, 822 Oakdale drive, recently accepted a ride with
Clarence Cornish, air pilot. Mrs. Heckman imagined that she could hear bet-
ter after she had alighted from the plane.” She was “overjoyed to find she was
able to hear her friends and her small son, Eugene, speak in ordinary tones of
conversation” after a drop of neatly twelve thousand feet.* In the summer of
1925, Charles Lindbergh flew his first “deaf flight,” in Lamar, Colorado, and
received $50 for a single treatment. Lindbergh wrote to his mother that the day
after that flight, his passenger’s hearing was noticeably improved.”

There were celebratory flights, too. Mrs. Rachel I Grodian’s children gave her
an airplane ride with Cornish in honor of her seventy-sixth “natal anniversary.”
A newspaper article, with an accompanying photo, noted that Mrs. Grodian, in
her Sunday dress, peatls, and high heels, also wore a regulation helmet to keep

her hair from blowing, She reportedly enjoyed the flight.

Mrs. Rachel Grodian is
ready to celebrate her
seventy-sixth birthday
by flying with Cornish
in an open-cockpit, bi-

wing aircraft. (Author’s

collection)
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And for Allen County citizens who wondered what to do on a summer day,
Cornish encouraged them to join him with this notice:

Make Your Week-end Complete
See the Lake Country
FROM THE AIR
A trip over a few of the lakes
of Noble county will do much
to make your visit to the lakes
one that will always be re-
membered. Unless seen from
the air the full beauty of these
lakes is completely missed.
FLYING OUT OF MAIL FIELD
Sunday, July 25
GORAL AIRWAYS
C. F CORNISH, Pilot
IstLt. A. S. R

In 1926, Cornish made an experimental flight, circling over Fort Wayne while
listening to messages broadcast by radio station WOWO. This was the first of
several trial flights to test different radio equipment and determine whether trans-
mitting equipment could be carried in a plane that would enable messages to
be relayed from the pilot in the air directly to WOWO’s “listeners-in.”” Cornish
could hear the messages distinctly.”” Captain W. S. Murphy of McCook Field in
Dayton, Ohio, had conducted highly successful two-way experiments similar to
the one planned by WOWO.*®

Both radio and the aircraft industry were developing at a breakneck pace
between 1925 and 1929. On May 21, 1927, Chatrles Lindbergh landed safely in
Paris after a solo flight across the Atlantic Ocean from Long Island, New York.
He became an immediate sensation and a world hero. The public was enthralled
with airplanes, and in Indiana, as elsewhere, air events were hugely popular and
attracted large crowds. On July 25, 1927, a headline in Peru’s Journal-Chronicle
proclaimed: “Thousands Thrilled by Air Races, Stunt Flying Here Sunday.”
Cornish was one of six pilots who participated in this two-day event, the article
reported, which drew an estimated audience of twenty thousand from Lafayette,
Indianapolis, Muncie, Fort Wayne, and other cities within the vicinity and from
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surrounding states. Cornish won the preliminary race with the Goral Curtiss
Oriole and competed in the semifinals with two others. Jerry Marshall, the vice
president of the Texas University School of Aeronautics, who was in charge of
the air meet, described this “thrilling race” as the very best he had ever witnessed.
Said the Journal-Chronicle, “The flyers were at almost all times flying very low in
order to gain speed and at times seemed to be dangerously close together, ex-
cept that Cornish, with his fast Oriole, was able to maintain almost a full lap lead
at all times. So low did Marshall and Chatlie Quinn fly when on the back third
of the course that they were within three feet of the ground. Cornish prevailed
with a record of 145 miles an hout.”” The three pilots divided the $250 purse.”

Marshall concluded Saturday’s show with a nighttime pyrotechnical flight.
Unbeknownst to the spectators, but as revealed two days later by the Peru news-
papet, he suffered a near calamity.

Beautiful as it was though, if the populace had known that the flyer, now
at a dizzy height[,] was really dizzy and sick and worn from a strenuous
day, and that his radiator was leaking, causing the temperature of his mo-
tor to mount to 205 degrees, thus threatening the total destruction of
the ship in mid air, and that Jerry, mindful of conditions and with skillful
control of the machine, caused it to dip from time to time in order to
splash what little water he had left through the hot, and heating motor,
only to temporarily reduce the temperature a measly five degrees, then
they might have gotten a real for sure thrill out of the otherwise peace-
ful looking demonstration. Jerry told a Journal-Chronicle reporter, that if
he had been in any other town but Peru, he would have abandoned the
flight, but that he braved the situation in order that he might not disap-
point the home folks.”

The experience illustrated the hazards that flyers risked then.

A month later, Cornish was part of a Fort Wayne—sponsored event, chair-
ing the Field Committee for the first American Legion air circus. The News-
Sentinel ran two editorial cartoons leading up to the August 27-28, 1927, event.
The first, published on August 19, showed a bi-wing open-cockpit plane on
the ground with The Paul Baer Municipal Aviation Field written on the side. Giant
cobwebs adhered to its tail and a wing, suggesting a moribund air facility; plac-
ards surrounding the plane stated: “Wanted: Increased interest in local aviation”;
“Let’s show the world we can make it fly and fly high”; “Indifference and lack
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of support”; “Air Mail Route—National Prestige as an aviation center—Put-
ting Fort Wayne on the air map.” The cartoon strongly implied that there was a
lack of support from the public for aviation and that promises had been made
but not delivered upon. The same image was superimposed in the corner of
an editorial cartoon that appeared six days later, but this time with the addition
of a flyer enthusiastically waving his arms, promoting the air circus and urging,
“Come on, folks! Let’s go!”" If the cartoonist believed that the public had be-
come jaded, he could not have been more wrong, Tens of thousands of spec-
tators attended the affair, which was described in the Sunday morning edition
of the News-Sentine/ on August 28, 1927:

If the late P. T. Barnum, dean of all circus-makers and author of the fa-
mous saying that the American people like to be humbugged, were living
today, he would be the first to say that the American Legion air circus,
which opened yesterday afternoon, was no humbug.

There is nothing humbug about modern aviation. Itis a science. And
that science was well-displayed at the air meet which began yesterday
afternoon and will close this afternoon before what is expected to be a
record-breaking crowd at the field.

Here is a circus whose big top tent is the blue sky and whose grand-
stand is as big as all outdoors. In the sweep and thrill of it all, one does
not care that Bosco, the snake-cater; Roma, that strange gitl, and the el-

ephant act are missing,

The mesmerized crowd left reluctantly at the end of the day following an af-
ternoon when “the sky was never free of planes which soared into the blue until
they looked like so many swallows or grasshoppers” and “replete with races which
would have made Ben-Hur’s chatiot seem like a crawling snail.”** (Cornish took
third place flying the Curtiss Oriole in a forty-eight-mile race.) The day’s attendees
took with them memories of dead-stick landings, formation flights and maneu-
vers, efficiency races, and model airplane demonstrations sponsored by the Na-
tional Aeronautic Association. A News-Sentinel editorial on the 30th had nothing
but praise for the air circus. Given the response by the public, the paper concluded
that the city could no longer afford to neglect improvements to the municipal
field, as “it manifestly represents a civic asset of tremendous value. . . . Hangars
and better drainage facilities should be provided at the earliest possible date, and
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the roads leading to the airport should be paved without undue delay.
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Cornish, flying high in the mid-
1920s, also had a steady girlfriend,
Lois Lucile Watterson. The two had
first caught one another’s eye in 1920
as they passed going opposite direc-
tions on the sidewalk at the end of the
workday. Lois worked as a stenogra-
pher for attorneys Levi Todd and Lee
Hartzell and was walking to catch the
streetcar that she rode home. During
the following spring and summer, they
saw each other almost daily. They had
dates to ride the Whip, the Merry-Go-
Round, and “everything” else at Trier
Park. At Blue Lake near Churubusco,
the girls went to the dance hall while
the boys swam. As their years as a cou-
ple continued, they watched movies at
the Jeff and the Strand, stopped for
fresh cherry pie and ice cream at the
Sunset, joined the senior Cornishes at

Lake Wawasee over a Labor Day week-
end, danced in Rome City to Fuller’s
Orchestra out of Chicago, attended a
Ku Klux Klan parade, and watched a
“Human Fly” climb the Keenan Build-
ing on the Fourth of July in 1923.%

Rome City and Sylvan Lake and their amenities often drew the couple there

Beginning in the early 1920s, Clarence and

Lois Watterson became a twosome. They
later married. (Authot’s collection)

during their courtship. One Sunday in late May, Cornish loaded the canoe on
his car and picked up Lois at 6:00 a.m. At the lake they paddled to a small park
at the east end and sat in the shade, listening to music on a Victrola. The after-
noon ended with a stroll on the grounds of the Gene Stratton-Porter house,
and that evening, after a dance, they drifted around in the canoe for a couple
of hours before returning to the cottage where they were staying with friends.

On December 4, 1923, Lois wrote dispassionately in her diary that
Clarence “brought a diamond for me.” The “diamond” was presumably an
engagement ring, as he broached the subject of marriage in a letter written in
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February 1924, asking Lois whether she thought she would be well enough for
them to marry in May or June. How she answered his question is unknown.
However, their courtship extended over an unusually long period because of
Lois’s multiple health problems. In her diary she detailed bouts with “Glandu-
lar Fever” and “Le Grippe,” a knee problem that required electric treatment,
and infected tonsils that had to be removed. In 1924, Lois’s doctor said that she
needed to spend two weeks in bed. Two weeks stretched to three months, dur-
ing which time family and friends visited frequently and brought her bouquets
of fresh flowers. “Nervous spells” continued into Octobert, when, seven months
after she had been sent to bed, her life regained a semblance of normalcy and
she rode in Cornish’s new Dodge coupe.

A few days later, she and her mother, Florence Watterson, went to Florida,
where they stayed in the Mount Dora and Umatilla area until mid-May 1925.
That was only one of several trips away for Lois; she traveled to both coasts,
and often to Florida. The letters that Cornish sent to his “Sweetheart” during
her long absences reveal emotions that he kept veiled later. He expressed his
anticipation and growing ardor as their reunions neared. “You’d better put on
your steel rib reinforcements as I feel that you might need them when I see you
Sunday,” he wrote. And “I’ve got so many kisses stored up I don’t know what to
do.” Cornish was known as a highly competent man, in control of his world and
upbeat, but in the spring of 1925, with Lois away, he expressed concern about
his mental state: “My brain doesn’t seem to function any more. I guess you will
have to come back and take charge of me and things here at the store. . . . Per-
haps if you were here, things wouldn’t look so black.”

He was also wortied about his business. Occasionally there were weeks when
radio sales were good, but more often than not, his letters referred to business
as “rotten,” with sales that barely covered expenses. It helped somewhat when
he realized that he was not the only one hard hit. “Business in general is pretty
poor just now around town,” he wrote in April 1925. “The Pennsy shops have
cut to a four-day, thirty-six hour week.” And despite the apparent downturn gen-
erally, the radio business was growing, which meant that there was more compe-
tition. Then Wolf & Dessauer, Fort Wayne’s highly respected department store,
had a sale, marking down the price on radio sets. He bemoaned the prospect of
ruined business for two or three weeks.”

Cornish wrote most of his letters to Lois late at night, before heading home
from the store. January 28, 1925, was a good night for music: “About zero
degrees, if not below, and a fairly clear sky.”” He had turned on a new Grebe



Lois and Clarence happily celebrate their wed-
ding day, May 12, 1926. (Author’s collection)
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set and was listening to an orchestra
play “some awfully mean jazz.” That
night, in a letter that was the most
effusive and buoyant of the doz-
ens he sent Lois between 1921 and
1925, he shared some news about
the potential growth of aviation in
Fort Wayne. He had attended a City
Council meeting at which they had
voted to purchase a flying field north
of the city (later Paul Baer Munic-
ipal Airport), the one he favored,
at a cost of $26,000. “Fort Wayne
is finally on the aviation map. . . .
We’ll no doubt start action on the
staging of some sort of an air cir-
cus this spring or summer. So we
should have plenty of flying going
on here for you to see when you get
back to the old burg again.” Having
expressed that, in August 1925 he
impressed his fiancée when he flew

over her house in Goral’s new Curtiss Oriole. “It is a beauty,” she wrote in her

diary. Three weeks later, on August 24, she took her first ride in an airplane.

Cornish and Lois remained true to one another despite their multiple sepa-

rations and the stress he experienced in maintaining a radio business through

difficult financial times and while holding a second job as a pilot for Goral

Airways. In the spring of 1926, shortly after Lois returned again from Florida

to Fort Wayne, they publicly announced their engagement. On May 12, 1926,

they were married after a six-year courtship. Later in the evening, she summed

up that first day of her marriage—a marriage that would last sixty-nine years:

Wed. May 12. This is our wedding day. It is a perfect day with the sun
shining beautifully. We were married at 10 A.M. with Rev. W. W. Wiant.
The breakfast was served at 11 A.M. to Garnet, Charley, Ruth, Art, Esther,
Aunt Dollie, Grandma, Mr. & Mrs. Cornish, Mother, Mr. & Mrs. Wiant.
We had fruit cocktail, chicken in timbales, bridal salad and hot rolls, ice
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cream in orchid & green and angel food cake, mints in orchid & green,
with tall candles in orchid with green tulle. I wore a light green dress with
tan georgette trim, silver footwear and my bouquet was of pink roses. We
left with Ruth & Art [her sister and brother-in-law] about noon. Arrived
So. Bend 5 PM. Had a chow mein dinner at Ruth’s. We have a room at
the Hotel Statler.

The young couple had to watch every penny, as Cornish recalled in speaking
of their wedding trip fifty years later.® “T had collected accounts receivable and
bought a new set of tires. [After the wedding] Lois and I and the Reo touring
car, with side curtains and everything, took off and wound up in South Bend
the first night. From there we went on to Lansing, Michigan, visited Lois’s Aunt
and Uncle. We got back to Ft. Wayne with, I think, $1.27 in my pocket.”

More than a year before their marriage, the couple had contemplated their
future living arrangements. Clarence suggested that he might trade his car for an
empty lot and have someone build a house for them. But he sounded a note of
caution: there would be additional expenses involved, including “taxes, coal and
furnishing an entire house.” The elder Cornishes considered the idea impractical,
he wrote in a letter to Lois, adding that his mother did not think that Lois was
“well enough to undertake the responsibilities of a home.” With an income of
around $3,600 from the radio business, they were advised by Frank to rent for a
year or two to save some money. Instead, Clarence left his parents” home on his
wedding day, and he and Lois went to live at her mother’s on Harrison Street.

Cornish was still running the Wayne Radio Shop at the time, supervising
sales and the installation of radio outfits. He closed the business the follow-
ing year, for reasons that are not known. He then became director, along with
Herbert C. Wall and Richard W. Wustenfeld, and second vice-president of the
Independent Supply Company, a wholesale firm that sold electrical, radio, and
telephone goods with capital stock valued at $12,000.68. However, his voca-
tional focus was shifting from radio to aviation as his reputation as a compe-
tent and responsible pilot continued to grow. In 1928, Ben Geyer and Arthur F.
Hall, the owners of the Auto Electric Radio Equipment Company, named him
manager of their newly created Aircraft Department. It was a career move that
would mark a major turning point in his life. He would now be able to give full
attention to aviation and its rapidly multiplying uses.
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IN 1928 THERE WERE a number of notable achievements in aviation: Amelia
Earhart became the first woman to pilot a plane across the Atlantic; copilots Ed-
ward Schlee and William Brock, with whom Cotrnish had first flown in 1918, set
a duration record in the air of fifty-nine hours, ten minutes, and fifteen seconds;
Chatles Lindbergh conducted a Goodwill Tour of Central and South America;
Commander Richard Byrd and his crew flew over the South Pole for the first
time; and Charles Holman set a record with 1,093 successive loop-the-loops in
Minneapolis. Behind the scenes of such headline-grabbing feats, major techni-
cal advancements that had begun during World War I were occurring at a rapid
pace. At the same time, intrepid individuals tested their own nerve and skills.
“What a ripe plum aviation was [after World War I],” writes Walter Boyce in the
Swmithsonian Book of Flight, “full of records to be broken, first flights to be made,
races to be won. It was a time when any individual could catapult himself (and,
less frequently, herself) from the ranks of obscurity to the headlines—winning
fame and fortune in a single flight. The war had created a need for heroes: avia-
tion could provide.”

Cornish had already earned his own set of accolades, his own shate of the
“ripe plum,” during the exuberant “Golden Twenties,” and he would continue
to do so. When Fort Wayne’s Auto Electric and Radio Equipment Company de-
cided to establish an aviation division, a fixed-base operator to be called Aereco,
Cornish was recruited by the company’s president, Matt Jones, to help organize
it and serve as the manager and chief pilot.” An ad that ran in the News-Sentinel
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on March 8, 1928, stated that the company “will soon be an accredited sales
agent for a well-known airplane manufacturer” and “will sponsor a flying school
under the able direction of Lieutenant Clarence Cornish, Reserve Officer in
the Pursuit and Gunnery Division of the United States Army Air Service. It
will eventually establish flying service with Fort Wayne as its headquarters.””
Aereco’s newly formed division planned to handle freight and “to purchase a
cabin plane for excursion services. . . . A school would offer courses in ground
work, navigation, and meteorology for the purpose of actively training those
who desire to qualify as pilots. . . . The classes will start in May.” The article con-
cluded, “Commercial flying is growing more popular every day throughout the
country. Fort Wayne is now embracing this line of business, being headed by a
company of responsible citizens.”™

“Aviation is here,” Aereco’s promotional materials proclaimed. “It is the
infant giant of the industries. Known two decades ago only as a dangerous
toy, the present generation will see it full grown and accredited as the supreme
transportive means of the age. . . . Courageous young men who want to break
into this fascinating and alluring occupation of Aviation, or men who want to
learn piloting from a sporting standpoint, can enroll now for a Pilot’s Course.”

A decade had passed since Cornish lamented that he might not ever fly
again after the Great War. He had continued in the retail radio business and
flown part-time for Goral Airways while providing for himself and his bride
after their marriage in 1926. Now, having been chosen to develop and run the
newly formed Aereco, he could finally devote his full attention and expertise to
aviation. He would have a steady income in a full-time position doing what he
had grown to love most and did best, flying. Initially he would pilot a Waco-10
with an OX-5 engine.

Aereco was an instant success. The company’s first promotional event was
a Boost Fort Wayne Aviation Day at Sweebrock Airport on July 1, 1928. It is
fun to imagine what it was like to be there, hearing the metallic clatter of the
engines, the singing of the structural wire and cables, and the whir of the pro-
pellers as ten planes flew over the city and zoomed past spectators at the field.
Popular daredevil Gene Rock did a rope ladder act and a delayed parachute drop
from a height of three thousand feet. And “when Miss Dorothy Curran, Fort
Wayne air dare-devil, dangled from a plane at the height of more than 1,000
feet at the end of a parachute which failed to release, more than 5,000 specta-
tors . . . were given a thrill and a demonstration of skill in piloting.”” She had
leapt from the plane, which was piloted by Cornish, but the parachute, which
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Cornish managed and served from 1928 to 1934 as chief pilot for Aereco, a fixed-base operator

in Fort Wayne. (Author’s collection)

was fastened to the side of the plane, had failed to release, and as the frightened
spectators watched, “the girl hung at the end of the ropes, swinging back and
forth in grave danger of being hopelessly entangled and crushed or dropped
to death. Only the clever maneuvering by the pilot averted the tragedy when
Cornish sent his plane into a spiral, and maneuvered to keep her free from the
plane until the parachute released. For fully a minute the crowd stood breath-
less and white faced watching the short but intense struggle against death. Then
suddenly the parachute became unhooked, the tangled ropes straightened and
the huge umbrella filled with air, dropping the gitl safely to the field.” Afterward
Miss Curran admitted that she had been frightened, but she was confident that
“everything would work out all right.”

Shortly after its founding, Aereco received approval from the Aeronau-
tics Branch of the Department of Commerce to conduct a flying school, the
twenty-ninth in the country to receive the department’s full approval, and the
firstin Indiana. It offered both ground school and flight training for those want-
ing to earn a private pilot’s rating. It was a modest business at first, located at
privately owned Guy Means Airport on Lima Road north of Fort Wayne. Its
logo was a soaring bald eagle. The field was sod and the office bare. An uniden-
tified newspaper clipping notes, “Lieut. Cornish has just completed the lining
of the office of the Aereco Flying school. The wall and ceiling were lined with
wall board and then painted in a light cream. A stove has also been installed to
warm the red nose after coming down from the sky.” The simple surroundings
apparently did not deter would-be pilots. It was a busy time, and Aereco was
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Three planes owned by Aereco are hangared at Guy Means Airport. (Author’s collection)

able to add a Curtiss Robin with OX-5 engine in March 1929. In November
of that year, another aircraft joined the fleet after Cornish made test flights in
different models—a Cessna with a Wright J-6—7 engine, a Curtiss Thrush with
a J-6 engine, and a Curtiss Robin with a Challenger engine. The latter, a high-
wing monoplane, was chosen.® In 1930, Aereco’s opetrations moved from Guy
Means to the Paul Baer Municipal Airport. It had been upgraded to an approved
flying school and was rated in everything except air transport. That spring a
Fleet two-seat open-cockpit plane with a Kinner K-5 engine was added, and it
would become the workhorse for training new pilots. Three months later, in
July 1930, Aereco bought a Travel Air cabin monoplane with an OX-5 motor,
which Cornish flew from the factory in Wichita, Kansas, to Fort Wayne by way
of St. Louis and Indianapolis. That plane was equipped with “a wheel control
and every comfort of the modern automobile.”

In February 1931, J. S. Martiott, chief of inspection services from the Aero-
nautics Branch of the Department of Commerce in Washington, D.C., notified
Aereco that it had been designated an approved school for limited commercial
pilots, one of only twenty nationwide. This meant that students were not re-
quired to log as many hours to receive the various licenses as they would be at
an unapproved school. As Cornish had passed a “rigid test before inspectors”
of the Aeronautics Branch, he was qualified to instruct students at Aereco un-
der the new rating. To qualify as a school for flight instruction, all planes used
for that purpose had to be licensed by the Department of Commerce, there
could be no more than fifteen students per airplane, and the facility had to be
equipped with a classroom for each one hundred students enrolled, with each
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classroom seating a minimum of twenty students. All flying instructors were
required to be rated by the Department of Commerce.

In the Fleet training plane, trainees learned the vital skill of blind flying while
under a hood.® Blind flying taught pilots to trust their instruments rather than
their senses in low-visibility situations such as fog. With the hood completely
covering the forward cockpit, the pilot could see the instruments on his dash-
board, illuminated by two small lights, but not his surroundings, including the
sky, the earth, and the horizon. On the dashboard were air-speed, bank-and-turn,
and rate-of-climb indicators, a tachometer, a compass, an altimeter, a clock, oil
temperature and pressure gauges, an altitude adjustment instrument, a starter
button, and an engine primer. The student and the check pilot in the second
cockpit communicated through a system of speaking tubes.’ The student could
be told the position of the plane and how to right it as needed. The safety pilot
was in charge of takeoffs and landings; the student would take the controls at
five hundred feet. At that point he was to make the plane climb gently until it
reached one or two thousand feet, then maneuver the craft in gentle and steep
turns, stalls, and spins. Should the trainee have the plane in a dangerous situa-
tion, the safety pilot would take control."

During the more than six years that Cornish spent with Aereco, he wore many
hats—events organizer, passenger pilot, instructor, promoter, speaket, teacher,
salesman, daredevil, record setter. He organized, directed, and frequently par-
ticipated in airfield and airport dedications and air circuses, as well as air parades
over towns and cities, delayed parachute jumps, triangular course races, spot and

A blind-flying hood was
used in flight training to
teach pilots how to rely
on their cockpit instru-
ments for guidance. (Au-

thort’s collection)
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dead-stick landings, and stunts.
He often competed in the events,
and the newspapers detailed his
achievements and winnings. He
once earned $75 for placing sec-
ond in a twenty-eight-mile race
and $25 for placing fourth in a
twenty-eight-mile free-for-all
race in Defiance, Ohio."" And
as if he were not already busy
enough, he even organized an
Airport Softball League for stu-
dents and friends. On Monday
and Friday evenings, the Aereco
Aces and Aereco Dubs played
at Baer Municipal Airport; on
Wednesdays the games were at
Guy Means.

Aereco offered rides in both cabin and open planes,
with Sunday Specials costing $1.00, $2.00, and
$3.00. (Author’s collection)

Though taking passengers aloft was not lucrative, it was important in pro-

moting the company. In good weather, “Sunday Specials” were offered for $1,

$2, and $3 in both cabin and open planes, with two passengers able to fit into

the front cockpit. Occasionally passengers were offered a flight for a penny a

pound. The charge for longer rides could be as much as $5. Cornish may have

been the one who composed the following for a promotional flyer:

Listen! For $3.00 you can take a trip over the city—see its streets and

parks spread out like a vari-colored map—its streets like the pattern of

a checkerboard—its parks like patches of green velvet—its rivers like

strips of gleaming bronze—its highways stretching away to blue-and-

white horizons like silver ribbons stitched through fields that appear to be

alternating squares of black and green plush—adjacent woodland copses

given the appearance of little clumps of kale."

One distinguished passenger was Santa Claus himself, who was photographed

descending from Aereco’s Waco airplane on Christmas Eve day:

With no intent of making it hard on parents who may have been tell-

ing their children how Santa Claus will arrive tonight with reindeers and
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descend through the family chimney, the staff photographer presents an
exclusive picture of old Kris Kringle arriving here today at Guy Means
airport in an airplane. Mr. Claus, of the Northland Clauses, stated to
newspaper men upon his arrival that because of lack of snow and ice
this Christmas, he decided to use the most modern of vehicles, the sky

chariot."

Aereco also provided charter flights. When an Anderson surgeon who was
visiting Fort Wayne, Dr. Kenneth Ayers, received a phone call about a patient
who had suffered a relapse, he chartered an airplane piloted by Cornish. In
forty-five minutes, only an hour after receiving the news, the physician was back
in Anderson at his patient’s bedside. According to News-Sentine/ columnist Bob
Schott, Cornish was also the pilot on the longest chartered flight to date from
any of Fort Wayne’s airports when he took Richard A. O. Conner, the presi-
dent of Magnavox, and Martin J. Wolf, a marketing advisor, on a business trip
to Tampa, Florida. The three departed on October 9, the day on which they
made the longest nonstop leg, seven hours and fifty minutes between Cincin-
nati and Jacksonville." The Patterson-Fletcher Company, a prominent men’s and
boys’ clothing store at Harrison and Wayne Streets, chartered a Curtiss-Wright
Junior training plane from Aereco for the Patterson-Fletcher Flying Club, which
at one time had 150 members, 60 of whom were flying members. Those who
wished to take instruction from Cornish and Gene Campbell in the new plane
had to be at least sixteen years old and have written permission from their par-
ents. The aircraft, a pusher-type monoplane with its propeller mounted on the
trailing edge of the single wing, was considered to be both easy and economi-
cal to operate. Cornish flew it from St. Louis to Fort Wayne, where it was disas-
sembled and reassembled on the second floor of the Patterson-Fletcher build-
ing to be viewed by the public.”

Early flyers and students often met on Sunday mornings for airfests. Gath-
ered for a photo of the group in 1931 were Cornish, Howard Mackin, Harold
Johnson, Andy Canatsey, Walker Winslow, Matt Jones, Bernard M. Lloyd, James
Fergerson, Howard Rohr, Bernard J. “Bud” Ringle, Ralph Walters, Eugene Wi
Campbell, Harry A. Offutt, Orville D. Louthan, Robert T. Schott, John Hen-
ninger, Ed Johnson, and Earl Johnson. Aereco also hosted dinners and brought
in speakers to help promote camaraderie among the men. The meal served on
December 29, 1932, in Hangar No. 2 at Paul Baer Municipal Airport featured
rabbit as the main course. In 1934, Colonel Weir Cook of Indianapolis joined
the sixty students attending the dinner party and spoke about “The Progtess
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The camaradetie enjoyed by early flyers is evident in this 1931 photo of a typical Sunday morn-

ing gathering. (Authot’s collection)

of Aviation.” Films about parachuting, obtained from the U.S. Army Air Corps
at Wright Field, were shown.

However, no matter how well trained those in Fort Wayne’s flying fraternity
were, accidents happened. So when a TWA pilot en route on a westbound flight
from New York City to Chicago landed at Baer and reported that he had seen
a plane spin to the ground in flames forty-five miles away at Delphos, Ohio,
Cornish reacted quickly. He knew that two hometown pilots were scheduled to
be flying passengers at the county fair there, and he feared the worst. After a
hasty phone call to officials in Delphos, he took off in the News-Sentine/s aircraft
Yantkee Clipper to aid his fellow flyers. Cornish must have been overjoyed when
he saw Lloyd Pierce’s plane flying overhead as he arrived. What had occurred
was not an accident but a smoke balloon exhibition. The balloon pilot had de-
liberately untethered himself from the muslin envelope and parachuted safely
to the ground. All the TWA pilot had seen was the unmanned balloon spew-
ing oily black smoke as it slowly descended to earth; from his vantage point, he
imagined an air disaster.'

Aereco sponsored annual meets “to give the sportsman pilot a chance to
try his skill in competition and to encourage sport flying.”” The first and sec-
ond such events were held at Guy Means Airfield, with contests for Class A
pilots, who had more than twenty-five hours of solo flying, and Class B pilots,
who had less. At the third annual meet, held at Paul Baer Municipal Airport in
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1932, “Rosco the dummy parachute jumper of Aereco, was pushed out of a
plane at an altitude of 1,000 feet, but his parachute did not open, as the rope
tied to his releases ring broke as he was forced out of the plane. Rosco came
tumbling down to earth only to split his flying suit and to show the rags with
which he was stuffed.”"” It was noted that fourteen flyers, not including Rosco,
took part that year.

Cornish promoted aviation whenever and wherever he could. He lectured
at Tri-State College in Angola as part of its acronautical engineering course; ad-
dressed the Engineers’ Club at the University of Notre Dame about modern
aids to aerial navigation; taught meteorology and aerial navigation through the
Army School at Central High School; spoke to the Young Men’s Republican
Club about national air defense; and addressed the Exchange Club, highlight-
ing the examination by the Department of Commerce Aeronautics Branch of
motors, propellers, and other plane parts that would contribute to the safety
of flying, opening and developing airways, and instituting cooperation with the
US. Weather Bureau.” On April 11, 1929, he was featured in an article in the
Waterloo (Ind.) Press. He had told the Waterloo Lions Club that the government
had formed the Aeronautics Branch in 1926 in order to safeguard the public, and
that licensing requirements finally existed. Planes must be airworthy, he said, and
must withstand careful tests. He cautioned club members to ride only with li-
censed pilots in licensed planes.” (Cornish held Transport Pilot license no. 2128.)

Through his speeches and other promotional activities, Cornish became the
acknowledged voice of flight in northeastern Indiana and beyond; according
to one account, “Lieutenant Cornish, the youngest army aviator to serve dur-
ing the World war,” was “one of the best informed aeronautical authorities in
the central west.”? Widely regarded as a prominent member of Indiana’s frater-
nity of early pilots, he got to meet and sometimes collaborate with some of the
world’s great aviators—]Jimmy Doolittle, Roscoe Turner, Jimmy Haizlip, Eddie
Rickenbacker, Weir Cook, Herbert O. Fisher, Michael C. (Mike) Murphy, and
even Amelia Earhart. He also welcomed a number of prominent aviators to Fort
Wayne. Ed “Red” Jackson, for instance, spent several hours as Cornish’s guest at
the airport, having flown from New York in a Curtiss Robin. Red may have been
best known as the holder of the wotld’s barrel roll record, with 483 consecutive
rolls, but professionally he was the chief pilot for the Curtiss-Robertson Air-
plane Manufacturing Company.

On July 13, 1928, Sir Hubert Wilkins and Carl Ben Eielson landed at the mu-
nicipal airport. They had been invited to Fort Wayne by the local chapter of the
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THE NEWSSENTINEL, FORT WAYNE, INDIANAL

Famous Aviatrix Visits Fort Wayne

2

Amelia Earhart, shown here in
March 1935, was one of many
aviation celebrities whom Cornish
met over the course of his career.
He stands here to her right; to her
left are E. Ross McCulloch, pres-
ident of the Board of Aviation
Commissioners, and Mayor Harry
W, Baals. (“Famous Aviatrix Visits
Fort Wayne,” News-Sentinel, March
21, 1935. Used with permission
from the [Fort Wayne, Ind.] News-
Sentinel.)

National Aeronautic Association to speak and show a film about Wilkins’s flight
from Point Barrow, Alaska, across the Arctic Ocean to Spitsbergen, Norway.
The News-Sentinel published a detailed account of the pair’s perilous undertaking,
which, according to Wilkins, had required “patience and courage.” It was these
“necessary factors,” he said, that had made their accomplishments possible.”'

When famed aviator Wiley Post visited Fort Wayne, Cornish was one of the
members of the reception committee who worked with the Chamber of Com-
merce to organize a parade and a special evening event in his honor. Post, with
navigator Harold Gatty, had encircled the globe in eight days and fifteen hours,
beginning June 23 and ending July 1, 1931. He landed at Paul Baer Field in the
Winnie Mae, the ship in which he had made that famous flight.*

On August 23, 1931, Cornish, piloting a Ryan B-5, escorted Captain Lewis
A. Yancey on his flight in a Pitcairn Autogiro from Lake Wawasee, in Kosciusko
County, to Fort Wayne. They landed at Paul Baer Field shortly after noon.
Cornish must have considered it a privilege to be chosen, as Yancey was the first
transatlantic flyer ever to visit Fort Wayne.” Taking off from Old Orchard Beach,
Maine, in July 1929, he and copilot Roger A. Williams had crossed the Atlantic
in Pathfinder, a Bellanca monoplane with a Wright Whirlwind engine, arriving two
days later in Rome, where the “winged messengers of Italo-American friend-
ship” received a tumultuous welcome from a crowd of more than 100,000.*
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The Pitcairn Autogiro that Yancey flew to Fort Wayne was named Miss

Champion, and the strange-looking rotating-wing aircraft was a striking contrast
to Pathfinder. Cosponsored by R. M. Kaough & Company and the Auto Electric
and Equipment Company, Mzss Champion served as a flying billboard for its owner,

the Champion Spark Plug Company. Yancey treated passengers to rides in the

Autogiro pilot Lewis Yancey and parachute
jumper Gene Rock compare their respective rates
of fall in 1931. (Authot’s collection)

rotorcraft all afternoon, taking off
from both the Paul Baer Munici-
pal and Guy Means airfields. The
News-Sentinel published a list of
Yancey’s passengers; among them
were Clarence and Lois Cornish.
Before calling it a day, Yancey did an
exhibition descent match with para-
chute jumper Gene Rock. “Rock
leaped from a plane piloted by O. B.
McVey at a height of 2,000 feet and
at the same time Captain Yancey cut
the motor of the ‘windmill’ type
plane. Rock landed first but officials
declared the descent speed of the
two was about the same.”” After
spending the night in Fort Wayne,
the famous pilot continued on his
way to Toledo and then the 1931
National Air Races in Cleveland.

Yancey, in the cen-
ter wearing white
knickers, gathers
with local officials
next to Miss Chan-
pion; Cornish, who
escorted Yancey on
his flight into Fort
Wayne, is fourth
from the left. (Au-
thot’s collection)
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The autogiro was invented by Juan de la Cierva, a Spanish aeronautical engi-
neer. A precursor of the helicopter, the plane “sported stubby fixed wings and
a front-mounted engine, but it had a large, unpowered rotor, which turned in the
craft’s slipstream and yielded additional lift.” It “could fly with a short takeoff run
and land nearly vertically, its rotor whirling like a pinwheel as it descended.” Aviation
pioneer Harold E Pitcairn partnered with Cierva to build autogiros in the United
States; “the first aircraft manufactured by the Pitcairn-Cierva Autogiro Company
of America flew in October 1929.°%° Amelia Earhart praised its safety and ease of
control after flying one and established an autogiro altitude record of 18,415 feet
in a Whitlwind-powered Pitcairn at Willow Grove, Pennsylvania.”” Cornish would

E'I be a proponent of a later development, the helicopter. I'E

During a speech given in 1930 or 1931, Cornish highly praised American busi-
nesswomen for being more air-minded than their male counterparts, saying that
they displayed little reluctance or hesitation about air travel. Women were enthu-
siastic users of the modern means of transportation, he said, and appreciated the
airplane’s speed and reliability for business-related trips.* Increasing numbers of
women were also becoming pilots. According to the Museum of Women Pilots:

By 1929 there were over 100 American women and numerous women in
other counttries licensed to fly. A Women’s Air Derby was launched that
year in conjunction with the Cleveland Air Races[,] which the women
were not allowed to enter. The rules were straightforward. Whoever got
to Cleveland in the least time won! The starting point was Santa Monica
across the continent to Cleveland. At takeoff Will Rogers remarked that
the start looked like a “powder puff derby” Louise Thaden claimed first
in the faster aircraft class with her Travel Air J-5, and Phoebe Omlie was
first in the second division.

Despite the competitive nature of these talented women, or probably
because of it[,] they felt their camaraderie called for a more formalized
bond. After all had arrived in Cleveland, Amelia Earhart, Gladys O’Donnell,
Ruth Nichols, Blanche Noyes, Phoebe Omlie and Louise Thaden gathered
under the grandstand and, at the suggestion of Phoebe Omlie, considered
forming some kind of organization just for women pilots. An organiza-
tional letter went out to all the licensed female pilots in the United States.
Of the 117 licensed women pilots in the country, 86 responded to the call.
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On Now. 2, 1929, 26 women gathered at Curtiss Airport, Valley
Stream, NY. The women conducted their business in a hangar as the work
of the mechanics proceeded around them. Tea was served from a tool
box wagon on wheels. Club eligibility and purpose were quickly decided
upon. Membership would be open to any woman with a pilot’s license,
and the purpose was “good fellowship, jobs and a central office and files
on women in aviation.”

Choosing a name was a little harder. Amelia Earhart and Jean Davis
Hoyt proposed the name be taken from the sum total of charter mem-
bers. Thus the group was momentarily the 86s, then the 97s and finally
the Ninety-Nines. The name/numbet stopped at 99, but the membetship

thereafter grew worldwide.”

Cornish gave generously of his time to promote aviation. Following a talk
on World War I aces that he gave to a group of reserve officers, a memo dated
March 7, 1933, was sent by a second lieutenant in the Cavalry Reserve to the
commanding general of the Indiana Military Area in Indianapolis:

a. Capt. Cornish digressed sufficiently to give everyone present an idea
of the function and use made of the various types of aviation by
the American forces during the World War, so that a better idea was
gleaned concerning aviation’s war use.

b. Today Capt. Cornish spoke before the Athletic Association of the
International Harvester Motor Truck Plant in Ft. Wayne regarding
aviation of today, commercially, for pleasure, and military.

c.  Credit should be given Capt. Cornish for doing more for aviation dut-
ing the past year in Ft. Wayne by means of dozens of talks before all
manner of business men’s, young men’s, athletic, and other forms of
gatherings than all other men together in this Ft. Wayne sector over

a period of several years.”

When Cornish was not transporting passengers, welcoming notables, or giv-
ing speeches, he enjoyed doing stunts. “In a way we did some barnstorming,”
he told a reporter in 1973, “but not like the itinerant barnstormer who flew
from field to field all over the country. I was a fixed-base operator. We put on
air shows for the Legion and other groups and did parachute jumps and aero-
batics to attract people to the field for passenger hops.””!
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Aviation pioneer Jimmy Doolittle attended several events in Fort Wayne
over the years. Left to right: Paul C. Guild, Cornish, Major Doolittle, Lieu-
tenant Haizlip, Captain Robert Bartel, and Ford Collins, with Aereco’s

mascot, Pittsburgh, in the foreground. (Unidentified newspaper photo)

Cornish had a major role in the first of a series of air shows during the
summer of 1934, presented at Paul Baer Municipal Airport under the auspices
of the Board of Aviation Commissioners. Major Jimmy Doolittle, the honored
speaker, first led an air parade over the city before beginning the program back
at Baer with recollections of his active flying days in South America. He also
outlined plans for the upcoming MacRobertson Air Race, to be held in Octo-
ber 1934. Also called the L.ondon-Melbourne Air Race, it was an event in which
many of the world’s premier pilots would be competing, The newspaper noted
that Doolittle’s voice was “amplified over a public address system.” Then the
celebrity headed back to St. Louis in his Lockheed Otion, and it was Cornish’s
turn in the spotlight. “The feature performance of the program was the ‘dead
stick’ work of Capt. Clarence Cornish, manager of the Aereco Flying Service.
Captain Cornish flew to an altitude of about 5,000 feet, cut out his engine, dived
to gain speed, looped, dived and looped again, dived and executed a barrel roll
and then landed, with engine still dead.”*

“A good pilot is like a good bowler or a good poet—born and not made.”*
That was an apt description of Cornish. Bob McComb, a pilot trainee in Fort
Wayne in the 1930s, described him as a consummate flyer with just the right
touch in the cockpit. Mary Borton, Aereco’s secretary, took part of her salary
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in flying lessons, and McComb, a man with excellent recall, later shared her de-
scription of flying with Cornish in a Ryan B-5. What left the greatest impression
on her was his smooth handling of the craft, she told McComb.

He leveled off from the fast climb in such [a] smooth manner that I didn’t
feel the least bit of sinking sensation. His smooth adjustments with the
controls to set the plane on its course, deft use of trim tabs, adjusting his
mixture control to get [the] best engine operation at altitude, resetting his
instrument panel’s gyro compass and all else vital to making the flight

smooth and safe was, with Cornish, absolute clockwork.**

Yet despite Cornish’s impeccable skills and his focus on safety, he was not im-
mune from mishaps. He lost two airplanes, one of which was an OX-5-powered
Waco that he was demonstrating for the Burgoyne Hardware Company in
Hicksville, Ohio, on August 9, 1928. After failing to recover from a stall initi-
ated too close to the ground, he crashed into a wheat field. The Waco “really
folded up” when it pancaked in, he said, sending him face-first into the panel.
“You can rest assured that the customer, Glenn Burgoyne, also slightly injured,
did not buy.””* Cornish walked away from his crumpled aircraft, its wings bro-
ken and its propeller smashed, with only a gash across his face.

By the late 1920s and eartly 1930s, navigational instruments and improvements
in fuel efficiency had begun to make cross-country flying less of an art and more
of ascience. On March 13, 1930, Cornish took off from Guy Means Airport and

_Plane Crashes Near Hicksville

Cornish survived this crash near
Hicksville, Ohio, on August
9, 1928. (“Plane Crashes near
Hicksville,” Journal-Gazette, Au-
gust 10, 1928, 10. Courtesy of the
Journal Gazgette, Fort Wayne, Ind.)
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stayed aloft in a Challenger Robin for sixty minutes on five gallons of gas before
the motor began sputtering at a height of one thousand feet. For the record, he
did not count the time it took to glide to the airport, but he did have to turn on
the reserve tank to taxi to the hangar. The News-Sentinel did a story on the flight,
reporting that he had set an unofficial world efficiency record for stock planes
poweted with 170 horsepower motors.” The following month, on April 20, he
flew the News-Sentine/ publishers to New York to attend the annual convention of
the American Newspaper Publishers” Association. The total air time was seven
and a half hours, with stops in Cleveland, Buffalo, and Albany for fuel and up-
to-date weather reports. Less than two weeks later, on May 1, he flew a Travel
Air Cabin monoplane powered by a Wright Whirlwind engine from Fort Wayne
to Detroit in forty-three minutes, “chased through the air with a tail wind of an
estimated speed of 100 miles an hour.” The strong tailwind at two thousand
teet, he reported, enabled him to average 202 miles per hour. The return trip was
much slower and unusually rough. And on June 15, 1931, Cornish made what
was believed to be a record flight from Fort Wayne to St. Louis, accomplished at
minimal cost: $4.55. Flying in a Curtiss-Wright Junior training plane powered by
a 35 horsepower Szekely engine, he covered 350 miles in four hours and forty
minutes, using seventeen gallons of gasoline and one quart of oil.”

Cornish credited pilot Jimmy Doolittle with demonstrating the efficacy
of many of the technological and navigational aids that were now commer-
cially available. But there was also a lot of experimentation in those early years.
Cornish and Magnavox cobbled together a device using a windshield wiper mo-
tor that enabled instrument flying on radio ranges. He flew “under the hood”
down to McCook Field to demonstrate the device to some of the fellows he
knew there—“Mateland and Heggenburger and those birds.” As he proudly re-
counted years later, his radio contraption worked. “Those days we had a lot of
fun. We had to experiment around and we did a lot of it.”* Muncie industrial-
ist and veteran pilot Edmund Ball included a sketch in his book Rawzbling Rec-
ollections of Flying and Fhyers of a crude “homemade” artificial horizon indicator
using a Ball jar half-filled with a viscous liquid and a plumb bob hanging on a
string outside the jar. “With practice and concentration it worked,” Ball claimed.
It helped when “flying blind” in clouds and other obscuring conditions. Even
the best of pilots would become disoriented in a matter of seconds when fly-
ing “by the seat of their pants,” Ball wrote.*

Cornish’s job at Aereco required him to work seven days a week (including
holidays), and often nights as well. This demanding schedule could have placed
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a strain on his new marriage, but the young couple thrived, both personally and
professionally. There were perks for them both, including the occasional oppor-
tunity to use a company aircraft for personal pleasure, which they put to good
use on a weekend trip with friends from Warsaw, Indiana, to Detroit, Ontario,
Canada, and Buffalo. Clarence and Lois also took a midwinter vacation to Mount
Dora, Florida, in 1930 to visit his parents, Frank and Ada, who had moved down
there in 1926 to assist Irma’s husband, Martin Hockemeyer, who worked as a con-
tractor for the Lakeside Inn. The closest airport to Mount Dora was in Mount
Plymouth. On January 18, Clarence and Lois flew in at near treetop level under a
layer of low clouds and landed on the strip, which was scheduled to be dedicated
that day at the new Mount Plymouth Aviation Country Club. Because of foul
weather, the Curtiss Robin plane was the only one to land, but the celebration
went on as planned, and all four Cornishes were guests at the party that evening.*

A year and a half after the founding of Aereco, Wall Street crashed. Ini-
tially the economic downturn did not seem to put a dent in flight activity in
the Summit City. A January 17, 1931, headline in the News-Sentinel/ proclaimed:
“Great Growth in Aviation Shown Here during 1930: More than Ten Thou-
sand Passengers Carried and More than Three Thousand Miles Flown by Pi-
lots at Fort Wayne Airports during the Year”” Aereco was responsible for 57
percent of those passengers, having carried 5,896 individuals; Wayne, the other
flying service, carried 2,900; privately owned Yankee Clipper carried 1,529. The

Lois and Clarence stopped for an overnight visit in Birmingham, Alabama, en

route home from Florida. They stand arm in arm beside Aereco’s Curtiss Robin
aircraft on February 1, 1930. (Author’s collection)
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Cornish kept careful records, such as these from Aereco for 1928-1930: “Number accidents, 1;
Number Persons Injured (August-1928), 2; Number fatal[l]y injured, 0.” (Authot’s collection)

newspaper article listed seventy-one students and pilots, including Cornish, who
were active in transport, limited commercial, and private flying, The city had
flourished during the 1920s, during which time it expanded its municipal facili-
ties (new bus service, municipal airport, new roads, better sewers) and attracted
eight new industries, the largest of which was the International Harvester Cor-
poration. Out of a population of 115,000 in April 1930, only 5 percent of the
workforce was unemployed. Magnavox built a factory that year and added one
thousand new jobs.

However, Fort Wayne would not be spared from the Great Depression. As
community leaders became increasingly preoccupied with the problem of the
unemployed, they wanted no help from the federal government. Said civic leader
Arthur E Hall, “No-one wants Governmental Taxation or Governmental Su-
pervision for the care of the unfortunate.”* In keeping with the “we can handle
it ourselves” spirit, the city sponsored air shows for relief of the needy. In 1932
relief funds for food and clothing “swelled”” by $500 through the efforts of Fort
Wayne aviators and reserve Army airmen from Schoen Field in Indianapolis. The
organizers turned over the profits to the Federated Relief Agencies to reduce
suffering among the city’s less fortunate inhabitants.*® The next year’s Sunday
event, on October 22, raised significantly less, perhaps an indication of things
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to come.* By 1933 the city was in crisis mode because of the plight of banks
and mortgages. Local resources were inadequate to deal with the situation, and
Fort Wayne was forced to turn to Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal for help.
Life would only gradually improve.

Cornish kept hand-drawn graphs that documented the hours he flew during
his nearly seven years of management of Aetreco. By every one of his measures,
flying activity peaked in 1930; then the Depression began to take a toll on per-
sonal and commercial discretionary income. It certainly had an impact on Lois
and Clarence, as he recalled:

T'was with Aereco Flying Service. And believe me, what people didn’t need
were flying lessons and buying airplanes during that period. I was lucky if
I could take out enough money from the business to buy groceries. And
I finally got to the point where I had to go to the folks at the Lincoln Na-
tional Life Insurance Company who had the mortgage on our house, fully
prepared to turn the keys to the place over to them.* We just couldn’t make
our payments. I knew the people there and the man that I was talking to,
when I explained my situation, said, “Well, Cornish, we don’t want your
house. We’re going to declare a moratorium on your house payments. And
when you get on your feet again, you start making your payments again.”
Well, I can tell you that a few tears rolled down my cheeks because I was

fully prepared to render the house to them and move out.*

Lois was the one who counted the pennies in their family, and her recollection

differed:

Well, it goes back to what I think I mentioned another time. When you’re
young, these things are not as important to you as when you are older.
Although we didn’t buy anything that we didn’t need, I can remember
one time when we thought we were really splurging and had two beau-
tiful pork chops. I remarked to Clarence, “Just think, these pork chops
cost $.25 a piece!” But I wasn’t too concerned. I didn’t get any gray hair
over it. Maybe it was because I wasn’t out earning the living, But we got
through it because we didn’t have debts [other than the house]. This is
the whole thing,

And then, of course, it was very shortly after that Mother and I vis-

ited Aunt Fanny, my grandmothet’s youngest sister [in Lansing, Michigan].
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Before we were ready to come home, she and my Uncle Frank gave me a
check for $500 and also the same amount for [my sister] Ruth. I immedi-
ately brought it right home and we scratched off the months—months,
months, months of payments for our house. I think all that money went
to reduce the mortgage of our house. . . . I really shed tears when they
handed me that check and it was a most generous gift. At that time it

was wonderful.¥’

Even as Wall Street crashed, a Ryan Brougham B-5 plane with a Wright J-5
engine arrived in Fort Wayne in the fall of 1929. It had been purchased from
the Mahoney-Ryan Aircraft Corporation in St. Louis for $9,700 by community
leader Oscar Foellinger.* In 1921 Foellinger had become the owner and pub-
lisher of the city’s News-Sentinel, a paper that reflected his conservative views.
An ardent Republican and a friend of Herbert Hoover, he managed the lattet’s
Indiana presidential campaign in 1928.

Oscar, his brother Adolph, and Cornish were passengers on the aircraft’s
maiden voyage. The chief test pilot for Mahoney-Ryan, Captain Russell Young,
flew them from Fort Wayne to Champaign, Illinois, where Oscar’s daughter
Helene was studying mathematics as an undergraduate at the University of Illi-
nois. The high-winged, strut-braced monoplane, with a fully enclosed cabin for
the pilot and four passengers, was christened the Yankee Clipper on November
25, 1929, when Helene, home from school, broke a bottle over the propeller.

AERECO FLYING SERVICE, aii
vision Auto Electric Radio Equipn
Travel by air from Fort Wayne
where,

.

Oscar Foellinger stands by his Ryan B-5. (News-Sentinel, November 11, 1929. Used with per-
mission from the [Fort Wayne, Ind.] News-Sentinel.)
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Close to five thousand people, including Lois, braved subfreezing temperatures
and blustery winds to attend the dedication at Guy Means Airport.* Foellinger
contracted with Aereco to service the plane and with Cornish to be his chief
pilot. “Many memorable trips in this airplane were made,” Cornish wrote much
later when recording his life’s story, “including several with Mr. Foellinger to
Washington, D.C., to visit President Hoover and members of Congress. It is
interesting to note that I was always Mr. Foellinger’s guest and companion and
not just his pilot on these trips.”

Cornish went on to talk about another of Foellinger’s acquisitions. “The
newspaper also purchased a German-built primary glider which we [Aereco]

HJ Every airport has its history, including the facility in Arlington, Virginia, that LE
preceded Washington National Airport. Two fields built in the mid-1920s
were combined to create Washington-Hoover Airport. When Cornish first flew to
Washington as a private citizen in the 1930s and early 1940s, he used Washington-
Hoover’s 2,400-foot sod runway, which was bisected by the busy vehicular Military
Road. The system was hardly foolproof, and reportedly the sheriff was occasionally
dispatched to “shoo” cars off the runway. Cornish’s perspective as a pilot was, “A
green light meant you could take off; a red light meant you had to wait for automo-
bile traffic to pass. That was air traffic control.” As David Brinkley writes, the airport
“consisted of little more than a grassy field between an amusement park on one side
and a warchouse and dump area on the other. . .. The airport authorities, fearful of a
collision between a car and an airplane, once asked the Arlington County government
to close the highway for safety reasons. The county refused. The airport manager,
on his own, installed a red light to stop automobile traffic when planes were land-
ing and taking off. He was hauled into court, charged with installing a traffic signal
without authority, and found guilty. The light was removed. For years, pilots flew in
and out of Washington timing their landings to coincide with breaks in the traffic on
Military Road, while using Hoover Field’s only navigational aid, a wind sock nailed
to a pole on top of the amusement park’s roller coaster.”™
When Hoover and Washington Airports merged in 1933, the nation’s capital
was known for having “the poorest aviation ground facilities of any important city
in the United States or Europe,” but despite its sorry reputation, the airport was not
razed until after the completion of Washington National Airport on July 16, 1941,
and after construction had begun on the Pentagon. Even though a notice was posted
on September 23 of that year that flights into and out of Washington-Hoover were

terminated, some pilots ignored the order, tearing up the runways with their heavy

“oh equipment.”! =}
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operated at Guy Means airport for a year or so. The glider was later given to
Purdue University for use in organizing the Purdue Glider Club.” The idea of
forming a Glider Club in Fort Wayne had gelled after Cornish flew Foellinger
and others to the International Aircraft Exposition in St. Louis, Missouri, held
February 15-23, 1930. While they were there, gliders were one of the things that
the men discussed with aviators and aeronautical experts.” The News-Sentinels
glider was christened Lindiana, in tribute to Charles and Ann Lindbergh as well
as the state of Indiana; that had been the second choice for naming the Yankee
Clipper™ Lindiana would be “the first mototless aircraft in this part of the coun-
try,” and John Emerson Pratt, considered to be Detroit Aircraft Corporation’s
most competent expert in glider training, spent several days in Fort Wayne train-
ing Aereco’s pilots in May 1930.% Fort Wayne’s Sky Hawk Glider Club held the
state’s first glider meet on September 20, 1931, at Paul Baer Municipal Airport.”

Lindiana captured the public’s attention in the 1930s, but it was the Yankee
Clipper that enjoyed greater and ongoing significance. The News-Sentinels Ryan
B-5 was flown not only for commercial and political purposes, but to build
community spirit; in its first year, the Yankee Clipper flew 221 hours and carried
1,472 passengers.” Foellinger wanted to provide unique experiences for disad-
vantaged children and to celebrate young people’s achievements. In the latter
months of 1929, he began to provide rides in his airplane for a group of children
from the Indiana Masonic Orphanage in Franklin; dozens of honor students
and their principals from Central, Northside, Southside, and Central Catholic
High Schools; and members of Central High School’s basketball team, the Ti-
gers, winners of the regional title.””

Margaret L. Brudi, a senior at Northside High School, rode with Foellinger
on Sunday afternoon, December 8, 1929, after which she wrote to thank him for
making the flight possible and shared her impressions—the thrill of leaving the
ground, the sensation of feeling suspended, the toylike appearance of houses
and buildings, the “machines” along the highways that resembled crawling bugs,
plunging into misty banks of clouds and flying blind, and, finally, her reluctance
to return to earth. She had absolute confidence in the pilot, Mr. Cornish, she
added, “and had no fear whatever.”*

Following the first of the many flights that Foellinger sponsored and
Cornish piloted, the News-Sentinel reported:

Up a thousand feet was a solid cloud bank which extended upwards

for another thousand feet. The passengers started out from the ground
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with only a dreary gaze meeting their eyes. Plunging through the cloud
banks, the Yankee Clipper carried its sight-seers to an altitude of about
three thousand feet, one thousand feet above the clouds. Here the sun
was shining brightly on the clouds below. It was the first time for most
of the air passengers that they ever witnessed such a sight or even one

equal to it in beauty.*

As part of Foellinger’s commitment to rewarding outstanding effort and dedica-
tion, he asked Cornish to fly four “high-point” news carriers, Carl E. Doherty,
Warden Lassen, Willard Lenz, and John Littlejohn, to Dayton and Wright Field,
the largest experimental airport in the country and operated by the U.S. Army Air
Corps. Four other planes joined the excursion, while several individuals drove
over in their cars. Thirty in all enjoyed a guided tour. Since the city of Troy was
only twenty miles north of Dayton, Cornish added a stop there to the day’s itin-
erary so that the news carriers could tour the Waco Aircraft Company and see
how various parts were made and assembled. On the way back to Fort Wayne,
flying south of St. Mary’s Lake, Cornish and his four passengers witnessed a
scene that had seldom been viewed from the air. Circling around a plume of ris-
ing smoke, they all had a good look out the plane’s windows at a barn engulfed
in flames. They could see that the situation was unfortunately “beyond control
of the farmers who were standing by helpless with buckets.”

In the spring of 1931, Oscar Foellinger proposed a grand and unprecedented
trip that would take him and other Fort Wayne notables to the West Coast in the
Yantkee Clipper. With Cornish as pilot, Foellinger, Robert Klaehn (the owner of
Klaehn Funeral Home), and Beach Hall (a local auto dealer) set off from Guy
Means Airport on the combined business and pleasure trip a little after 6:00
a.m. on March 18; they expected to arrive in Los Angeles around 3:30 p.m. the
next day. Foellinger wired the News-Sentinel frequently with updates. They had
flown through driving snow between Wabash and Lafayette and in rain over
Illinots, but the ship had “performed beautifully; everybody happy.”” After stops
for fuel and meals in St. Louis and Tulsa, the men made it to Amarillo, where
they spent the first night. (Flight time that first day was “exactly” ten hours and
twenty-three minutes.) On day two, severe sandstorms kept them grounded in
Albuquerque, where they had stopped for fuel and weather data. On day three,
the men intended to fly over the Grand Canyon so that Foellinger could take
some photos for his newspapet’s rotogravure section. That plan was thwarted
when their aircraft experienced a structural failure.
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The Yankee Clipper flipped upside down when the left axle broke upon landing in Winslow,
Arizona. (Author’s collection)

On March 20, the Yankee Clipper's left axle “gave way” upon landing at
Winslow, Arizona, and the plane flipped upside down. Far from home, these
prominent Fort Wayne men escaped with only scratches and one broken rib. In
his meticulously documented log book, Cornish added a note in small script to
his entry for that day: “axle broke—cracked in landing”” “That serious conse-
quences did not result was due to the quick action of Captain Cornish, cutting
the switch,” Foellinger wired home. Foellinger and Klaehn finished their trip
west on the Transcontinental & Western Air route to Los Angeles; Cornish and
Hall stayed in Winslow to oversee arrangements for the Yankee Clipper. The four
returned home “with their enthusiasm for aviation undiminished.”!

When the Kroger Grocery and Baking Company celebrated its fifty-second
anniversary in 1934, it sponsored a series of events in twenty-two major U.S. cit-
ies. Cornish oversaw Fort Wayne’s event, an air carnival held on Sunday, May 6,
when twenty thousand observers thronged the airfield to watch exhibitions by
more than two hundred planes, their pilots in “formal attire” (shirts and ties).
Cornish, O. B. “Red” McVey, Lloyd Pierce, Eugene Campbell, and Harold Pres-
ton competed in a fifteen-mile closed-circuit race, with a three-foot-tall trophy
to be awarded to the winner. They reportedly added thrills to the race by fly-
ing their “ships” close to the crowd on the straightaways and rounding the py-
lons in highly banked curves. The “victor” was Cornish in the Yankee Clipper.”*

Air races such as the one in Fort Wayne were popular in the 1930s. That
was especially true in Cleveland, Ohio, where some years as many as one hun-
dred thousand spectators attended the National Air Races. There the coveted
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Thompson Trophy was awarded annually to the winner of the ten-mile closed-
circuit race, an event that featured aircraft competing at speeds over two hun-
dred miles per hour around fixed fifty-foot pylons—the pilots fighting for
fame and fortune.

Cornish’s golden years as competitor, instructor, and chief pilot for the News-
Sentinel ended soon after he assumed the managerial duties at Paul Baer Munici-
pal Airport. His final pilot’s log entry for the Ryan B-5 is dated September 24,
1934. Oscar Foellinger, the man whose enthusiasm for flight had inspired him
to bring the plane named Yankee Clipper to his beloved city and, in the spirit of
community goodwill, to share it with the community, died two years later; He-
lene, his daughter, then became publisher of the News-Sentinel®®

During most of the Yankee Clipper's active years, it and Fort Wayne’s avia-
tion interests generally benefited from nationally mandated navigational aids.
Airmail was the driving force behind this movement, and by the 1930s it was
becoming as important as high-speed Internet service would prove to be at the
turn of the twenty-first century. Round-the-clock transcontinental airmail ser-
vice was begun on July 1, 1924, with a mandated system of lights and flares on
aircraft and the placement of lighted airway beacons along sections of a main
route, enabling pilots to see their way at any time of the day or night. The Air
Commerce Act of 1926 gave an additional boost to air transport when it au-
thorized the secretary of commerce to establish airways for mail and passenger
service, to organize air navigation, and to license both pilots and planes. (The
system of lights, or beacons, eventually expanded to eighteen thousand miles
of airways with between fifteen hundred and two thousand beacons by 1933.)
In January 1929, the transcontinental lighted airway from San Francisco to New
York City was completed, using a system of high-intensity rotating beacons to
guide commercial pilots flying at night from one city airport to another. Given
good visibility, at an elevation of three thousand feet, the pilot could easily
see the next beacon with its thirty-six-inch clear lenses.* For the early passen-
gers, “flashing light beacons served as a visual reminder that the plane was on
course—a reassuring thought as the aircraft winged its way through the inky
black of night.”®® Other beacons ensured safety in the skies at and around air-
ports, while landmark beacons warned pilots about navigational hazards. This
lighted system was dependent upon good visibility.

Fort Wayne was ready to begin flying the mail, and its inaugural dedication
of airmail service was scheduled for Saturday afternoon, December 6, 1930.
Paul Baer Municipal Airport had undergone extensive upgrades to meet the
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federal requirements: new runways
and concrete taxi strips were added, a
new hangar was built, and a weather
service was established that would
become known as one of the finest
in the Midwest. Paul Guild was cho-
sen to head the ceremony planned
for the inaugural event, with Cornish
chairing the local pilots’ committee.
Other committee members were Har-
old Preston, chief pilot of the Wayne
Flying Service; Warner Ashley, pilot
of the Guy Means Airport; and O. B.
McVey, pilot of the Paul Baer Airport.
The plans included having local and
visiting airplanes fly in formation over
the city and having James H. Doolittle
and James G. Haizlip, manager and as-
sistant manager, respectively, of the
Aviation Department of Shell Oil
Company in St. Louis, buzz the field
with various stunts.®

Greenville, South Carolina, had
sent seventy-five thousand letters on
the first airmail flight from that city.
Not wanting to be outdone, Fort

HJ Montana’s airway beacons are LE
the last survivors of a great sys-
tem of more than fifteen hundred
that once dotted the country. Ini-
tiated by the Postal Service, which
realized that airmail could offer no
speed advantage if airplanes were idle
during the night, the beacon system
grew from a 1919 experiment with
strings of bonfires to guide airmail
pilots across the Great Plains into an
eighteen-thousand-mile network of
federal airways managed, after 1926,
by the Department of Commerce.
It survived into the 1970s, though
by then few pilots were aware of it.
When the Federal Aviation Admin-
istration decommissioned the bea-
cons, Montana, which had thirty-nine
of them marking routes through the
mountains, took over those within its
borders. Ultimately, it kept seventeen
operating in its mountainous western
half, linking Coeur d’Alene, Idaho,
and Missoula, Helena, Great Falls,

E—l and Butte, Montana.®’ rE

Wayne set a goal to surpass that number. Businesses were encouraged to hold
back as many of their billings and advertisements as possible until the big day. By
one account, schoolchildren even wrote letters to their grandchildren fifty years
hence, presumably addressing the envelopes to themselves as historic keepsakes
for their future descendants. In the days leading up to December 6, officials re-
ceived ten thousand letters from all parts of the United States and Canada to
be carried on the first airmail plane. Ultimately, however, the effort fell short,
and only forty-seven thousand pieces were bagged to go out.®

Ben E Myers, assistant superintendent of the U.S. Airmail Service, who
served the entire Midwest and oversaw all airmail operators flying out of
Chicago, was an honored guest at the event.” The plane designated to carry



The Lure of the Skies 93

the mail that historic day arrived from Columbus, Ohio, around 3:30 p.m., with
departure to South Bend (and then by train to Chicago) scheduled for 5:22 p.m.
Sadly, the weather failed to cooperate, and officials were forced to cancel all
stunts and flyovers. Zero visibility kept the mail on the ground both Saturday
and Sunday. Cornish and Eugene Campbell of Aereco did their best on Sun-
day afternoon to entertain the visitors by making a few rounds over the mu-
nicipal airport, but they were forced down when officials had to cancel all the
stunts and flyovers because of the worsening conditions.” “To everyone’s hu-
miliation, that night Fort Wayne’s first ‘airmail” went out on the Pennsylvania
Railroad.”™ The weather remained inclement for the next two days, but nev-
ertheless, and without fanfare, Lieutenant George Hill managed to fly part of
the mail to South Bend late the following Monday. By the 8th the weather had
cleared, and several round trips by air transported what remained of the origi-
nal 47,000 pieces of mail to South Bend.

According to Roger Myers, an author and the founder and curator of the
Fort Wayne Aviation Museum, Hill “made two or three round trips a day to
South Bend” until April 21, 1932, when he became the first person to die in an
aviation accident at the airport. “Coming back from his flight to South Bend,
for some unexplained reason, it was clear weather and everything else, he just
nosedived into the terrain and he was instantly killed.”” Added Myers, “His re-
mains were interred in Cleveland. He left a wife and two children.” In 1980,
to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of that first airmail flight out of Fort
Wayne, Myers carried a pouch of mail to South Bend from and to the same ait-
ports in an open cockpit.”

For numerous reasons, most related to complaints of fraud and collusion on
the part of commercial airmail carriers, private airmail service ended on February
9, 1934, when the government canceled all airmail contracts. Ten days later, the
US. Army Air Corps took over airmail operations nationwide. It was a flawed
decision that would lead to disastrous results. The Army pilots had no experience
in flying the mail, and their planes were not propetly equipped. Moreover, they
were forced to assume responsibility for the unfamiliar air routes during an espe-
cially harsh stretch of winter weather. As a result, there were numerous accidents,
including some fatalities. In a speech to the Hi-Y Clubs in Match, Cornish ex-
plained why it had been a mistake to replace commercial pilots with Army pilots.

In the first place, commercial pilots will do their best to get the mail

through, but when they are licked, they know it and don’t hesitate to
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“bail out” and let the mail take care of itself. Army pilots had orders to
protect the mail at all costs, and they obeyed those orders. Commercial
pilots feel that their lives are of more importance than a penny postcard.
Then, too, the commercial pilots have had years of training with constant
flying over these same courses, and their planes are equipped with radio
to guide them on their courses. Army pilots, prior to the order to fly the
mail, were allowed only 10 hours of flying a month—120 hours a year.
Their ships were not equipped with radio, and they had to rely on their
compasses and flying instinct to keep to the course. By means of their
radios, commercial pilots are in constant contact with the ground and
are provided with “beams” to guide them. These young fliers have been
given plenty of training in war flying, and although I have had many years
of flying experience myself, I would not go up to fight one of them. It

would be suicide. But they have not been trained in long-distance flying.”?

By May, the federal government had reversed its earlier decision. While Con-

gress wrestled with a longer-term solution to the problems with commercial

airmail, Postmaster General James A. Farley was permitted to award tempo-

rary contracts to private carriers. In Fort Wayne, politicians, community leaders,

businessmen, and aviators began working together to bring back local airmail

service. Mayor William ]J.
Hosey wrote, “Our airport
is not merely a makeshift
landing field—it is a com-
plete and well-planned air-
port, lighted and maintained
for all-weather flying. This
ought to be taken into con-
sideration by the postal au-
thorities when they consider
making new airmail con-
tracts.” Cornish worked ac-
tively to establish an airmail
line through Fort Wayne.
On May 23, 1934, he flew
the Ryan B-5 to Washington
with Paul Guild, chair of the

L
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Between 1928 and 1934, Cornish flew the

following aircraft:

lp

With Aereco:
Waco-10 with OX-5 engine
Waco-10 with R. Siemens engine
Waco-10 with Siemens-Halske engine
Curtiss Robin with OX-5 engine
Fleet with Kinner K-5 engine
Travel Air with OX-5 engine
Curtiss Robin with Challenger engine
Travel Air with J-6-240 engine

With the News-Sentinel:
Ryan B-5 with J-6 engine
Ryan B-5 with J-6-300 engine

ey
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Fort Wayne Chamber of Commerce Aviation Committee, and senatorial can-
didate R. Earl Peters to meet with Farley and plead Fort Wayne’s case, asking to
have the city added to a Detroit, Toledo, and Indianapolis airmail route. However,
the Post Office Department soon rejected the request.” It was inevitable that
airlines would carry airmail, but it would not happen immediately in Fort Wayne.

The Air Mail Act of June 12, 1934, once again allowed private carriers to
bid for new contracts, but airlines no longer viewed carrying the mail as a suf-
ficiently profitable activity. They were more interested in expanding passenger
service. The rapid growth of passenger airlines through the mid to late 1930s
would place new demands and expectations on airports. At this critical juncture,
the Fort Wayne Board of Aviation Commissioners appointed Cornish to man-
age the city’s airport. Leaving behind Aereco, the aviation service he had nurtured
from its inception, he assumed his new position at Paul Baer Municipal Airport,
ready for the new challenges ahead.”






>
Fellowship Forged through Flight

BY THE LATE 19203, the lure of flying was drawing men like bees to pollen." Al-
though flying and related activities were growing rapidly, the fraternity of fellow
flyers was small enough that it was easy to know everyone who was involved at
the local level. Even as aviation blossomed, most of the participants at the state
level were still well known to each other. Cornish was primary among the many
who built associations beyond their own communities; he would one day rise
to the top. Those connected with flying, from mechanics to pilots to builders
to sellers, sought one another’s company in their free time and enjoyed the fel-
lowship that develops easily among like-minded people. Newly founded groups
such as the Fort Wayne Aero Club and the Indiana Aviation Trades Association
brought together those who were enamored with flight.

On September 27, 1933, the Fort Wayne Aviation Club held a party “to give
the club members the benefit of the amount left in the treasury of the club” be-
fore dissolving after several years of activity.” It was replaced that night by a new
club. The members initially referred to the new entity as the Aereco Aero Club, but
it was almost immediately renamed the Fort Wayne Aero Club.’ It became part of
a loosely connected wotldwide group of clubs with varying individual missions.
Bob Schott was the first president of the local group, and Cornish was an active
participant in this assemblage of local flying enthusiasts who dedicated them-
selves to promoting and creating interest and safety in aviation—and having fun.

The Aero Club maintained a full social calendar for the aviators, students,
and spouses who were connected with it. On July 28, 1934, during the club’s
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first summer, the Chicago Gitls’ Flying Club gave a demonstration, which was
followed by a dance in their honor at the municipal airport.* The next month’s
activities included a golf game. Thirty of the club’s pilots took off one at a
time, flew over two golf greens, dropped golf balls enclosed in bags attached to
parachutes, then landed and played the balls “in the usual manner, using a regu-
lar putter.”” Amby Babbitt won the title of “City Champion” with eight shots.”
Cornish, who would become an avid golfer in later life, was away that weekend,
practicing training maneuvers with the US. Army Air Corps.

The following short list is typical of the social gatherings organized by the
Aero Club during the years leading up to World War II: a cabaret-style dance at
Valencia Gardens (part of the Scottish Rite Auditorium); a roller-skating party
at Bell’s Rink that netted the club $18.10; a smelt fry; a flying cruise to D. D.
“Doc” and Mrs. Johnston’s cottage on Big Long Lake when the ice was thick
enough for landing; and a hunting trip that concluded with a wild game din-
ner and dance at the Moose Lodge. One fall, the club members headed back
to Johnstons’ cottage for a wiener bake, followed by dancing to the music of a
three-piece band at Lake of the Woods. These social occasions provided light
relief from the more serious purpose of the Fort Wayne Aero Club, which or-
ganized goodwill northern Indiana air cruises, informational programs, and phil-
anthropic events, including the annual air circus, held the third Sunday in July.

The first air cruise took place on October 12, 1935, when ten planes carry-
ing twenty-five pilots and passengers formed the largest armada of local aircraft
that had ever congregated for a mass flight. A news article reported, “The first
ship to take off was a Stinson, piloted by Capt. Clarence Cornish, cruise direc-
tor, who is blazing the trail of the cruise.” The 1936 cruise, on August 22, “got
under way at 9:15 o’clock when Capt. Clarence Cornish, airport manager and
cruise director, roared down the run way in a U.S. Army observation plane from
Schoen Field, Indianapolis, and pointed the nose of his ship towards Goshen.”
Both years the Journal-Gazette awarded safety trophies, which were displayed be-
forehand in the window of the Baber Jewelry store; Herbert V. Koch was the
first winner, and Don White the second. Awards were given to the five pilots
who the judges felt displayed “the best flying skill, judgment and sportsman-
ship on the cruise.”

Cornish was an events announcer for the 1935 air circus. It attracted an “or-
derly throng” of fifty thousand spectators (twenty-five thousand paid admission
onto the grounds of the municipal airport), who were reported to have waited
until the final event before surging “on|to] the field to get a glimpse of some of
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A crowd of some
50,000 enjoyed the
Fort Wayne Aero
Club’s 1935 air cir-
cus. Air events in the
1920s and 1930s of-
ten attracted tens of
thousands of spec-
tators. (“Thousands
Thrilled at Air Show
Here Sunday,” News-
Sentinel, July 15, 1935,
pt. 2. Used with per-
mission from the
[Fort Wayne, Ind.]
News-Sentinel.)

the fastest speed ships in competition.” The event netted $4,000, divvied up as
follows: 5 percent to the Aero Club, 5 percent to the Board of Aviation Com-
missioners, 10 percent to American Legion Post No. 47, and the remainder to
the show’s organizers, Detroit’s Skywriters Inc. The latter amount, $3,200, was
shared among those who took part, described as the country’s “most famous
speed and stunt pilots.””

The Aero Club’s portion helped pay for educational entertainment, which
was free and open to the public. One program offered a showing of Fying the
Lindbergh Trail, an “aerial travelogue” of South America that included scenes
from more than thirty-five countries and colonies of the West Indies and Cen-
tral and South America and gave viewers their first opportunity to see “many
subjects which, before the coming of the airplane, have been accessible to few
white men.” Another program featured photographs of Cleveland’s National
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Air Races and of Roscoe Turner, the winner of the Thompson Trophy for long-
distance speed, in his Hornet-powered Wedell-Williams.®

The News-Sentinel gave the Aero Club excellent coverage leading up to the
1939 air circus, which was held on Sunday, July 16.” Upwards of 20,000 people
thronged to the airport to watch the aerial feats. Bill Sweet Jr. was the announcer.
Air show favorite Mike Murphy performed new stunts and flew at night in the
Marathon Flying Display, with the edges of its wings outlined in lights, and the un-
dersurface flashing messages in neon. Unfortunately, while the plane was parked
and unattended that Sunday, it caught fire and went up in flames. The suspected
cause was an impropetly discarded cigarette.'

The same newspaper may have had that incident in mind when it reported
carly the following year, “Because of increased facilities and activities at the air-
port and the increased amount of property and number of planes, the pres-
ent apparatus has been deemed inadequate for combatting fires. [With modern
equipment] airport personnel on hand could rapidly respond to and safely haul
fire-fighting equipment to the scene of aircraft-related accidents should they
occur.” By that time the Aero Club’s treasury had grown to $1,300, and the
members had already voted to donate $1,000 to the airport for the purchase of
a modern, “all metal” Chevrolet Carryall fire truck." “Such a substantial and
significant donation,” they felt, “would certainly establish this club as a civic-
minded group and would gain prestige with the City Fathers.”'* It seems likely
that the organization had already earned the city’s gratitude, given the many
public events it had initiated and held over the years.

Whereas the Fort Wayne Aero Club was open to any flying enthusiast, the
Indiana Aircraft Trades Association (IATA) was a group for aviation profes-
sionals. Many years before the Aero Club was formed in 1933, Cornish and
other Indiana flyers felt the need for a statewide organization. “After entering
the business of a fixed base operator, Aereco, in the spring of 1928, Cornish
later recalled, “it became obvious to me that such businesses should be orga-
nized on a State and National basis for their mutual protection and development.
This belief led to the organization of the IATA that year.”"> Renowned aviator
Harvey Weir Cook served as the first president. The organization would have a
strong legislative component, in which Cornish played a vital role, but initially
it strove to promote and showcase new aircraft and to help spread the word
about aviation’s commercial viability. IATA members believed that one way to
accomplish their objective was to organize flying events that would stop at nu-
merous Hoosier cities with reasonably good landing sites. Their instincts proved
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to be correct. For more than a dozen years, the All-Indiana Air Tour “brought
together many of the state’s leading aviation personalities” and helped build a
camaradetie that would last throughout the lives of many."*

If asked to recall their fondest memories of their early flying days, the elite
fraternity of those who were privileged to organize and participate in the air
tours would undoubtedly hark back to those heady days. Though the events
were staid in comparison to the daredevil air spectacles of the same period, ap-
preciative crowds of local officials and the public at large came out to greet the
flyers and their often notable passengers. Philanthropic and aviation-related ot-
ganizations and political leaders in communities throughout the Hoosier state
rolled out the red carpet for the pilots and their passengers when they landed.

The IATA’ first tour was held in 1929. One of the tasks of W. E Sturm,
who served as director that year and would be flying as the passenger of
Captain Chatles E. Cox, was to set the stage for the coming attraction.”” In Sep-
tember 1929 he lauded the state of aviation, remarking that “it had settled down
to a business basis” and calling attention to “how the commercial pilot of today,
an employe of a permanent flying field or of one of the great trans-country
transportation units, handles his ship.” Pilots, he continued, were past the “hair-
brained stage” when they had found it amusing to frighten their passengers; they
were now refocused on the primary objective of flying: to move people “from
one point to another with the least possible maneuvering or anything that ap-
proaches a thrill for the passenger.”” He declared that “engines today are as reli-
able in the air as in automobiles—they don’t stop suddenly. Air passengers can
fly without the least trepidation. If a citizen of 1929 wishes to travel from South
Bend to Kokomo, the trip could be made far above dust and traffic at a safe
speed of 80 to 100 miles per hout.” “So long as the plane is on the ground,” he
concluded, “it must have a hard surface to prevent sinking in as the car does.
Otherwise, it cannot get up enough speed to get into its natural element—the
air.””' This was a truism that would be experienced later by the tour participants.

Fort Wayne’s civic leaders gave the event their full support. The city was to
be the eighth stop on the six-day tour, which would begin in Indianapolis, then
move on to New Castle, Connersville, Union City, Richmond, Muncie, Ander-
son, and Kokomo before arriving in Fort Wayne. From there it would continue
on to Peru, Plymouth, Goshen, Elkhart, Gary, Lafayette, Greencastle, Terre
Haute, Princeton, Boonville, Evansville, and Bedford, before ending back in
Indianapolis."” Leading up to this highly touted event, an article in the News-
Sentinel included photos of the twelve “prominent men in aviation” who had



102 Chapter 5

been instrumental in bringing it to Fort Wayne: Cornish, Guy S. Means, Arthur
E. Hall, Matt Jones, Ross McCulloch, Eric L. Hardy, Ben F. Geyer, Paul Guild,
George DeWald, J. Ray Schromp, Chester G. Schiefer, and J. B. Wiles. These
men, plus S. F Bowser and Company and Robert E. Feustel, had helped to de-
fray the local expenses.'®

At 4:35 on the afternoon of September 17, thirty planes began a gradual de-
scent, one after another, to the Guy S. Means Airport. To familiarize the public
with the participants, the paper provided a full listing of the aircraft, pilots, affili-
ations, and, in most cases, passengers. The pilots were Cornish flying a Curtiss
Robin with an OX-5 motor; Cox in a Curtiss Robin cabin plane with a 170 horse-
power Challenger motor; R. S. Lamont in Standard Oil Company of Indiana’s
mammoth new Stanolind III with three 425 horsepower Wasp nine-cylinder radial
motors (it must have been an attention-grabber at the various stops); Earl E Ward
in a Fairchild cabin plane with a 425 horsepower Wasp motor; Clyde Shockley
in a Waco Taper-Wing with a Wright 300 horsepower motor; Robert Shank in a
Travel Air biplane with a Wright 300 horsepower motor; Lieutenant Lawrence
I. Arentz in a Curtiss Robin cabin plane with a 150 horsepower Hispano-Suiza
motor; E. H. Jose in a Ryan Brougham cabin plane with a 200 horsepower mo-
tor; Freddie Lund in a Waco Taper-Wing with a 300 horsepower motor; Leland
Jamieson in a Fleet Husky Jr. with a Warner Scarab 110 horsepower motor; J. H.
Stewart in a Monocoach cabin plane with a 200 horsepower motor; Theodore
Hubbell in a Monosport cabin plane with a Warner Scarab 110 horsepower mo-
tor; H. Weir Cook in a Curtiss Robin cabin plane with a 170 horsepower Chal-
lenger motor (his passengers were the mayors of each city or their representa-
tives); Merlin Boyd in a Travel Air biplane with a Hispano-Suiza motor; French
Livezey in a Travel Air biplane with a 90 horsepower motor; Paul Snick in a Swal-
low biplane with a Kinner 110 horsepower motor; D. K. Russell in a Waco biplane
with a Hispano-Suiza 180 horsepower motor; D. Homer Stockert in a Fairchild
cabin plane with a Wright 200 horsepower motor; George A. Retting in a Stan-
dard Swallow with an OX-5 90 horsepower motor; O. A. Brantin a Waco 90 with
an OX-5 90 horsepower motor; Cy Younglove in a Davis V-3 with a LeBlond 60
horsepower motor; Walker Winslow in a Command-Aire with an OX-5 90 horse-
power motor; Arthur F. Foulkes in an American Eagle with an OX-5 horsepower
motor; Charles Bedell in a Travel Air with a Wright J-5 200 horsepower motor;
Ted Lundberg in an unidentified aircraft; Paul Cox in a Barling monoplane with
a LeBlond 60 horsepower motor; Walter McClain and Harry White in an Aris-
tocrat cabin plane with a Warner Scarab 110 horsepower motor; Ray Kuhl in an
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The air-marked roof of the Lincoln Life Insurance Company pointed the way toward

Fort Wayne’s municipal airport. (Author’s collection)

Eaglerock biplane with a Hispano-Suiza 150 horsepower motor; E. W. Campbell
in a Curtiss Robin cabin plane with an OX-5 90 horsepower motor; and Lieuten-
ant Matt Carpenter in a Tour Master plane with a 200 horsepower Wright motor.
The city feted the pilots and their passengers at a banquet later that evening at
the Anthony Hotel. After an overnight stay, they left for Peru.”

Navigational aids for the average flyer were still rudimentary at the time of
the inaugural tour in 1929. In keeping with the IATA’s interest in boosting the
ease and safety of flying for everyone involved, the organization encouraged
Governor Harry E. Leslie to proclaim September 18-23 “Mark Your Towns
Week,” which he agreed to do. At the twenty stops along the tour route, pilots
advocated for navigational markings in the form of town names painted on
the roofs of prominent buildings, a relatively simple but important means of
helping pilots stay on course when they were flying cross-country. The letter-
ing was to be bold, ten to twenty feet high, painted in chrome yellow on black,
the colors of the Aeronautics Branch of the Department of Commerce. “The
moment a city is marked,” Weir Cook said, “that moment the word begins to
spread among the pilots who fly from place to place. Pilots, of course, do not
depend on the names on the city’s roofs to find their way, but it certainly does
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give them a warm glow about the heart when they see the progressive city sign
and find they have hit it on the nose, which is the argot for going direct to the
spot.”® An inveterate promoter of flight, he emphasized that Indiana must re-
main at the forefront in aviation and that “aviation had come to stay as a means
of rapid, dust-free, and safe transportation.”

One Indiana state official made the most of this first tour. Richard Lieber,
director of the Indiana Department of Conservation, used it as an opportunity
to have an assistant, Paul V. Brown, fly around the state and gather information.
From the air, Brown would be able to scout out potential locations for landing
fields in communities near some state parks and memorials. Lieber envisioned
“enterprising air lines” that would operate out of Indianapolis and fly to cities
near where state parks were located, thus encouraging “this form of transpor-
tation to these great Hoosier scenic preserves.” During the flights, Brown also
“observed thousands of acres of wooded lands contemplated of purchase by
the department in its program of reforestation, establishing game preserves and
building up an estate for the state.””

The Fort Wayne newspapers also reported on a “New Stowaway Stunt.” An
unnamed pilot had been assigned to fly Richmond’s mayor, L. A. Handley, from
Richmond to Muncie, the next stop on the tour. When a man climbed into the
plane and began settling himself into the cockpit, the pilot, who was unfamil-
iar with the dignitary, mentioned that the seat was reserved for Mayor Handley.
“I'm the Mayor,” proclaimed the pretender. When the real mayor arrived, the
deception was discovered, but by then it was too late: the plane had already de-
parted. (Alternative arrangements were made.)”

The Indianapolis Chamber of Commerce was enthusiastic about the Air
Tours, seeing them as a means to advance the economic development of ma-
jor metropolitan areas around the state, including its own. “Your Chamber of
Commerce has been the headquarters for all the preparations for the Indiana
Air Tour, which is covering all of the leading airports of the state this month,”
the organization declared in June 1930. At the time, the opening of the India-
napolis Municipal Airport—which the Chamber was envisioning as “a great air
centet”—was only a few months away.**

In 1933, the air tour was directed by Herbert O. Fisher, who would go on to be
a renowned test pilot and aviation executive. Cornish, after a three-year absence,
returned to participate and carried two passengers with him. The tour began in
Indianapolis on June 20. On the first day, well-known daredevil Gene Rock rode
along, making parachute jumps at the noon and overnight stops. Fred W. Goebel,
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who represented the Berghoff Brewing Corporation, Cornish’s sponsor, flew with
him for the entire tout, including the stop in Fort Wayne on June 23.” The visit
to Richmond that year was apparently memorable for more than the planes and
the flyers. Reporters were particularly impressed with the lunch at the Richmond
Airport, managed by Tat Lower and hosted by the Rotary Club and Merchants’
Association. Mary Bostwick of the Indianapolis Starwrote that the meal was “served
by such a bevy of beautiful damsels that the birdmen kept coming back again and
again for refreshments.” She added, “All the flying femmes were presented with
gardenias.”* Other “damsels” that year were women pilots Shirley McKittrick and
Lenore Harper from Indianapolis and Gertrude Allen from Kokomo.”

In at least one way, Cornish found that year’s tour to be exceptionally
gratifying. Flying Aereco’s Travel Air monoplane, he received what was regarded
as the tour’s highest achievement award, the All-State Air Tour Safety Trophy,
which was presented each year by Fort Wayne’s Lincoln Life Insurance Company.

- He and those so honored in other

‘THE NEWSSENTINEL, FORT WAYNE, INDIANA, . .

Cornish Home With Safety Trophy years, including Charles E. Cox,
Walker Winslow, Robert E Shank,

Vic Lindemann, and Lawtrence

“Cap” Aretz, were chosen by a
conference of judges for having
shown the greatest regard for
safety and having meticulously
observed the rules throughout
the tour. William B. F. Hall, the
son of the insurance company’s
president (and a flyer himself),
spoke of the qualities embodied
by the award—“character,

knowledge, application, ability,
and sound judgment.” He
presented Cornish with the
William B. E Hall awards the 1933 All-Indiana Air twenty-seven-inch-tall trophy,
Tour safety trophy to Cornish. Standing behind
them are W. R. Newlin and Fred W. Goebel of the
Berghoff Brewing Corporation. (“Cornish Home
with Safety Trophy,” News-Sentinel, June 27, 1933,
22. Used with permission from the [Fort Wayne, is 2 nymph lovingly clasping an
Ind.] News-Sentinel.) airplane in her arms.”? Hall,

“a metal pillar surmounted by
three silver eagles supporting a
globe while the whole business
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his wife, and their police dog,
Pittsburgh, were at the Hoosier
Airport in Indianapolis when
the award was made at the tour’s
conclusion on Sunday, June 26.
Pittsburgh, wearing goggles
for his flight, was also Aereco’s
mascot. A news photo shows
him “sitting up for the pilots
just before he climbed into the
cockpit to take a ride with his
master, Ensign William Hall,
president [and owner] of the
flying service.”

In honor of Cornish and
Goebel, Berghoff threw a
party the next week, on Tues-

day, June 27, at the company’s

plant, located at 1025 Grant Av- IR rrh e hew s PEA N Acsio. Tl
. Service, Inc., is shown here sitting up for the pilots
enue. Tour officials Charles E. just before he climbed into the cockpit to take a ride

X with his master, Ensign William Hall, president of the
Cox, Herbert O. Fisher, Walker flying service.

W. Winslow, Stanton Smith,
Richard Coryell, Howard Max- Aereco’s mascot, Pittsburgh, donned goggles be-

well, and Richard Arnett flew up fore climbing into an open cockpit for a flight with
his owner, William B. E. Hall. (Unidentified news-

from Indianapolis in a Fairchild
paper photo)

monoplane. Forty civilian pilots
from around the state joined the celebration, along with some army pilots, city
and aviation officials, and the tout’s committee members from Fort Wayne.”
The Air Tour Committee, of which Cornish was then a member, met in
Indianapolis in February 1934 to begin making plans for that year’s event.
Launched September 10, the 1,000-mile journey included eighteen Indiana cit-
ies, with overnights in Seymour, French Lick, South Bend, Wawasee, Fort Wayne,
and Muncie. September could generally be counted on to be a dry month in In-
diana, but that September was not typical. Aircraft arriving at French Lick at the
end of the second leg showed signs of having flown through heavy rain.” Some
arrived directly from Seymour without making the scheduled stops at North
Vernon and Bloomington. In addition, “after a country breakfast at the Graham
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farms near Washington, the giant tri-motored ship piloted by Ray Loomis of
Indianapolis was forced to transfer two passengers to another ship when the
large plane sank hub deep in the soft turf. Several others had difficulty getting
off the ground toward their next stop, Lafayette.”!

The tour continued on, and it was headline news when forty-five “ships” at-
rived at Fort Wayne on the 14th as “threats of rain and low ceilings and poor vis-
ibility hung over the city airport.””* “Heading the galaxy of birdmen who landed
in Fort Wayne were Lieut. Stanton T. Smith, commanding officer of Schoen
Field, Fort Benjamin Harrison, and Herbert O. Fisher, director of aeronautics
for the Indianapolis Chamber of Commerce.” Others followed, most promi-
nently Chatles E. Cox, who was president of the IATA, superintendent of the
Indianapolis Municipal Airport, and state Federal Emergency Relief Administra-
tion (FERA) airport works aide.” Cornish, flying a 300 horsepower Ryan cabin
monoplane, was part of the mass descent at Baer Municipal Airport.

Performances for the crowd that gathered at Baer that day included a para-
chute jump by Gene Rock and a demonstration of formation flying by the
Inter-City Flying Service. But most noteworthy were the hair-raising feats of
Mike Murphy, manager of the Kokomo Airport, who “flew without hands,
zooming over the tops of automobiles and fences with very little room to spare,
while his hands hung inactive over the sides of the cockpit” and who then “pet-
formed a double loop and barrel roll with a dead engine, landing after a series
of sensational side slips.””*

The Aero Club was Fort Wayne’s tour sponsor. The members welcomed
pilots and passengers at a banquet at the Chamber of Commerce, with enter-
tainment provided by magician Clifford Kirkpatrick and accordion soloist Aro
Grunert. Special guest Jimmie Mattern, an internationally known long-distance
pilot from Buffalo, New York, enjoyed the celebratory occasion, where he ex-
pressed his pleasure at being in a part of Indiana where people “do something
other than call hogs and ride horseback.” The next morning, September 15,
“amidst a popping and roating of motors” and still challenged by inclement
weather, the departing flyers, some with planes “still shiny in spite of a week of
flying in the worst stretch of weather ever battled by pilots of an Indiana tour,”
departed toward Muncie and the final night of the tour.™

Plans for the seventh annual event began to take shape in late February when
Cornish, with Paul Guild, the vice-president of the local Board of Aviation Com-
missioners, and Whitney A. Gregg, the manager of the Inter-City Flying Ser-
vice, drove to Indianapolis to discuss plans. Due to sleet and icy road conditions,
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the men stayed overnight in the capital city. Cornish sent a wire to Lois on the
21st to tell her not to expect him back until the next day.”” The 1935 event was
marked by more “unfavorable weather,” which “made cross country flying dan-
gerous throughout most of the tour.” Held June 17-23, the 1,500-mile tour be-
gan with forty-five planes.”™ Cornish, on his way to the opening-day festivities
in a four-place Stinson owned by the Inter-City Flying Service, was temporarily
delayed in Marion when he became socked in because of clouds and fog. As a
result, he missed the ascent of planes, which took off in a steady stream from
the Indianapolis Municipal Airport following an aerial bomb that sounded the
9 a.m. start.” He later explained that he did not want the student who was ac-
companying him in a separate plane to fly under such poor conditions; nor did
he want to risk his own safety. They caught up with the tour, but heavy rains
made cross-country flying and landing difficult, and in some cases impossible,
that week.* At Winamac Airport, for example, the rain turned the field into a
sea of mud, forcing the scheduled stop there to be canceled.” Given that most
airfields were still sod-based and lacked paved landing strips, rain often ham-
pered air events—although getting wet while in flight may not have been an is-
sue for Mike Murphy, who had promised to fly the entire tour upside down in
his taper-wing Waco Plane. (A later article stated that Murphy had indeed flown
the majority of the route upside down.)*

Fighting cloudy weather and threats of rain in South Bend on the 21st, the tour
made it to Fort Wayne that Friday afternoon. Cornish was the eighth to land, with
passenger Ross McCulloch. Despite the fact that they spent only two and a half
hours on the ground there, an article in the Saturday Journal-Gazette was headlined
“4,000 Welcome State Air Tour at Baer Field.”” Once again, women had a notice-
able presence. The caption for a photograph that appeared with the article touted
the flawless piloting by Shirley McKittrick of Indianapolis and Alice Hirschman
of Detroit. And the attendance of Indianapolis Star reporter Mary Bostwick was
also noted; along with tour director Herbert O. Fisher, she had taken part in the
event every year since its debut in 1929. In their view, “This year’s aerial armada is
the biggest and best yet, with the enthusiasm shown in the cities visited indicating
gain in support and prestige.”* Mayor Harry Baals credited the tours with hav-
ing “drawn national attention to the progressive spirit of our state.” The entou-
rage left Fort Wayne for Lake Wawasee, where they spent the night as guests of
the Spink-Wawasee Hotel. Although the weather conditions were challenging, the
1935 tour had been a success. At a meeting the following winter, the IATA an-
nounced that the eighth annual All-Indiana Air Tour would begin on June 22.*
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A significant number of women, both pilots and passengers, participated in the 1935
All-Indiana Air Tour. (Author’s collection)

One month before the 1936 tour began, the head of the IATA, Frank E.
Ball of the Muncie Aviation Corporation, was killed when a faultily designed
wing fitting failed on his new Waco F-2, causing it to crash and burn. A mem-
ber of the prominent Ball family of glass manufacturers as well as a highly re-
garded Indiana pilot, Ball died instantly upon impact.*” Even the most highly
engineered aircraft could sometimes fail, with catastrophic results. On Monday
night, June 22, the opening day of the tour, IATA officials paid their respects at
Ball’s tomb in Muncie.* He was one of three well-known Hoosier pilots who
lost their lives in accidents within a year’s time; the other two were Paul Cox of
Terre Haute and Richard Arnett of Lafayette.

Despite the loss of those talented and dedicated aviators, the tour went on
as planned—although things did not go as smoothly as expected for daredevil
Mike Murphy and his passenger, National Air Races announcer Bill Sweet Jr.
Murphy’s plane developed a problem with the motor, forcing him to land itin a
thubarb patch near Indianapolis for repairs.” On the 27th, fifty planes arrived
from Farmland at the Paul Baer Municipal Airport, where the city welcomed
the “Air Armada.” The Berghoff Brewery expected 150 pilots and passengers
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to travel by car to the Anthony Hotel, where they would be treated to a “Dutch
lunch” and entertainment.*

Presumably the tour’s mascots did not attend. Two animals flew in 1936—ILola
Mae, a one-month-old registered Guernsey calf, “the principal attraction of the
children at all landing spots of the tour”; and Linco, a tiny piglet only a few days
old. Lola Mae, owned by the Guernsey Breeders’ Association of Indiana, trav-
eled on a cushion of hay, wrapped in large cloth sacks for warmth; she report-
edly slept most of the time, “with her chin on the knee of her owner, M. W.
Dunman, of Russiaville, who has been dubbed ‘The Flying Milkman.””*’ Little
Linco was so named because Linco gasoline and oil was used exclusively by all
of the tour planes. The Ohio Oil Company, producer of Linco products, hosted
the tour in its hometown of Findlay, Ohio, on Friday, June 26.%

That year’s tour was remarkable for another reason—there were three non-
fatal crashes. The first accident happened near Hicksville, Ohio, when the motor
of a Waco open-cockpit plane stalled at about three hundred feet and the air-
craftlanded on its side in a cornfield as the pilot attempted a dead-stick landing.
The pilot and his passengers, all from Kokomo, suffered minor injuries. Three
hours later, Clarence McElroy of Winamac, who was on his way to pick up the
victims of the crash, hit a hole while landing in the field of the Hicksville Air-
port and nosed over, breaking a propeller.” Then on the 29th, at the Paul Baer
Municipal Airport, the pilot of a Waco 10 and his passenger, both from Culver,
“suffered multiple laceration[s| and abrasions on their heads and legs, when the
motor of the plane in which they were attempting to take-off stalled just as it
left the ground and crashed into a large tree about a thousand feet northwest of
the landing field.” Though the plane was severely damaged, the two men were
treated at a Fort Wayne hospital and released.*

The eatly years of aviation in Indiana had been marked by a true sense of
tellowship. In 1937, however, that camaraderie was suddenly shaken. Cornish
and the IATA had taken the lead in advocating for the formation of a state
aviation committee, but not all of their fellow Hoosier flyers were on board. A
group of pilots who were opposed to the idea had therefore made the decision
to form their own organization, the Indiana Air Pilots Association (IAPA). They
now announced that they would hold their own tour in June, in direct competi-
tion with the traditional All-Indiana Air Tour. Alvin Tarkington of Indianapolis,
who headed the group, said that they had been told that the IATA was giving
up its sponsorship of the tour. “Incorrect,” according to Cornish, who went
on to suggest after an April meeting in South Bend that the two groups might
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cooperate and simply let the IAPA be the sponsor that year.”> Somehow the is-
sue was resolved. Ed Ball recounted that in 1937, fifty pilots (Cornish among
them) and passengers attended the wrap-up banquet held in Muncie’s Roberts
Hotel on the evening of Saturday, June 19. He added that heavy fog off Lake
Michigan had delayed the pilots’ departure from the area. Consequently, “some
landed in Muncie so late they came directly to the banquet from the airport still
dressed in their wrinkled flying clothes and greasy coveralls.”*

The 1938 tour took place later than usual in the year, beginning on Octo-
ber 10 and ending on the 14th; the number of days had been reduced from
six to five, and there were fewer participants. This time the details about Fort
Wayne’s part appeared in the newspapers a mere five days before the event’s
launch in Indianapolis. Though thirty-five planes were expected in Fort Wayne
the afternoon and evening of Wednesday the 12th, only twenty-five arrived. A
Dutch lunch was served at the airport. Weir Cook’s collection of scale model
planes as well as first-flight envelopes, airmail literature, and other items were
displayed at the Chamber of Commerce, available for the public to view that
day only. The presence of Mary Bostwick was again worthy of note: she was
flying in her tenth tour.”® However, when the entourage landed in Muncie for
the tout’s last overnight stop, Ball recalled that only eighteen planes arrived.”
The tour concluded in Indianapolis the next day with a banquet at the Hotel
Washington, over which Cornish presided. The principal speaker was Oswald
Ryan, a member of the Civil Aeronautics Authority in Washington, D.C., who
discussed the government’s new aviation organization.”

The All-Indiana Air Tour had peaked in 19306, when fifty pilots landed their
planes in Fort Wayne and took part in the festivities that the city offered. They
represented the largest number of participants in the event’s history. During
Cornish’s tenure as IATA president, the tours continued, at least into 1940.%
But there was no denying that interest had declined and local organizers had
begun to lose their enthusiasm. In 1939 Fort Wayne sponsors grumbled about
the tour’ failure to follow through with its agreements. Even though the city
was promised a mock air battle, parachute jumps, and autogiro demonstrations,
scheduled for Friday, June 23, a group of men, including Cornish, were ap-
pointed to attend the planning conference in Indianapolis during the winter of
1939 to air their grievances and insist that the tour organizers follow through
with their commitments. The News-Sentinel gave that yeat’s tour no coverage,
in sharp contrast to the treatment given to the Aero Club’s air circus the fol-
lowing month.
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Through his involvement over the years in events such as the air tours and
air circuses, Cornish had developed a wide circle of solid friendships and profes-
sional associations within the aviation community. In a 1992 interview he clearly
recalled the days when the members of the Indiana Aviation Association were
encouraged to be goodwill ambassadors—and to have fun at the same time.
“We'd fly our airplanes around to these various communities, find a farmer’s
wheat field or something to land on. They’d even close schools to show the kids
our airplanes. I had a Curtiss Robin airplane the first time we went out, and 1
had Capehart Corporation sponsor this airplane.”” A sign which hung on the
flat side of the fuselage read ‘Musical Marvel of the Age.” The person riding
with me was Mary Bostwick, reporter for the Indianapolis Star. She was a great
gal. These youngsters would get up there on my airplane. Who’d step out? Mary
Bostwick. They’d kid her. Musical Marvel of the Age? She got the biggest kick
out of that.”® Such shared experiences created lasting bonds.”!

But there were also travels of a mote serious nature, some of which in-
volved visiting with and testifying before legislators. In late 1933 or early 1934,
Cornish went with Chatles E. Cox and Harold Brooks, respectively the super-
intendent and the manager of the Indianapolis Municipal Airport, to Washing-
ton, D.C., where on behalf of the IATA they took part in discussions of the
problems pertaining to aviation. The association expected its representatives to
help legislators separate fact from fiction and gain a deeper understanding of
the issues. The IATA and similar groups were troubled by the fact that Con-
gress was crafting legislation that affected aviation even though the subject was
alien to most legislators. One proposal would have had the federal government
share the cost of a plane with the private operator (which would in turn give
the government the right to purchase the title in case of an “emergency”) and
pay one-fourth of the cost of a student’s training course, “thus allowing well-
adapted and equipped training schools to continue to operate.”** Cost sharing
would encourage flying, some in high places believed, and would create a large
and capable air reserve in place of the two or three thousand highly trained re-
serve members then available. A case of pie in the sky? It was definitely an idea
that those in the industry did not want to see “fly.”

By January 1935, there were new concerns among those in the aviation
community about matters that they felt could have a negative effect both on
them personally and on the broader field of aviation. One rallying point was
legislation that would create a state acronautics department. At a meeting in
Indianapolis at midmonth, a delegation of airmen from South Bend and Fort
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Wayne expressed their opposition to the idea. They feared that should the leg-
islation pass, planes, aviation equipment, and the industry generally would be
“severely” taxed in order to support the new entity.*’ Cornish called the proposed
department “an unnecessary expense and an instrument which might become
a victim of politicians.”** As someone in a position to represent the view of
many Hoosiers active in the field of aviation, he was assured by Fort Wayne’s
state senator, Chester K. Watson, that he would be granted a senate hearing if
the bill went to committee.”

Cornish was armed with a new plan to submit, an alternative to the establish-
ment of a state-level department. Drawn up in the form of a bill, what was re-
terred to as the Cornish-Helmke aviation commission proposal called for the for-
mation of an aeronautics commission for the state of Indiana, to be composed
of eight members—two army officers and six civilians, serving gratis—who
would suggest to the governor and the legislature ideas about the best ways to
develop aviation within the state and coordinate those efforts with the work of
the Federal Aviation Commission. It would also supervise the enforcement of

aeronautical laws.%

On one of Cornish’s many trips to Indianapolis during the
1935 legislative session, which met from January 10 to March 1, he stopped to
discuss legislative events with Frank Ball of Muncie, then IATA president, who
expressed his opposition to a new state department and voiced approval of the
alternative commission plan.” Neither proposal passed through the Indiana
General Assembly that year.

The following year, 19306, was a quiet one for Indiana legislatively as the
General Assembly met only briefly in special session from Match 5 to March
18. But the IATA, wanting to be ready in the future with a well-considered ap-
proach, took action and appointed a committee of five “to investigate various
forms of state aviation commissions and formulate legislation to effect one in
this state.” Cornish, Charles Bowers of South Bend, and Weir Cook, Chatles
Cox, and Walker Winslow of Indianapolis served on the committee appointed
at the IATA’s February meeting.®® The process toward creating such a body for
Indiana would be a slow one, but at least it was underway. Neatly a decade would
pass before a commission as envisioned in the mid-1930s would become a reality.

Most of Cornish’s flying during these years was civilian in nature, but he
also developed personal relationships through the annual two-week sessions
he attended at regional military bases. Although the US. government did not
yet have justification for a boots-on-the-ground commitment in 1938, hostili-
ties were growing worldwide, and it was necessary for the nation to maintain
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readiness through military reserve training, In December of that year, Cornish
attended a twelve-day reserve camp at Schoen Field, Fort Benjamin Harrison,
in Lawrence, Indiana. During this session, he and copilot Mike Murphy con-
centrated on instrument flying, radio instruction, flying radio range, orientation
problems, cross-country navigation, and formation flying.”” Such training was
one more way for flyers to build friendships and allegiance to one another and
to the country. It also helped prepare them for the very real possibility that they
would be needed for a war that would be fought largely from the air.

Flight was becoming more routine by the 1930s. People were traveling by
commercial aircraft in ever-greater numbers. Flying was safer, too, despite the
occasional tragic accident, and conditions were far more pleasant given the im-
provements in engineering, technology, and aircraft design. But the growth in
aviation was putting a strain on the nation’ airports, and those who worked in
the field were finding their jobs increasingly demanding. As the manager of a
facility considered critical to the Fort Wayne economy, Cornish would be faced
with a host of new challenges as he contemplated how best to guide the city’s
municipal airport into the future.



G

How to Grow an Airport

‘ CM()DEL AIRPORTS AREN’T accidents. They don’t, like Topsy, just grow up.
They are the product of foresight, careful planning and plenty of hard work,”
said Cornish, speaking at the International Aircraft Show in Chicago in the
winter of 1938. An airport manager “must be a politician, diplomat, salesman,
publicity expert, showman, radio operator, bookkeeper, policeman, engineer
and, incidentally, a trained pilot.” Because Fort Wayne’s airport was regarded
as one of the most modern and best-equipped fields for a city its size, the
Hlinois Air Pilots Association had invited Cornish to share what had been done
at Paul Baer Municipal Airport and what plans were being made for its future
development. In his speech, he stressed to the assembled airport managers and
commercial operators that before all else, “the public must be sold on the need
of aviation facilities, the safety of flying and the commercial advantages of air
transportation.””!

Cornish was the second manager of Fort Wayne’s municipal airport. He
succeeded Captain Robert Bartel, who was appointed in 1929. Six years later,
when the Board of Aviation Commissioners decided to change management,
Bartel became the focus of dissension. He had built a strong following, and his
supporters disagreed with the board’s decision to hire Cornish. FERA (Federal
Emergency Relief Administration) officials lauded Bartel’s energy, efficiency,
and general ability, while commercial operators at the municipal field charged
that the board had “used the ax simply because he lacked what they described
as tact [in interacting with the public].”? Though the board members admitted
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that Bartel had improved the field, erected hangars, and constructed runways,
and while they praised his honesty, integrity, and ambition in building up the
airport to its high rating, they went ahead with their decision. At that point the
Fort Wayne Federation of Labor requested that their investigative committee
look into the history of the firing, and the board agreed to work with them. If
Bartel was found to be capable, the federation would insist that the decision
be reversed. The investigation must have revealed the fact that Bartel had been
reprimanded by the board several times for his failure to be courteous with the
public. In the end, the federation determined that the board was within its right
to replace him. On August 1, 1934, the reins were handed to Cornish, along
with a monthly salary of $150.> He would hold the managerial position until
1941, when he was called to active duty in World War II.

The News-Sentinel praised the commissioners for hiring Cornish: “Possessed
of an agreeable disposition and cheerful temperament, thoroughly familiar with
aviation in both its technical and commercial aspects, Capt. Clarence E. Cornish
may well be expected to give efficient and all-around satisfactory service in the

” How-

discharge of the important new duties to which he has been assigned.
ever, another publication commended Bartel and made this backhanded com-
ment: “If what they [the Board of Aviation Commissioners| want is a toady to
certain self-proclaimed ‘big shots’ they can find a more satisfactory candidate.”

Plans were underway for possible improvements at the airport when
Cornish took over. Fatlier in the year, the Airport Division of the state Civil
Works Administration had developed a plan for new and improved airports and
landing fields that would meet the requirements of the Aeronautics Branch of
the federal Civil Works Administration (CWA). Fort Wayne was among the cit-
ies being considered for the allocation of poor relief funds to create jobs for
some of the people left unemployed during those years of the Great Depres-
sion.® But even though there was little hope at the time for infrastructure im-
provements, and despite the naysayers, Cornish got off to a good start when in
August he submitted a budget of $20,371 for 1935, which was lower than the
previous year’s budget by $1,500, coupled with a promise to economize in all
departments.” Additionally, the cost of insurance coverage would drop because
he was organizing an airport fire brigade composed of airport officials and at-
tendants, pilots, and representatives of the flying services located at the facility.
All were to be instructed in proper and effective firefighting methods by the
Fort Wayne Fire Department, and any firefighting equipment that had previ-
ously been misplaced or forgotten would be restored to working condition. He
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also would immediately remedy a hazardous situation by directing workers to
remove a motorcycle racetrack at the west end of the airport. And at no cost
to cither the city or the airport, Cornish would offer a public ground school
course for $5 per student, paid to the city, and volunteer to be the check pilot
for students before their first solo flight, or at any other time.?

The new manager would be expected to increase the airport’s revenue by
raising overnight storage rates for aircraft and decrease its expenses by examin-
ing the cost and efficient use of coal for heating. However, he would also have
to deal with Hangar One, which was leaking in several places. If money could
not be found for the needed repairs, the furnace and other vital equipment
risked being lost.

For Fort Wayne’s aviation commissioners, making the city’s airport a place
where the citizens would feel at home was a top priority. At a Christmas party
in 1934, Cornish told the pilots and staff that he had been asked to have an ice
skating rink built in the parking lot to provide wintertime recreation for the pub-
lic, complete with lighting and benches. Beginning late in 1934, a dike less than
one foot high was constructed, enclosing a 100-by-150-foot area that was filled
with water by a city fire engine.” Bonfires would be built to warm fingers and
toes. At least once, an ice hockey game was held there, with skating exhibitions
between halves. Members of the winning team were promised rides over the
city by the Inter-City Flying Service."” Inside the operations building, “a small
but classy little restaurant with a two-by-four dance floot” was opened." The
Jonrnal-Gazgette had this to say: “To attract visitors to the field is worthy of fa-
vorable consideration since Indianapolis has a municipal airport that provides a
pleasant place for the people to go for a sip, a bite of food, and perhaps an air-
plane ride and on summer evenings the Chicago field is a mecca for thousands.”"

The public enjoyed driving out to the country for a pleasant afternoon or
evening at Paul Baer Field, but there was one legal problem that purportedly af-
fected the frequency of casual visits. Even though the idea of selling beer and
even constructing a dance hall was presented by the Airport Board and Deputy
City Attorney Howard A. Benninghof in July 1933, and despite the absolute
end of Prohibition on December 5 of that year, Fort Wayne had passed a law
banning the sale of beer outside the city limits."” The airport was municipally
owned, but it was not located within the boundaries of the city, so “the am-
ber beverage” could not be sold there for the public’s enjoyment. The airport
now had a restaurant, but the diners could not sip a beer with their meal. When
business at the airport dropped off, especially on warm summer nights, City
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Attorney Walter E. Helmke came up with a possible solution. If Fort Wayne
could annex the airport, he said, beer could be sold there without a change to
the existing law. For the sum of $5 a year, the New York Central Railroad agreed
to lease to the Board of Aviation Commissioners a strip of land one foot wide
and nearly two miles long that extended along the right-of-way between the city
limits and the airport property. The last line of the legal document read: “We
hope you get your beer.”"*

On another light note that year, the pilots at Baer adopted three flying squir-
rels.'” The critters were captured in the woods north of the airport, where
Works Progress Administration (WPA) workers were clearing trees considered
to be a flying hazard (for planes, not squirrels!), and were kept in cages by pi-
lot Whitney Gregg. The local aviators were surprised to learn that flying squir-
rels glide and suggested that pilots’ licenses be issued to the unusual mascots.

Attention had to be given to the buildings and their upkeep, so in 1935 the
commissioners chose to use FERA funds to build an office addition and dig a
basement under the operations office where a furnace could be installed that
would heat the entire building.'® Also, bituminous mat paving was laid around
the administration building and along part of the south side of the field on
Ludwig Road."” Cornish was pleased and anticipated an increase in traffic when
he and Transcontinental and Western Air (TWA) agreed to collaboratively in-
stall a traffic control system at the airport with a two-way radio communication
set to be used for standby emergency purposes. “TWA would install a separate
receiving set to maintain a constant watch on its planes while the airport send-
ing set could be used to guide troubled planes in.””*®

While attending to the wishes of the aitlines, local officials wanted to accom-
modate visitors and make it easier for them to park their cars at the airport, so
they made plans to have pavement added that summer. They also wanted to be
ready for increased usage of the airport’s facilities when commercial passenger
flights resumed—but as it turned out, that would take some time. On February
9, 1934, President Franklin D. Roosevelt abruptly canceled “all domestic air-

mail contracts,”"’

a revenue source that had been critical to commercial air op-
erations. Daniel Rust calls this “the greatest upheaval the airline industry would
know until the Aitline Deregulation Act of 1978, As a result, no aitlines were
flying out of Fort Wayne, although limited airmail service did resume with the
issuance of new contracts in May. Cornish, accompanied by senatorial candi-
date R. Eatl Peters and Paul Guild, chairman of the Fort Wayne Chamber of

Commerce Aviation Committee, flew the Yankee Clipper to Washington, D.C,,
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that month to confer face-to-face with Postmaster General James A. Farley, but
neither airmail nor passenger service returned to the city until 1937.%'

Nevertheless, there was no shortage of flying activity at Paul Baer Municipal
Airport, and regional events accounted for some of that. During the last week
of July 1935, traffic increased significantly as people came to see airplanes from
all over the country that were stopping at the airport on their way to or from
the All-America Air Show being held in Detroit.* And in September, eight pi-
lots who were competing for the Toledo Blade Silver Trophy landed their cruise
planes at Baer and were served lunch before going on to Jackson, Michigan, the
third lap of the course, which had begun in Springfield, Ohio.”

What community leaders wanted most of all for their city’s stature and vi-
ability was commercial airline traffic. J. Ross McCulloch (whose first flight had
been with local hero Art “Bird Boy” Smith), Paul Guild, Mayor Harry Baals,
and Cornish worked valiantly toward this goal in the mid-1930s. They met in
Chicago with Edward G. Bern, the president of Columbia Air Express Inc.,
hoping that the aitline’s tri-motor Stinson plane could add a stop each way on
its daily route between Columbus, Ohio, and Chicago. Columbia needed air-
mail contracts to make a stop in Fort Wayne viable, and as there seemed to be
no chance for that, the airline abandoned the idea. Unable to get past this stick-
ing point on their own, officials turned to Senator Sherman Minton for help.
Despite the fact that his office believed that Fort Wayne had excellent railway
mail facilities, he promised that the legislature would include money for airmail
service in the next round of deficiency appropriations. But that did not hap-
pen, either.* It was clear by April 1936 that Congress would not appropriate
sufficient money for the Division of Air Mails to extend service to Fort Wayne.
The division had operated under a deficiency appropriation the previous year,
and that amount had to be added to the next fiscal year’s request, meaning that
it could not take on additional expenses.”

Keeping the citizens and aesthetics in mind, airport officials implemented
beautification plans for the flight center while the major functional improve-
ments were underway. In front of one of the administration buildings, Cornish
added landscaping that included a waterfall of circulating water streaming down
into alily pond surrounded by shrubs and rocks.* The attraction “engendered a
spirit of hospitality at the airport,” reported the News-Sentinel's Clifford B. Ward
in his regular Abracadabra column.”” It also would have been an attractive focal
point had Fort Wayne been selected to host America’s elimination trials for the
1935 Gordon Bennett International Balloon Race. Cornish, “who initiated the
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Crowds gather to admire the airport’s new landscaping, (Author’s collection)

drive to bring the races” to Fort Wayne, worked hard to achieve that objective.
He is shown in a newspaper photo shaking hands with Akron balloonist Ward
T. Van Orman, who stated that he was “particularly impressed with the parking
and traffic facilities, the railroad spur and surrounding topography.”* Hopes
remained high as late as March 18, but it was not to be.

Since Fort Wayne had not been successful in getting airlines to add sched-
uled passenger routes there, officials took a different approach. The airport
would offer informational aid for pilots and improve the city’s airfield so that it
could be used for emergency stopovers. That included the addition of a mod-
ern communications system: a two-way radio. United Airlines had developed
the first practical two-way radio, enabling pilots in the air to speak with people
on the ground. For $750, Paul Baer Field added a two-way shortwave radio
system made by RCA, similar to the equipment being used in Detroit, New
Otleans, Chicago, Cleveland, and Battle Creek, Michigan.”” Cornish passed a
radio-telephone operators test in Chicago and was ready at the radio desk when
the station, using the call letters WAJB, began operations on October 5, 1935.
During the day, he shared the duty of maintaining radio communications with
Earl Miller, secretary of the Board of Aviation Commissioners; two Indiana
Technical College students worked the evening shift from 5:00 to 9:00. Thus
WAJB could provide two-way protection and guidance for the eight TWA
planes that flew the daily route from Pittsburgh to Chicago over Fort Wayne.



How to Grow an Airport 121

Cornish and Eatl Miller
operated WAJB, a two-
way radio station that
) helped establish Baer as
: mmmmkm;mm mmmm : an emergency landing
field. (Unidentified news-
paper photo)

In poor flying conditions, Cornish and the others could direct any plane within
a radius of 50 miles to the field; when flying conditions were good, their reach
extended as far as 170 miles. In the first month after the radio equipment was
installed, the airport’s operators relayed current weather reports and other vi-
tal information to 130 pilots.

With the two-way radio in operation, TWA and United classified Baer as an
emergency landing field. While the airlines were grateful for the added capability,
they felt that more equipment would be even better. When TWA’s John Collings
made a plea for a radio range beacon, Cornish concurred. A beacon, he said, “is
one of the newest developments in blind flying and is used by major airports
throughout the country to direct air traffic in fogs, storms and rain . . . [and]
would prove an inducement for ships to land here during inclement weather.”
When the airlines also let it be known that they would need greater landing ca-
pacity, Fort Wayne’s aviation commissioners and Cornish responded quickly.®

The timing was perfect. President Roosevelt and the federal government
were in a position to extend a giant helping hand—and a lot of money. In des-
ignating the week of October 14-21, 1935, as Air Navigation Week, Roosevelt
proclaimed: “I particularly urge state and municipal officials, civic and com-
mercial organizations, school authorities, and the press to call attention to the
aerial-transportation achievements already accomplished, to set forth the advan-
tages which may accrue as the result of continued development in this field, and
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to encourage the study of ways and means by which aerial transportation can
contribute more effectively to the social and economic program of the human
race.”””" On October 20, Fort Wayne’s airport held an open house. The public
inspected the new equipment, listened to plane-to-land communications through
a public address system, and watched Harry Kaffenberg do a delayed parachute
jump from five thousand feet.

If Fort Wayne was to meet the expectations of the airline industry, local and
national factions would need to be on board. There was good news for the city’s
aviation interests when the federal government announced plans to double its $46
million allocation for airport projects around the country. The state of Indiana
had previously received $1 million in WPA funds and therefore expected to be
allotted $2 million the next time around. Cornish predicted that as one of Indi-
ana’s leading airports, Paul Baer Field would receive a large share of that money.

The Board of Aviation Commissioners wasted no time. In November it ap-
proved $278,000 for WPA-funded improvements. A plan was drawn up, and a
map was created to show the extended runways, the new beacon, and the fifty-
nine boundary lights that would replace the facility’s outmoded coal oil lanterns.*
W. B. Morgan, the WPA’s project supervisor for Indiana airports, made a spe-
cial trip to pick up the plans and confer with Cornish.” The project would have
to be approved by a new division of the Bureau of Air Commerce, for which
Morgan was the Indiana and Michigan representative. Cornish was elated when
he learned that President Roosevelt had approved the WPA-funded project.
“The project will be the biggest forward step in local aviation since the airport
was started 10 years ago,” he said. “These improvements have been a long-felt
need at the airport. With the present out-moded lighting system, night opera-
tion has been greatly handicapped. Our asphalt runways also have been inade-
quate. This project, eliminating these two major flaws, will make the municipal
airport a model field, and add much to the prestige of Fort Wayne as one of
the leading aviation centers of the Midwest.”* National aitlines would finally
have a reason to add Fort Wayne to their routes.

It was a major morale boost for everyone in Fort Wayne who cared about
aviation there. Cornish was especially buoyed by the good news, and in the
depth of the winter of 1935-36, he projected that the outlook for aviation in
Fort Wayne during the coming year was the brightest in history. His optimistic
forecast sprang from the anticipated funds, but it was also based on the fact that
1935 had been a very good year. The number of planes hangared at the airport
had grown, according to his annual report, as had the number of students at
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local flying schools. Business at the repair shops was better than it had been since
1929. (The field had a government-approved repair station known as Consoli-
dated Aircraft Repair Inc. and maintained planes from Fort Wayne and many
far-distant points.)*

When the WPA allocated another $65,000 in the spring of 1936 to finance
two new runways and extensions of two others, the News-Sentine/ proclaimed
that Fort Wayne would soon have the state’s best airport. These were additional
funds; the money for the boundary lights and the $9,000 radio range beacon had
already been made available, and that work was already underway. The beacon
was functional by the end of May. It was located seven hundred feet north of
the field and operated from inside the administration building. Cornish consid-
ered it a vital system and a boost to the facility’s safety. “Through radio code,
sent out in directed waves, the airplane pilot is enabled to keep on his course,
despite poor visibility.”’

By April, seventy-five men had begun digging ditches in preparation for the
installation of the new lights. On June 23, Mayor Baals “threw the switch,” bril-
liantly illuminating the airport as the city and WPA officials dedicated the most
up-to-date boundary lighting system in the state. Cornish had urged the citizens
to come out and inspect the modern facilities of their municipal field, and more
than four thousand people were there. The officials were given flights and got a
bird’s-eye view of the airport’s “new evening gown.”*® Thirty-five amber lights
marked the boundaries of the field; seventeen red lights warned pilots of ob-
structions such as trees, poles, and wires; twenty-two green lights marked the

Electric lights replaced
kerosene lanterns
in 1936 to mark the
boundaries of Paul Baer
Municipal Airport. (Au-
thor’s collection)
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The asphalt used to pave Baet’s runways was manufactured on site. (Author’s collection)

approaches to the four runways. The runways were numbered and lit accord-
ingly—the north-south approach having one light at the end, the northeast-
southwest having two, the east-west having three, and the southwest-northeast
having four.”

Actual allotments would be slow to arrive, however. It was difficult to plan
and to keep projects flowing, as funds arrived in chunks rather than in one lump
sum and required ongoing negotiations.* Nevertheless, in June and July, work-
ers hurried to complete the runways. Working in two six-hour shifts of seventy-
five men each, they began construction on a new runway that would measure
2,200 feet long by 100 feet wide, running southeast to northwest. The job was
expected to take forty-five days and use six thousand tons of asphalt. The plan
called for the paving to be completed before cold weather set in, and certainly
no later than the end of 1936. By November 25, the field had four runways to-
taling 10,600 feet in length."!

Yet despite the unflagging efforts of the airport staff, aviation commissioners,
and public leaders, there were still no commercial airlines making regular use of
the airport. Cornish was undaunted; ever the optimist, he directed his adminis-
trative crew to assist the public with any needed help or information about air
travel. They provided fares, schedules, and even reservations for trips, though
none of those trips originated in their home city. Airmail contracts, which pro-
vided the underpinning for the nation’s commercial air traffic, remained out of



How to Grow an Airport 125

Fort Wayne’s reach at the end of 1936. And until there was airmail service, there
would continue to be no passenger flights.

In February 1937, Cornish and McCulloch took the train to Chicago, then
flew as guests of American Airlines to the nation’s capital to appear before the
Interstate Commerce Commission and express their support for American’s pe-
tition to establish an airmail, passenger, and express route between Indianapolis,
Fort Wayne, and Detroit. The two men had with them a survey of business and
industrial firms, conducted by the Fort Wayne Chamber of Commerce, to dem-
onstrate the air traffic needs of their city. C. R. Smith, the president of Ameri-
can Airlines, emphasized his belief in the need for local air service between the
three cities. Eddie Rickenbacker of Eastern Air Lines was there to challenge
Smith. He contended that American had no intention of competing with any
other airline in starting the new run and emphasized that the proposed routes
were to be local only and would not infringe on others. The Interstate Com-
merce Commission sided with Rickenbacker and denied American’s petition.* It
was yet another disappointment for Fort Wayne’s aviation and business interests.

The tide began to turn in May, when the Post Office Department awarded
airmail contracts to TWA. Back in May 1931, the airline had begun making sched-
uled stops in Fort Wayne as part of its route from Chicago to Columbus, Ohio,
but that service had been discontinued in April 1933 because landing condi-
tions were considered too dangerous. However, things at Paul Baer Municipal
Airport had changed greatly since then. A July announcement confirmed that
TWA would have two airmail contracts, San Francisco to Winslow, Arizona,
and Chicago to Dayton, and the latter included daily stops that would return
air passenger, mail, and express service to Fort Wayne. The city would soon be
part of the huge TWA transcontinental system.* There might finally be sched-
uled passenger flights at Baer.

In early August, John Collings, superintendent of TWA’s Eastern Region,
arrived in town to discuss the opening of air service. Cornish and Lois joined
him for dinner at the Hotel Keenan, where Collings complimented Cornish and
the members of the Board of Aviation Commissioners on the improvements
made at the airport during the preceding years. He highly praised the foresight
that officials had shown in making the decision to install radio range beacons
and boundary and beacon lights even though no airline was operating in the city
at the time. “The local airport is one of the finest in the middle west,” Collings
concluded, “and Fort Wayne can well be proud.”* And so commercial aviation
would again come to Fort Wayne.
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The week following the dinner meeting, TWA took the Cornishes and
nine community luminaries, including sisters Loretta and Helene Foellinger,
on a half-hour “courtesy hop” over the city in one of the airline’s fourteen-
passenger Douglas Skyliners. “In the cabin of the luxury liner, guest passengers
found everything for their comfort in the air. Deep, soft-cushioned seats enable
them to recline, tilt back for a nap, or lounge. Passengers inspected the cabin at
the front of the ship where the captain and first officer kept in continual con-
tact with the airport by means of two-way radio equipment.”* On August 25,
some newspaper reporters also spent some time on a Skyliner, joining the crew
on a survey flight “to do a careful study of weather conditions prevailing in
the area covered by the route, the checking of locations of emergency landing
fields, the taking of bearings of radio direction finders, and the testing of two-
way radio facilities.” TWA hostesses studied the territory so that they would be
able to talk about local points of interest and scenic landmarks.*

The mood in the city was festive in anticipation of the big event. The Wolf
& Dessauer Department Store, a major downtown destination, featured an im-
pressive window display dedicated to TWA and “The World’s Mightiest Fleet
of Super-Skyliners.” On the morning of September 1, 1937, passenger and
mail service finally resumed in Fort Wayne after a four-and-a half-year hiatus.
Cornish was on hand to welcome the twenty-one-passenger Douglas DC-3 Kizty
Hawk when it arrived at Baer from Chicago. Along with a crowd estimated at

A window display at the Wolf & Dessauer Department Store welcomed TWA to Fort Wayne in
1937. (Author’s collection)
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more than a thousand, he celebrated the culmination of his hometown’s dili-
gent efforts to bring back commercial air service. The residents of Fort Wayne
now had convenient nationwide air connections. After flying to Chicago, pas-
sengers could transfer to the larger, more elegant Skysleeper (a modified DC-2
with fourteen sleeping berths), then continue on to Los Angeles for $204.74,
or to New York for $72.74.

However, trouble was stirring beneath the jubilation. Before TWA’s first
official flight into Fort Wayne, the company had made it clear that additional
improvements would be needed, specifically space for both radio equipment
and office personnel. The Board of Aviation Commissioners had requested
$5,000 in July from the city’s general fund for that purpose, but the City Coun-
cil initially balked and then refused. On August 18, the council made a radical
suggestion—the city should “sell the airport” and eliminate the annual budget
line for its upkeep. With TWA preparing to include Fort Wayne on its route,
officials on the council speculated, the cost to maintain the grounds and spe-
cial equipment would soon increase. Therefore, why not offer the airport for
sale to some private aviation corporation that might want to buy it? Without an
airport to support, they concluded, an annual tax levy would be unnecessary."’
Just as all those years” worth of effort were about to bear fruit, Cornish found
himself on pins and needles.

Mayor Baals was not pleased. “This airport,” he retorted, “represents an
investment of nearly a million dollars considering what the city has expended
there, plus funds the Federal Government has paid for its development through
allocation of FERA, CWA and WPA accounts. Now that it has begun to show
some chance of returning something on the investment, in addition to the plea-
sure it brings our citizenry, it seems to me any suggestion for its sale is devoid
of any foundation in good judgment. The people want this field and they like
to visit it—to feel that it is theirs and for their use, just as our parks are. Until 1
am convinced otherwise, I shall not consider selling the field.”*

In August the City Council, in an executive session with a public hearing,
proposed a two mill reduction in the following year’s levy for airport purposes.
The announcement caught aviation officials by surprise. The cut, which would
save the average taxpayer all of eight cents, represented $2,000 that could not be
applied to needed improvements to the airport. It meant that the administration
building could not be expanded to meet the demands for more space created by
the addition of TWA passenger and express service. Cornish had pointed out
to the council that he and his secretary, Earl Miller, shared one tiny office with
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the TWA radio operator and ticket agent. Without the council’s support, an-
other improvement would have to be put on hold—grading seventy-eight acres
of airport property north of the existing field so that the north-south runway
could be lengthened from 3,500 to 5,300 feet. While a 3,500-foot runway had
been sufficient in 1935, Cornish said, it was not sufficient in 1938. If the coun-
cil had its way, the planned work to enlarge office space and prepare the airport
for future commercial air traffic could not go forward. Gains that had been re-
alized in recent years might be lost, he stressed, and the future of aviation in
Fort Wayne jeopardized.*’

The Aviation Commission countered with a proposal of its own, asking
for a one cent levy that would raise $14,850, three-quarters of the airport’s an-
nual expenses. The City Council capitulated, and an impasse was averted. The
council and the State Tax Board approved a payment of $5,000 to cover the
sponsot’s share of the $170,000 needed to expand the administration building
and extend the north-south runway. A funding request was filed with the WPA.
Ongoing improvements in aviation technology and expansion in the industry
led to never-ending demands for upgrades on Cornish and his small staff, but
with the financial assistance of one or another federal government agency, Fort
Wayne and other communities were able to meet most of their capital project
needs in the latter half of the 1930s.

In January 1938 President Roosevelt, in a message to Congress on national
defense, cited the ominous fact that one-quarter of the world was at war, a hint
of what was looming on the horizon for Fort Wayne and the nation. He asked
Congress for an initial allotment of $800 million for defense spending, primar-
ily to expand the navy.”’ International frictions and confrontations grew daily,
as captured in Fort Wayne’s newspaper headlines. As news came in February
that the Spanish had sunk a British freighter and that Hitler had transformed
Germany into a totalitarian state, the country’s leaders grew increasingly con-
cerned. “Demands for Gigantic Air Force Voice: Bloc Is Forming in Congress
to Insist on More Planes for U. S. Defense,” the News-Sentinel proclaimed on the
26th. “Airplanes can operate to protect our coast line up to a distance of 500
miles from shore. And while one battleship costs at the very least $50,000,000,
a fleet of atleast 500 bombers can be built for that amount.””®! Two weeks later,
FDR’s request for naval expansion reached $1 billion as “Hitler Makes Trium-
phant Entry into Austria.”>

Fort Wayne and aviation interests would soon feel the impact of the world
calamity in a very real way, but in 1938 it was still civilian rather than military
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aviation that had the city’s attention. The year began well for Cornish and the
municipal airport when National Aeronantics, the magazine of the National Aero-
nautic Association, featured Paul Baer Municipal Airport in its January issue.
According to captions accompanying photographs of the flying field, the ait-
port would need only minor extensions of the runways to meet the proposed
new Bureau of Air Commerce standards for a Class 1 airport. Class 1 landing
fields were required to have atleast three paved runways, each atleast 3,000 feet
long, with a combined length of 13,500 feet. Paul Baer Field had four paved
runways, but they fell 1,200 feet short of the total required length. The article
encouraged Fort Wayne to make the necessary changes, even though the federal
government might need to contribute generously to the cost. “Needless to say,
there are not many airports which meet these requirements as to runways and
effective lengths at the present time. However, it this amount of room is neces-
sary, it ought to be provided, even though the Federal Government may have to
participate very generously in the cost of further extension and development.”
It added, “Captain Clarence Cornish can be justly proud of the splendid service
rendered by this field. Among the interesting features of the Fort Wayne airport
are the very modern and spotless restrooms and the sleeping quarters available
for transient pilots who may not wish to go downtown.”’

Two months later, the WPA approved $33,450 for the desired grading work
(in advance of paving) and expansion of the administration building to relieve
cramped office conditions, provided that the air traffic control tower would
also be enlarged to a room about fifteen feet square, and that the sponsor of
the project, the Fort Wayne Board of Aviation Commissioners, would contrib-
ute $8,620 as its share of the cost.” Inevitably, buteaucracy again had a role to
play. Before the project could be implemented, it needed approval from both
President Roosevelt and Acting Comptroller General Richard Nash Elliott, and
Indiana’s WPA administration had to move the project to the top of its long list
of federally approved projects and allocate funds from within its limited budget.

The value and impact of such work relief funds were inestimable. By pro-
viding paid jobs for millions of Americans who had been left unemployed by
the Great Depression and the 1937 recession, the WPA helped ease the dire
economic situation in the heartland and across the nation. In 193435, “public
works projects, designed to take men off the relief rolls and put them on pay
rolls,” had brought $5,273,720 to Allen County.” The airport had been one of
the chief beneficiaries of WPA and FERA funds in Allen County in 1934. Fed-
eral monies had been used to create a rock garden, add a heating system and



130 Chapter 6

brick veneering to the administration building, clear eighty acres of ground, till
the field in preparation for runways, repaint buildings, and construct sidewalks.
These improvements would have been unaffordable without the federal relief
programs, Cornish said.”®

With the coming of spring came praiseworthy news that gave a boost to
morale. Major A. B. McMullen, chief of the Airport Section of the Depart-
ment of Air Commerce, paid a surprise visit to Paul Baer Field and termed it
“far superior to airports in other cities of this size. . . . It is better maintained
and shows better management than most airports of the country”” Having last
visited around ten years earlier, he added, “I have found a better airport with
better runways, buildings and equipment than I expected to find.” However,
he went on to say, “judging from the increase in traffic, it won’t be long before
you’ll need a new hangar and administration building. As your airport is today,
Fort Wayne probably will receive the second highest rating it is possible for the
Department of Commerce to give.” He praised Cornish for his accomplish-
ments in developing airport facilities in the previous few years and was pleased
to learn of the plans to construct an addition to the administration building and
extend the north-south runway that summer.”’

Continued emphasis on the role of federal assistance, coupled with the need
for continually upgrading the nation’s air program, came as a result of the Civil
Aeronautics Act of 1938, which was signed into law in June. It required the Civil
Aeronautics Authority (CAA) to submit “a detailed nationwide survey of ait-
ports” to Congress. According to the FAA (Federal Aviation Administration),

the report indicated that the number of municipal and commercial ait-
ports had increased from 823 at the end of 1927 to 1,833 at the end of
1938, and that Federal relief programs had been responsible for most
airport development since 1933. The Authority recommended that the
development and maintenance of an adequate system of airports (includ-
ing seaplane bases) should be recognized as a matter of national concern
and a proper object of Federal expenditure. Currently, the Authority be-
lieved that airports should receive $100 million of regular public-works
or work-relief funds, as well as $25 million to increase the Federal share

of joint Federal-local projects.”

With airmail and passenger service in place and construction projects mov-
ing along as needed thanks to federal funding, the autumn of 1938 was relatively
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calm for the airport’s manager—a good time to relish the birth of his first and
only child, his daughter Ruth Ann, born September 4, and to bask in the at-
tention surrounding a four-day visit to the airport by the “Famed Transatlan-
tic Flier”” Clarence D. Chambetlin.* On October 20, Chambetlin, Cornish, and
Paul Guild, vice-president of the Board of Aviation Commissioners, reunited
in Fort Wayne, most likely reliving their times at Wright Field and in the Army
Air Corps’ pilot training program during World War 1. Chamberlin—accom-
panied by his wife, Louise Ashby Chamberlin, who was said to be the “former
air companion of Amelia Earhart”—had gained fame for completing the first
transatlantic passenger flight only two weeks after Lindbergh’s epic solo jour-
ney, flying nonstop from New York to Eisleben, Germany, in a little over forty-
three hours. Chamberlin’s Fort Wayne stop was part of a tour to raise funds for
research into the efficacy and safety of air travel, especially stratospheric flights.
Among his goals were to develop a plane that could fly at a speed of at least
four hundred miles an hour and to be able to cross the Atlantic in four hours.
While he was in town, he offered Fort Wayne residents the opportunity to fly
with him in his twenty-seven-passenger Curtiss Condor plane.

On the evening of Chamberlin’s arrival, Colonel Roscoe Turner was the
guest speaker at the Fort Wayne Engineers’ Club, for which Cornish served as
toastmaster. Four hundred people gathered at the Catholic Community Center
that Thursday night, with members of multiple community organizations in at-
tendance, and with Chamberlin the event’s guest of honor. Turner stressed the
importance of airplanes in peaceful pursuits as well as in national defense. “If
France and England had been prepared in aviation, they’d have never said, “Yes’
to Hitler.”® Was it a coincidence that both renowned aviators appeared in Fort
Wayne at the same time? Or did one’s visit inspire the other’s?

City and aviation officials were elated when, on December 15, 1938, TWA
added Fort Wayne to its nighttime route between New York and Chicago. “Ev-
eryone interested in aviation and in the inauguration of night flying” was “ex-
tended an invitation to attend the celebration at the airport” when the westbound
aitliner through Dayton was to attive on its way to Chicago.”’ This facilitated
cross-country passenger, express, and mail service, which were “highly impor-
tant to a center like Fort Wayne, strategically located as a major city in the cen-
ter of the east and west transcontinental traffic.”*> Of note, passengers could
fly from Fort Wayne to New York in only four hours and thirty-three minutes.

The new year began on a discordant note internationally as world peace con-
tinued to disintegrate. Yet while the president maintained a position of neutrality
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for the United States, he was cognizant of the possible consequences for the na-
tion. A News-Sentine/ headline four days into 1939 declared, “Roosevelt: Lashes
at Dictators: Warns of Menace to Freedom; Must Be Ready to Fight in Military
and Economic Sense; Preparedness Urged.” Eight days later, FDR asked Con-
gtess to approve half a billion dollars for defense.*’

For most in the United States, though, life went on as usual, and Cornish
decided to attend a January conference in St. Louis, a timely decision that put
him in touch with men and ideas beyond Indiana’s borders. He emerged from
the meeting as the eight-state regional leader of the National Association of
Airport Executives, which co-sponsored the event with the National Aeronautic
Association (NAA).** Back home, Cornish met with aviation board members,
educators, and model builders (the Mad Modelers Club) to form an NAA chap-
ter, later named after Art Smith. Providing aviation programs for boys in public
schools was seen as vital for preparedness in air-related vocations, and in March,
at the first organizational meeting, the group clarified its purpose—to supervise
and maintain an aviation program of education and recreation in grammar and
high schools. (When the group had become more fully established, its purpose
statement was expanded: “to call attention to the growing importance of avia-
tion in the national life.”)® Wasting no time, Cornish organized an airport fo-
rum for May, with “many of the best-informed aircraft officials in the country”
expected to attend. Four hundred invitations were mailed to airport managers
in NAAs Region 3, for which he was director. The purpose of the forum was
to “iron out difficulties besetting airports and to further the cause of efficient
management.” The topics and speakers were as follows:

“Airport Planning and Development,” Colonel Floyd E. Evans

“Airport Lighting” Nish Dienhart, Manager of the Indianapolis Municipal
Airport

“Federal Aid to Airports,” Major C. V. Burnett, Manager of the Detroit
City Airport and President of the American Association of Airport
Executives

“Management and Regulations,” B. E. Fulton, Manager of the Akron
Airport

“Airport Zoning,” Judge George H Leonard, Attorney for the Board of
Aviation Commissioners

“Airport Surfacing,” a joint presentation by William Aldous, CAA Airport
Engineer, and W. R. Macatee of the Asphalt Institute Inc.
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“Airport Traffic Control,” Major J. H. Berry, Manager of the Cleveland
Airport
“Airplane Hangars (types and methods of financing),” Cornish®

The forum, which was attended by seventy-five managers from Region 3,
emphasized the need for federal funding to support the nation’s airports. “There
is no Federal aid of airports,” Burnett declared, “but managers should demand
a subsidization by the Government.” He noted that there were approximately
2,200 municipal and privately owned airports in the country that could accommo-
date interstate commerce activities—the key word being interstate.” The regional
airport executives who had gathered for the forum were therefore pleased with
the CAA’s recommendation that $125 million be allocated for lighting, runway
construction, and navigational facilities such as control towers, with the needed
land to be provided by the relevant municipalities.

Ten days after the resoundingly successful forum, there was a stellar devel-
opment in the history of Paul Baer Municipal Airport: it was tapped to accom-
modate a U.S. Weather Bureau observation branch.® It was a real coup for Fort
Wayne, as it would put the city on a par regionally with Chicago, Cleveland,
Indianapolis, and Detroit. The branch would open on January 1, 1940, staffed
by ten full-time employees, five CAA men, and five Weather Bureau observ-
ers, with an annual payroll of $20,000. The article concluded: “The bureau to
be established here is the Class I type and would have few supetior to it in the
country.””®” Federal money was crucial and deemed totally appropriate; it would
be used to purchase the instruments and equipment, while Fort Wayne would
pay for an eight-hundred-square-foot addition to the south side of the terminal
building. Cornish had plans ready by the end of the day on May 25, so that bids
could be opened and the exact cost determined. Initially noncommittal regard-
ing the idea, the City Council ultimately approved the expenditure.”” The final
cost was in the $3,500 to $5,000 range.

While these positive developments moved through the bureaucratic pipeline,
and while daily life continued as normal for most in Fort Wayne and throughout
the nation, ominous reports from overseas were arriving with ever-increasing
frequency. On September 1, a News-Sentine/headline boldly announced, “Unde-
clared War Starts: Roosevelt Says U.S. Will Stay Out.” There was no doubt about
the reality of war for Londoners, however; the next day’s paper reported that as
a precautionary measure to protect the residents of that city should they be at-
tacked by the Germans, “all venomous snakes, black widow spiders, bird-eating
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spiders, scorpions and other dangerous insects of the London Zoo” had been
destroyed overnight.”" But later that same month, Fort Wayne and other U.S.
cities with NAA chapters participated in National Air Week, or National Air
Progress Week, which was launched on September 18. The Art Smith Chap-
ter of the NAA, the Aero Club, the Mad Modelers, the authorities at Paul Baer
Airport, civic organizations, and municipal and federal officials all took part.

At the airport, the public got to visit the newly completed administration
building annex, dedicated during that week, and the Anthony Wayne Stamp
Club provided an exhibit of airmail stamps. The Mad Modelers held a “gaso-
line model airplane contest,” and they also had full-sized planes on display, with
signs identifying the type, weight, power, and purposes of each. Downtown
stores featured special window displays. One of the high schools had a daily
showing of “talking motion pictures” furnished by American Airlines and Pan
American Airways. Two movies were featured: The Rio Cruise, which showed an
actual flight from Miami, Florida, to Rio de Janeiro via Cuba, the east coast of
South America, and Brazil, “all accompanied by music and a narrator”; and The
Awmerican Way, a film so realistic that it made viewers feel as though they were
actually flying in a plane.”

Believing that aviation centers should be interconnected, and wanting to
make regional air travel easier and more convenient, Cornish called a Novem-
ber meeting in Indianapolis with state, federal, and local acronautics officials to
discuss a four-state air highway system that would link the Indiana cities of Fort
Wayne, Frankfort, Indianapolis, Marion, Muncie, and South Bend with compa-
rable cities in Illinois, Michigan, and Ohio through regularly scheduled runs—a
“secondary ‘feeder’ system.”” Cornish saw this as a model for the nation, “in
harmony with current aeronautical plans to expand the facilities of municipal
and private airports in America.” It was noted in a follow-up article about the
meeting that the group considered drafting a resolution to Congress urging that
funds be appropriated for an extensive expansion of the nation’s aviation pro-
gram.” Plans such as these being deliberated for civil aviation in the late 1930s
would soon be interrupted by the war, but in the mid-1940s they would become
a significant portion of Cornish’s and the state’s endeavors.

But for the moment, the big aviation news revolved around the Weather
Bureau branch, which became fully functional in January 1940. The crew began
giving houtly reports by teletype on ceiling visibility, sky conditions, temperature,
humidity, barometer reading, and wind direction. News-Sentinel reporter Charles
Keefer was engrossed. “Like silent sentinels,” he wrote, “the Weather Bureau
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Airport Stations and the Civil Aeronautics Authority Communications Stations
... are truly the ‘unsung heroes’ of the Nation’s vast network of air lines and
many a pilot and air passenger owes his life to the constant vigilance of these
two Government agencies.” Keefer’s article, published in a Saturday edition in
February 1940, explained the inner workings of these agencies and described in
detail the work of the men at Paul Baer Municipal Airport who kept an eye on the
weather and transmitted vital information nationwide to maintain safe airways.”

The new branch’ balloon service was one of the Weather Bureau’s most im-
portant tools for measuring atmosphetic conditions. Small balloons, three feet
in diameter, were inflated with a lighter-than-air gas such as hydrogen or helium
and sent aloft. Then a theodolite, an instrument resembling a surveyot’s transit,
followed their rise and oscillation or horizontal movement.”® As twenty-first-
century hot-air balloonists know well, the wind at one altitude may be in one
direction with one velocity, while at another altitude both the direction and the
velocity may be different. This information was invaluable both to pilots who
needed to keep on schedule and to meteorologists making daily weather fore-
casts. As winds aloft can quickly alter conditions at ground level, such knowl-
edge was essential to correct forecasting,

After years of dedication and advocacy by the Aviation Commission,
Cornish, and the airport statf, Fort Wayne had gained well-deserved promi-
nence as an important state and national aviation terminal, as a principal stop
on TWA’s Chicago—New York route, and as a center of vital information for
civilian, commercial, and military pilots. The city paid off its ten-year, $100,000
bond issue and received clear title to its aviation center, appraised then at $1.2
million. When Cornish was asked his thoughts about an appropriate way to cel-
ebrate, he suggested that the retired bonds “be tossed onto the bonfire at the
Allen County Court House mortgage burning [January 1, 1940] or scattered to
the four winds from an airplane over the port.”””

At that point, Cornish understandably could have envisioned a smooth
course ahead. But 1940 was barely underway when a controversial issue arose
and ignited a heated legal debate. A 32.08-acre piece of property had gone into
receivership, and in January the Citizens Trust Company asked the Zoning Plan
Commission to allow the acreage to be platted for a housing complex, to be
called the Airview Addition. The problem was that the tract was directly across
Lima Road from the southern tip of Paul Baer Field’s southwest-northeast run-
way and directly underneath the primary flight path. The Board of Aviation
Commissioners opposed the idea, claiming that having buildings so close to the
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runway would constitute a hazard. They believed they could fall back on a 1929
law that allowed them to make determinations about the use of properties ad-
jacent to airfields. “If we are going to permit houses to be erected on this tract
and other property in the immediate vicinity, we might as well use the airport to
fly toy models and get an entirely new field,” Cornish said. He felt strongly that
approaches to runways must be kept clear, and that if the city officials should
fail to do so, the city would be remiss in protecting its own investment, then in
excess of $1 million. TWA officials weighed in, too: “This will naturally resultin
the installation of telephone poles and lines, etc., adjacent to the airport which
will be hazardous to aircraft taking off and landing at Fort Wayne. This will
also result, no doubt, in some of the people occupying this space complaining
of planes taking off over their homes.” The City Plan Commission concurred
and denied the request.”

The trust company appealed the case to the circuit court, and despite the
safety concerns and objections voiced by multiple parties, in June 1940 Judge
John E. Decker of Bluffton ruled in favor of the landholder. Decker held that
the police power of the 1929 Indiana General Assembly’s airport statute did
not give municipal authorities the right to prevent the landowner from devel-
oping the acreage, and if the city wanted to control the land contiguous to the
airport, its only recourse was to condemn the tract or to purchase it. He told
the attorneys that despite an exhaustive study, he had found no established
law related to the subject to use for guidance. He pointed out that at one time
property owners had been presumed to control both their land itself and the
space above it. However, “aviation has changed this situation and the welfare
of mankind requires that the rights of the owner of the surface be limited to
his use and enjoyment of only so much of the space above his land as may be
used for airplanes as long as they do not interfere unduly with the enjoyment
of owner of the surface.”” Simply put, according to Judge Decket, in this case
condemnation or purchase would be preferable to invoking police power. The
airport budget for 1941, submitted in the late summer of 1940, included $6,000
to purchase the 32.08 acres of land that had been designated for the proposed
Airview Addition. This budget item was approved, but the City Council subse-
quently declined to appropriate the necessary funds. On March 3, 1941, with the
issue having come back before them, the City Plan Commission had no choice
but to approve the platting of the Airview Addition.
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A New Baer Field and
a Struggling Old

WHILE THE AIRVIEW ADDITION was in litigation, Cornish, on behalf of a
citizens’ committee, submitted to Fort Wayne’s civil engineers a map he had
sketched showing what the municipal airport might look like if it could be ex-
panded to nearly twice its current size. The engineers refined the plan, with their
first version dated April 25, 1940, followed by a revision dated August 10, 1940.
Since it was economically essential for the airport to be able to accommodate
the growing demand for passenger, mail, and cargo service, the city planners
and the Board of Aviation Commissioners approved an expansion that would
add 330 acres south and west of the property, enabling the addition of the new
runways and hangars that would be needed in the coming years.'

Not only were the numbers of takeoffs and landings increasing in 1940,
but commercial aircraft were becoming larger and heavier, demanding lon-
ger and sturdier runways. According to an article in the Journal-Gazette, a sur-
vey conducted by the US. Civil Aeronautics Authority (CAA) and published in
“the current issue of ‘American Aviation” ranked Paul Baer Municipal Airport
twentieth on the list of the nation’ busiest airports (tied with the Chicago Air-
port), with 2,370 separate landings and takeoffs recorded during a test week
the previous June.” According to Cornish, however, that result was somewhat
misleading: “The majority of the two thousand or more airports throughout
the Nation are operated on a 24-hours-per-day basis,” the article quoted him as
saying, “while the Paul Baer field operated on a 10-hours-per-day schedule dus-
ing the test week and is now operated on a 15-hours-per-day schedule. Since
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the switch [to 15 hours], during the second week of August, 3,900 landings and
takeoffs have been recorded.”

Given this reality, the condition of Paul Baer Field’s runways was a concern
for the airport’s manager and the Board of Aviation Commissioners. Most re-
cently improved by the WPA (Works Progress Administration) in 1936 and 1937,
with a life expectancy of five to six years, the runways were deteriorating; but
reconstructing them so that they could handle increasingly heavy usage would
be costly. Enter the knights in shining armor. To the surprise of many, the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers came to Fort Wayne in mid-August and expressed an
interest in using Paul Baer Field for military training in army air transport craft.
It would be a small Army Air Corps unit, and the training planes could operate
alongside the civil aircraft that used the facility.” For the city leaders, the timing
could not have been better.

If Fort Wayne’s municipal field were to be selected as the site for an Air
Corps unit, the federal government would presumably pay for the field to be
enlarged and developed for both civil and military operations. It was front-page
news in the local papers. The Journal-Gazette laid out the details of a joint an-
nouncement made by Cornish, as airport manager, and Charles L. Biederwolf,
the secretary-manager of the Fort Wayne Chamber of Commerce. Fort Wayne
might “become an important middle-western base for the aerial operations of the
United States army.”* However, South Bend, Indianapolis, and Evansville were
also competing for this prize, so time was of the essence in deciding whether
the city could accommodate the Army Air Corps.”

A letter was mailed to the city’s leading citizens, inviting them to attend an
evening event at the airport on August 20. The purpose of the meeting was to
launch an aviation development program for Fort Wayne, the highlight of which
would be a broad civic effort to secure a new military air base. Addressing the
assembled group of fifty business and civic leaders, principal speaker Cornish
and Ross McCulloch, president of the Board of Aviation Commissioners, made
a case for the pressing need to buy the additional 330 actes of land and increase
the size of the airport so that Fort Wayne could benefit from the expansion of
national air defenses and the rapid growth of the aviation industry.® The group
agtreed in principle.” John W. Crise, an accountant for the General Electric Com-
pany, was named to head the Citizens’ Committee on Aviation, which took the
lead in promoting Fort Wayne’s new aviation program.”®

Time was not wasted. On August 29, Cornish was on his way to Washington
as the group’s envoy, where he met with Indiana senators Frederick Van Nuys
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and Sherman Minton, Congressman George W. Gillie, and officials of the CAA
and the War Department to promote and gain support for Fort Wayne’s bid
to be the location for one of the proposed new bases for the Army Air Corps.
Back in Fort Wayne, he reported on September 3 that the city had “every right
to expect its share of defense projects in due course of time.” Three days latet,
Cornish returned to Washington, along with Mayor Baals, Indiana Service Cor-
poration president W. Marshall Dale, U.S. District Attorney James R. Fleming,
and Major Earle W. Moss, a reserve officer in the Army Air Corps. Their goal
was to convince both civil and military officials that Fort Wayne was a strategi-
cally located city that offered numerous advantages.'’

It column space in the News-Sentine/ and the Journal-Gazetteis a valid indicator
of the significance of a particular topic, then attracting the Army Air Corps in
1940—41 would be near the top of the city’s list. In the end, Fort Wayne would
pay $125,000 for 728 acres of flat farmland so that a new airfield could be built
southwest of the city. But first there would be months of wrangling."!

On September 21, officers arrived to inspect the proposed air base site.'” By
September 28, it was learned that the federal government had promised $399,500
for improvements to the airfield, which according to Cornish had been selected
along with “28 other airports as a base for future extensive tactical operations.”"”
Despite some concerns, the Citizens’ Committee on Aviation, whose numbers
had risen to 150, adopted a resolution favoring the acquisition of land for mul-
tipurpose use (including by the military)."*

On October 11, the newspaper headlines proclaimed success, reporting
that there was now a proposal for a base to be built at the municipal airport
for 175 officers and 1,700 soldiers from the Thirty-First Pursuit Group. The
amount to be invested had increased to $1 million. The article itself took a
more cautious approach. It stated that Cornish had received no official infor-
mation, and questions had surfaced about how these developments would af-
fect Paul Baer Field."” “Should the Army decide to use the airport for its air
base,” said the next day’s News-Sentinel, “it is likely that all civilian and com-
mercial flying from it would be suspended.” Cornish, however, expressed the
belief that TWA would continue to stop at Paul Baer Field after the base was
established."

Even though the War Department had officially released plans for the air
base only to the press and to congressmen in Washington, and not yet directly
to Fort Wayne’s stakeholders, the citizens remained generally optimistic, their
unresolved questions notwithstanding. The city itself was rejoicing:
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It should be a cause for extending heartiest congratulations to Capt.
Clarence Cornish, to the Citizens’ Committee headed by J. W Crise and
C. Byron Hayes, and to all other individuals and institutions who worked
and planned for this great event.

For all of us are to benefit—militarily, industrially, commercially, and
culturally—by reason of the fact that a few public-spirited leaders took
it upon themselves to labor long hours for this to come to pass. . .. Our
respected community builders of 1940 are as worthy of the esteem and
even veneration of us all as are those who transformed Fort Wayne from
a territorial stockade into the makings of a progressive industrial city.

Realizing these truths, proud and vigilant and ever constructive, we
come to realize that—to those who have the will to win—all things are
possible.

This is a great day in Fort Wayne history."”

Still, the situation was not entirely rosy. Mayor Baals wrote a letter to the
War Department on November 2 to notify them that the city would need to
issue a municipal bond in order to purchase the acreage for the new base—a
process that would take ninety days.'® Details of this potentially massive proj-
ect remained in a state of flux. The following day, the press announced that
the army had increased its appropriation to $1,378,000 and nearly doubled the
anticipated number of personnel to be assigned to the base, from the original
1,700 to 3,000, by adding the Thirty-Ninth, Fortieth, and Forty-First Air Unit
squadrons.” At that point, however, the city officials had yet to receive formal
confirmation from the War Department.

The military had a gripe of its own. It claimed that after several wecks,
it still had not received a response to the draft of a lease that it had sent to
Colonel E H. Boucher, the officer in charge of Army Reserve affairs in the dis-
trict, to be negotiated with the city for 60 acres of land adjoining the municipal
airport on which barracks could be built for enlisted men. However, the signing
of that lease had necessarily been delayed because that acreage was part of the
330 acres that the city did not yet own, for which an as yet unissued municipal
bond would be required.”

On October 11 it had been announced that CAA training programs would no
longer be permitted at Paul Baer Field and twenty-eight other airports, because
“military authorities have based, or plan to base in the near future, extensive tac-
tical operations on these sites.” Future CAA training was to be “conducted at an
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airport at least six miles from the present site,” although it was “not certain when
this ruling will go into effect.””" Needless to say, the possibility of losing the pi-
lot training program caused consternation among those committed to helping
men and women learn to fly. Grove Webster, the director of CAA’s student pi-
lot program, promised to fight to keep it. “The Army is driving CAA from Paul
Baer Municipal Airport at Fort Wayne,” he said, “and it is up to Fort Wayne to
provide facilities to continue the program.”* On November 3, CAA engineers
were in Fort Wayne to explore possible sites for the construction of a new ait-
port so that their pilot training program could continue. They also surveyed the
land that would be needed to expand the municipal field for the military base.”

Weeks went by, and there was still no official word regarding the military
base. City officials remained in the dark, and queries sent by Baals to the War
Department went unanswered. By late November, more citizens were register-
ing concerns about the disadvantages of the proposals on the table. They be-
came more vocal, wanting to make sure that their views were heard alongside
the supporters’ views. Ten representatives of local flying services were among
the signers of a petition that opposed the base. If the federal government were
indeed to request, and receive, permission for use of the airport, it would be a
detriment to civil aviation in Fort Wayne, and likely would cost the city its air
transport connections. “Any problematical business gain accruing to Fort Wayne
businessmen would be completely offset, if not more than offset, by the crip-
pling of civilian aviation services,” opined the News-Sentine/**

Behind the scenes, the possibility was floated that an alternative site might
be chosen, a shift with the potential to allay the concerns held by many. Mayor
Baals, having conferred with Cornish, revealed that he was considering a new
location for the air base. He had listened to residents and taxpayers and local fly-
ers and felt that their concerns about the potential loss to civilian aviation were
justified. When the News-Sentine/ announced this turn of events on November
26, it added that Cornish had been informed during a long-distance phone call
that relocating the project “seemed feasible” to the army engineers, though they
wanted to reserve the right to use Paul Baer Field temporarily, for about three
months. Should the new site be agreed upon by all parties, the city would drop
proceedings to acquite the additional acreage.”

Shortly after midnight on December 10, Mayor Baals received a telegram
from the Army Air Corps, which read: “Request decision of city to procure
new airport site and other installations.” Baals responded by telegram, “Fort
Wayne accepts Government offer to construct air base here.” It was official,
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formal, and final. Said the editors i _ This Is No Time To Clip Its Wings!
of the News-Sentinel, “We are happy | . : '

that Fort Wayne has generally been |
blessed with a prevailing deliberate- '
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mum of substantial advantage in the
long run.”*

City officials were elated, but as
the reality of a proposed air base be-
gan to sink in, the citizens of Fort
Wayne weighed the pluses and mi-
nuses, among the latter being the num-
ber of new people who would come When this cartoon was published on No-
along with the base. The initial plan vember 28, 1940, some feared that the city

called for three plane squadrons, to- might lose its bid for the air base. Two weeks

later, Fort Wayne was officially awarded the
base. (“This Is No Time to Clip Its Wings,”
require 1,500 enlisted personnel plus News-Sentinel, November 28, 1940, 6. Used
150 Air Corps officers, as well as their with permission from the [Fort Wayne, Ind.]
wives and families.”” At local informa- News-Sentinel)

tional hearings, citizens voiced their

taling nearly 60 aircraft, which would

opposition to the new base and expressed some concern about the character of
the men who would be stationed there. Cornish rose up at least once in the air-
men’s defense: “Only the highest type of man mentally and morally is permitted
in the air corps,” he told them. “Officers must have a minimum of two years of
college education, and even enlisted men must be at least high school graduates.”

Before the year’s end, the military demanded that the lease for the land be
settled and signed by February 1, 1941, or it would move the pursuit units out
of Fort Wayne and relocate them elsewhere. During this highly charged time,
Cornish again acted as a liaison between the city administration and the War
Department. On January 4 he sent a telegram to Mayor Baals from Washington,
reiterating the urgency of the matter from the military’s perspective. Numer-
ous conferences followed, mostly by telephone, during which the mayor “put
it up to the business men.”” Hasty arrangements were made to secure enough
money to pay landowners and cover other costs; a total of $125,000 was needed
to close the deal. Four Fort Wayne banks agreed to lend the money to the city
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Baer Field was rededi-
cated on September 21,
1991. Left to right: Roger
Myers, president and cu-
rator of the Greater Fort
Wayne Aviation Museum;
Cornish; Robert Schott,
the manager of Smith
Field during World War
II; Roxanne Butler, public
relations manager for the
Fort Wayne International
Airport. (Photo courtesy

of Roger Myers)

through a trusteeship, with repayment to be made through the issuance of a
municipal bond. A group of twelve to fifteen prominent businessmen would
serve as underwriters. Other Indiana cities were hopeful that a glitch of some
kind would derail Fort Wayne’s bid. Two or three cities reportedly were ready
and willing to step in and find the needed funding should Fort Wayne’s efforts
fail for some reason.” In only two days, however, the city had the money and
the War Department had its deal. On January 20, 1941, city and federal authori-
ties signed the lease for the city’s new airport southwest of Fort Wayne, to be
used as an Army Air Corps base for a term of one to twenty-five years. Con-
struction was well underway within a month, and the facility was ready for use
by December of that year. It would continue to grow in the coming years.”!
During the acquisition and construction phases for the new site, the mili-
tary had the right to land and hangar its planes at what news articles were refer-
ring to that spring as Smith-Baer Field. When Colonel Eugene A. Lohman, the
commander of the new field, first landed his formidable-looking B-18A twin-
motored bomber at the old field on April 13, 1941, it caught the attention of
the press and citizenry.”> Commercial interests had been promised by the CAA
that within a few months there would be solid concrete runways at the new site
that could accommodate commercial aviation’s increasing loads, but during that
spring of 1941, they would have to share the crumbling old runways with planes
such as Lohman’s bomber. When the federal government poured the concrete
for the runways at the new field, however, it did not add aprons and taxiways
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for civil aviation. Congress
had appropriated $631,000
for the project on October
9, 1940, with the understand-
ing that it would serve both
civil and military purposes,
but the allotted money had
proved insufficient to cover
all of the projected construc-
tion. Even though the mili-
tary’s plans, approved back
on December 17, 1940, had
designated a portion of the
field for civil aeronautics, ev-
eryone involved, including
Fort Wayne civilians, agreed
to temporarily postpone the
construction of taxiways and

SUNDAY MORNING, APRIL 13, 194]

Col. Lohman’s Bomber Arrives

| PRESS

A B-18A, twin-molored alrplane of the U. 8. army air corps was delivered to Smith:Baer

municipal airport Saturday afterncon for Col. Eugene A. Lohman, commonder of Anthony
Wayne field The bomber was flown here from Savannoh, Go.. and will be used by Col.
Lohman for official trips. It will be bosed at the municipal tield untl completion of the army's
base southwest of the city. Pictured in front of the plane, from loh, are: Lisut E C. Townsend,
who delivered the bomber; Col. Lohman: Capt. Clarence F. Comish, airport manager; Capt.
K. 5. Hoyler, cssisiont quoriermaster; Choplain Poul A, Banksion. — Siaff phols by
Clipptnges studio. 3

Colonel Eugene Lohman landed his B-18A bomber
at Paul Baer Municipal Airport in April 1941. (“Col.
Lohman’s Bomber Arrives,” Journal-Gagette, April 13,

parking aprons for civil use 1941. Courtesy of the Journal Gazette, Fort Wayne, Ind.)

“with the clear and distinct
understanding that these facilities would be provided for from future Federal
Airport approptiations.””

As of August 1941, provisions for commercial flights at the new field were
still not underway. It seemed that federal officials wanted exclusive use of Paul
Baer Field for military purposes, “without the inconvenience of the use of said
field for civil aeronautics.””* This must have been a grave disappointment to
Mayor Baals, Cornish, and the other civic leaders who had expected to transfer
the heavier commercial air traffic to the new airport, with its properly designed
runways and amenities. Had that happened, the city would have been able to
limit the use of the municipal airport to light civil aircraft that would require
only normal maintenance and repairs. The city was unprepared to pay for the
upgrades that would be needed if the facility was to continue serving all types
of aircraft. If TWA and the other commercial users had to face another winter
without access to Baer Field’s concrete runways, Fort Wayne leaders feared los-
ing all commercial aviation business.

Mayor Baals carried on the appeal in the months that followed, asking the
CAA to reallocate funds from Baer to Smith and to pay $150,000 for materials
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so that WPA workers could repair the asphalt runways.”® These matters were
not to be resolved during Cornish’s tenure. On June 14, 1941, the newspapers
announced that Cornish would be returning to active military duty on July 5.

In conjunction with the construction phase, a name change was contemplated
for the new field, but this too was not a simple process. The War Department left
the decision up to the city, since the military would only be leasing the property.
In February the names of two important men in the city’s history were sug-
gested—General “Mad” Anthony Wayne, pioneer soldier and Revolutionary War
hero, and Art Smith, Fort Wayne’s pioneer pilot. On February 20, the Board of
Aviation Commissioners announced that the new site would be called Anthony
Wayne Field, and the old site would become Smith-Baer Field. Two weeks later,
a new War Department ruling stipulated that the base must be named after a
deceased Air Corps officer.” By mid-May, the Board of Aviation Commission-
ers had made its decision: the air base would be named Paul E. Baer Field. The
military gave its nod of approval on June 9.”

A new name was now needed for the municipal field, and it was a matter
that Cornish had strong feelings about. Since the late 1920s, he had advocated
for a more appropriate way to honor Smith than with the stone pillar in Memo-
rial Park.”® One of his final acts as manager of Fort Wayne’s municipal airport
would be to strongly recommend to the Aviation Commission that they name
the city’s historic aviation center in honor of the beloved pioneer “Bird Boy.””
In July 1941, the facility became Art Smith Municipal Field.*

Hangar Two at Art Smith Municipal Field was added to the National Register of Historic Places
in 2002. (Author’s collection)
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Along with Cornish and mil-
lions of others, the citizens of
Fort Wayne were rallying to the de-
mands of a new war effort. At 9:00
a.m. on July 24, 1941, the members
of the Aero Club took to the air
and began flying in formation over
Fort Wayne. The purpose of their
flight was to remind the city’s resi-
dents about the national shortage
of aluminum, which was needed
for manufacturing planes and other
defense purposes. They were asked
to place any aluminum pots and
pans that they could spare on their
front porches, along with old alu-
minum utensils and any other ob-
jects containing aluminum. “An old
vacuum cleaner, a discarded serv-
ing tray or salt shaker, pots and
pans. . . . Father’s old automobile
engine, brother’s old bicycle. . . .
All aluminum contributed will be
used exclusively for national de-
fense.”" A caravan of fifty trucks,
manned by drivers and Boy Scouts,
then drove from house to house to
pick them up. The Aero Club mem-
bers were glad to have such a visible
role in the effort. Like the public
at large, they sensed the gravity of
what lay ahead.*

By then Cornish was in Loui-
siana, where he would be expected
to apply his civilian and military ex-
pertise to the United States’ rapidly
evolving participation on both the

HJ One of America’s oldest surviv- LE
ing eatly aviation sites, Smith Field
was added to the National Register of
Historic Places in 2002. Its three build-
ings remain in their initial configura-
tion and traffic has increased following
a reconstruction project in 2009 and
2010, leaving both runways in “excel-
lent condition.”* “Hangar Two, built in
the 1930s, had been slated for demo-
lition, but a group of local advocates
headed by now-deceased Bill Decker
lobbied for its preservation,” according
to Tim O’Donnell, Manager of Smith
Field in 2009.* With its three large roll-
ing doors built by Truscon Steel Com-
pany, it was among the few hangars in
the nation that could easily accommo-
date the ninety-five-foot wingspan of
the DC-3, a twenty-two-passenger twin-
propeller plane introduced in 1936. Dur-
ing World War II, the Aviation Packaging
Company worked behind the doors of
Hangar Two, secretly assembling Inter-
state Aircraft TDR-I assault drones. The
unmanned twin-engine aircraft carrying
two-thousand-pound bombs could be
directed to enemy targets—an early ver-
sion of the cruise missile. The TDR was
only recently declassified, bringing Smith
Field’s formerly sectet history to light.
Conveniently, the drones could be “put
on railroad cars right behind the han-
gar,” according to Roger Myers, curator
of the Fort Wayne Aviation Museum.*
Also during WW II, wing covers and
tow targets were made for the Army Air
Cotps on the second floor of Hangar

E—I Two, Myers reports.* I-E
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European and the Asian war fronts. He had left Fort Wayne at a time when the
ground was literally being laid for a positive and permanent development in the
city’s and the region’s aviation history, but at a difficult time for his hometown’s
civil air industry. TWA had added two more daily east-west flights, and the city
was negotiating for more commercial flights.” Smith Field was barely managing
to function with its increasing burdens. With Cornish leaving, Fort Wayne would
now have to address the plight of the recently renamed Smith Field without the
help of its longtime chief air advocate. He would devote his expertise to doing
everything within his power to help the war effort.






8
Keeping the Home Skies Safe

IN May 1941, CornisH returned to Fort Benjamin Harrison, where he had of-
ten attended annual reserve training, but this time he was there for a physical
exam. If found to be fit, he would be required, “without delay,” to report for
duty to Barksdale Field in Shreveport, Louisiana, with the Air Corps Advanced
Flying School, where bomber crews trained for war. Having passed his physical,
Cornish was reactivated, but he cheekily requested assignment with the 46th Air
Base Group, to be located at the new Baer Field in Fort Wayne. “Not favorably
considered” was the military’s response—and in July, Captain Cornish was on
his way to Louisiana. He left with the blessing of Fort Wayne’s Board of Avia-
tion Commissioners and a “leave of absence for the duration of the emergency,”
and with assurance from the military that he would “be relieved from duty in
time to enable him to arrive at his home on 7 July 1942, on which date he will
revert to inactive status.” That was a promise the military did not honor, as it
turned out that he would be needed for the duration.

Barksdale Field, where Cornish was headed, had risen from cotton fields in
the early 1930s.> Home to pursuit and attack groups, its immense acreage was
ideal for honing gunnery and bombing skills. While there, Cornish was executive
officer of the 6th Air Base Group; he soon found that he enjoyed working with
the ground crews who were supporting the simulated European combat opera-
tions. He first flew a Douglas B-18M powered by two Wright R-1820 radial piston
engines and then an AT-6A (North American Aviation T-6 Texan), a blunt-nosed,
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While stationed at
Barksdale Field in 1941,
Cornish flew a Douglas
B-18M shown at left (au-
thot’s collection) and a
North American AT-6A
Texan similar to the ones
shown below (U.S. Air
Force photo).

shiny metal ad-
vanced trainer with
a single prop pow-
ered by a Pratt &
Whitney R-1340-49
Wasp radial engine.
Flying those aircraft
must have been a
thrill for him.

But Cornish’s
time at Barksdale
Field would be brief.
In October he was abruptly relieved of the assignment in Louisiana to begin

a new one in Washington, D.C. It was a call from an old acquaintance, Major
A. B. McMullen, that initiated this second move in four months for Cornish
and his family. McMullen and Cornish had first met in 1938, when “Mac”
was with the Civil Aviation Administration and “Cap” was running things at
Fort Wayne’s primary airfield.” Their paths crossed again when McMullen and
the media went to Barksdale Field in October to observe a bombing dem-
onstration put on by members of the U.S. Army Air Forces (AAF), Navy,
and Marines. Two days later, McMullen, who served as the AAIs represen-
tative on the Interdepartmental Air Traffic Control Board (IATCB), called
Cornish. McMullen needed him to serve as chief of the Flight Operations
Division, Air Staff, putting Cornish in a position to act as McMullen’s alternate
on the IATCB, which also included representatives from the Navy, the Civil



%

\1‘;'
'\

Newly recruited to serve with the
US. AAF in WW 11, Cornish wears

his full military uniform in this of-
ficial portrait.
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The Cornish family’s
Ford sedan is parked
in front of their resi-
dence at Barksdale
Field in 1941. (Au-
thor’s collection)

Aeronautics Administration (CAA), and the
Civil Aeronautics Board (CAB).

In volume 6 of their seven-volume history
The Army Air Forces in World War 11, Wesley
Frank Craven and James Lea Cate cite two rea-
sons for the IATCB’s formation—complaints
about “operational hazards caused by un-
skilled civilian flying”” and “the growing prob-
lems of congested air traffic.”* The board’s
mandate was to oversee and set rules for civil-
ian and military air traffic and to control and
coordinate the use of navigable airspace over
the continental United States. Eventually all
decisions about site locations for military air
installations would be funneled through the
IATCB. But despite the interesting aspects of

this and other responsibilities offered to him by McMullen, “I didn’t like any part
of it,” Cornish would say later of this move to Washington.® But at least one as-

sociate, Irv Baldwin from Fort Wayne, thought that he was the ideal person for

the task. As he wrote to Cap”: “I can see that your new work, along with Major

McMullen, must be extremely interesting, and work for which only a very few

people in the country are qualified. I mean that direct experience in both mili-

tary and commercial aviation is required. There are plenty of individuals who

have a wealth of experience in one field or the other, but there are not many like



152 Chapter 8

yourself who understand both.” Put- : ~

ting his personal wishes aside, Cornish s g X% o
assumed his new position around the o
time of his fifty-third birthday, No-
vember 10, 1941.

The United States was unprepared
for the horrific event the next month
when on December 7, Japan bombed
U.S. naval ships at Pearl Harbor. The
tasks ahead were monumental. While
Japan and Germany had begun to build
up their war personnel and materials
years earlier, in 1931 and 1933, respec-
tively, the United States had remained
an outside observer, maintaining a
comfortable distance from the hostili-
ties while providing material support
to others who were beginning to suf-
fer as Hitler advanced through Europe

while Japan ravaged portions of China.

With astonishing swiftness, the United
States was at war on two fronts. The
nation would have to move quickly to
overcome the lead of its enemies and

Lieutenant Cornish, Lois, and their only child,

Ruth Ann, enjoy the cherry blossoms a cou-
ple of years after their move to Washington,
D.C. (Author’s collection)

implement a significant buildup of its
armed forces. Within a year, the Army alone grew to more than 4 million officers
and men, with a planned strength of 7.5 million by the end of 1943.

Men and women from myriad occupations willingly answered the call to serve
their country in the military. Hundreds of thousands were recruited to work be-
hind the scenes in administrative positions to support the combat troops and
to protect the homeland. Cornish was among the latter. He made the transition
from managing a busy municipal airport in the Midwest, to coordinating pur-
suit and bombing practice in the South, to protecting U.S. citizens from coast
to coast against enemy air attacks and internal disasters.

History understandably gives maximum attention to the drama of combat,
where men and women literally risk life and limb as well as sanity to defend their
country. However, attacks on the United States from enemy forces were real,
and they would have been far worse had it not been for President Franklin D.
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The Interdepartmental Air Traffic Control Board met for the first time on
April 7, 1941, and was abolished on May 31, 1946.% The minutes from April 11,

1942, state the following:

r

The primary duty of the Board shall be the coordination and adjustment of
the various activities conducted in the navigable air space above the con-
tinental United States, and such other areas as may be designated by the
Secretaries of War, Navy and Commerce and the Chairman of the Civil
Aecronautics Boatd, in order to assure the efficient and safe operation of
military and civil air traffic.

In obtaining the above object, the Board shall consider the interests and re-
quirements of military, commercial, civil and private establishments and
individuals.

The Board shall conduct or direct such studies, research and investigations
of the present or proposed uses of the navigable air space as may be nec-
essary in the performance of its duties.

The Board shall recommend such standards, rules, regulations and restric-
tions as may be considered necessary to obtain the coordinated, efficient
and safe operation of military and civil air traffic and the use of the navi-
gable air space by other activities.

The board shall submit such recommendations as it may find necessary to
appropriate agency.

All proposed changes in existing policies, regulations, etc., affecting the use
of aitways,” airpotts, air navigation aids, setial bombing and machine gun
training areas, flying schools and other activities taking place in the air space
normally or occasionally utilized by aircraft shall be submitted to the Board
for comment and recommendations before being adopted.

The general plans for the construction, development, location or relocation
of all airways, airports, air navigation aids, aerial bombing and machine
gun training areas, military and civil flying schools, barrage balloon, search
light training areas, etc., and all other facilities or activities that may effect
the navigable air space, shall be submitted to the Boatd for review before
construction or use is authorized, in order that activities of the various
governmental agencies concerned may be more closely coordinated, and
ovetlapping or intetference of activities avoided insofar as possible.

The members of the Board, as representatives of the respective Secretar-
ies of War, Navy, and Commerce and Chairman of the Civil Aeronautics
Board are authorized to secure from their respective departments such
assistance as may be necessary from time to time to process efficiently

and expeditiously matters referred to the Board.
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Roosevelt and the military forces (and civilians) charged with keeping the skies
and land safe from hostile infiltration. Besides conducting operations outside
the United States and its overseas possessions, the AAF was charged with pre-
paring for and executing air operations in defense of the continental United
States. Cornish was a part of that security team, one that took some time to
get up to speed.

The nation’s lack of preparation is well described by Craven and Cate. “The
United States in 1940 possessed only a few elements essential to air defense; it
had neither a system nor a single agency responsible for protection against air
attacks. By 7 December 1941 the AAF emerged as the military agency respon-
sible for that defense.” The AAF developed “a system of unified air defense
for cities, vital industrial areas, continental bases, and armies in the field” and
“was concerned only with the problem of protecting important areas and instal-
lations by interception and destruction of attacking enemy forces,” according
to Craven and Cate. “The success of the attack on Hawaii had put the United
States on the defensive and suggested that the homeland itself was not beyond
the range of similar carrier-borne air assaults. For the first time since the War
of 1812, the country faced a setious threat of attack.”"’

Oregon was the only one of the forty-eight states to suffer civilian casual-
ties during the war. On a May day in 1945 near the town of Bly, a strange object
caught the attention of Elsie Mitchell, a church pastor’s pregnant wife, and five
children as they were enjoying a Sunday school picnic. When they went up to
see what it was, it exploded, killing them all. What they had found was a balloon
bomb; launched from Japan, it had floated across the Pacific on a jet stream.
The Japanese hoped that once these hydrogen-filled paper balloons reached
the United States, the explosive devices they carried would ignite, causing mas-
sive forest fires that would kill civilians. Japanese records indicate that approxi-
mately 9,000 balloon bombs were launched; it is believed that approximately
1,000 made it all the way to North America, although fewer than 300 have actu-
ally been documented." Of course, there wete other war-related deaths within
the United States. Thousands of AAF pilots, personnel, and airplanes were lost
between December 1941 and August 1945 in more than 52,000 accidents. An
estimated 1,700 deaths of non-military U.S. citizens were also attributed to the
war and occurred abroad."

In the early months of the war, both U.S. coasts had inadequate warning sys-
tems and were truly vulnerable. German and Japanese submarines sank merchant
ships along the Atlantic and Pacific coasts, respectively; the Japanese submarine
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I-717 bombatded the Ellwood Oil Field north of Santa Barbara, California, al-
though fortunately it did little damage. Things improved with a developing ra-
dar network, thousands of volunteer aircraft spotters (including members of
the Civil Air Patrol), civilians at thousands of ground observation posts, air raid
sirens, barrage balloons, and blackouts. But citizens on both ends of the coun-
try were on high alert. In Oregon, for example, “a wartime mentality set in im-
mediately. Coastal residents were commanded to black out their homes nightly,
covering windows with shades and blankets. ‘Block wardens’ patrolled neighbor-
hoods, looking for telltale lights and reprimanding offenders. Volunteers watched
for airplanes, soldiers patrolled the offshore waters along with the Coast Guard,
and coast watchers and their dogs walked the beaches, looking out to sea.”"”

Clearly, defense of the homeland was critical, not only from the standpoint
of enemy infiltration, but also because of the conflicting uses of airspace during
this frantic time. The tasks that were laid upon the IATCB weighed heavily. De-
cisions they made often had life-or-death consequences. As chief of the Flight
Operations Division and in his other assignments, Cornish helped the board
establish regulations for the control of both military and civilian air traffic and
formulated plans for the War Department to control civil aviation systems. It was
a complicated but interesting job that required him to deal with all branches of
the War Department, the Navy Bureau of Aeronautics, and the Defense Com-
mands. His team investigated locations for airports, defense plants, gunnery
ranges, and other establishments with the intention of maximizing the useful-
ness of airways; coordinated military, naval, and civil air traffic on those airways;
and cooperated with the CAB, the CAA, and the airlines regarding airspace and
with the Weather Bureau on meteorological matters. “We are in someone’s hair
most of the time,” he wrote to his longtime friend Ross Parnin, “leaving us in
a mental condition worse than physical fatigue.”"*

The minutes from the IATCB meeting on September 9, 1941, illustrate the
nature of the issues the board grappled with, many of which revolved around
airspace reservations and danger areas. Airspace reservations, similar to today’s
no-fly zones, are areas over which aircraft are prohibited by order of the fed-
eral or a state government. As of mid-July 1942, two such areas had been es-
tablished by executive order—Hyde Park, New York, the location of President
Roosevelt’s home; and the District of Columbia."” FDR was opposed to adding
more airspace reservations than were absolutely necessary because of their ef-
fect on aerial navigation. Danger areas, on the other hand, evolved into some-
thing far more complex as the war unfolded. The initial authority for designating
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Craven and Cate write: “In that headquarters there was throughout the
war a willingness to experiment with administrative procedures and agen-
cies; offices changed designations with a rapidity that was reflected in al-
most each new Pentagon telephone directory, and in some instances the
transformation may have seemed hardly more than finding new titles for
familiar officers performing familiar tasks in familiar rooms. In part the
experimental mood derived from the lack of any deeply entrenched tra-
ditions, in part from the liberal use by Arnold of Civilian personnel and

techniques in office management.”'

Perhaps that partially explains the
many titles and assignments Cornish held in the military in Washington
during World War 11, as listed in his “AAF Officers” Qualification Record™:
10/20/41-3/9/42
Asst. Chief, Civil Aviation [also written Aeronautics] Section, Air
Staff, Headquarters AAF
3/9/42-9/15/42
Asst. Chief, Military Air Traffic Control Division, AFOCA
9/15/42-1/9/43
Director, Military Air Traffic Control Division, War Organization
& Movement, Headquarters AAF
1/9/43-5/29/43
Chief, Information Division, Director of Flight Control, Head-
quarters AAF
5/29/43-10/10/43
Flight Control Branch, Technical Service Division, Headquat-
ters AAF
AC/AS Operations, Com. & Reg, Washington DC
10/10/43-7/1/44
Chief, Operational Services Branch, OFS, Office Deputy Chief,
Washington DC
7/1/44—duration of service
Chief, Flight Services Branch of the Flight Operations, Head-
quarters AAF, AC/AS, Training Flight Operations Division
Responsible for Provisions of AAF Reg. 63-1 (Hazards in Air
Navigation) coordinating with Navy, CAA and AGS Adminis-
tration; Advisor on instrument approval procedures
Served throughout as Alternate, War Department Member,
TIATCB
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danger areas rested with the administrator of civil acronautics, and they were
intended simply to protect personnel on the ground, not aircraft in flight, to
reduce the risk from aircraft making forced landings, dropping objects, ot acci-
dentally falling on sites such as ammunition depots, ordnance plants, fortifica-
tions, and arsenals. However, once the United States had been drawn into the
war, the IATCB recognized the potential danger that sabotage and subversive
activities posed to high-explosive areas, such as arsenals, ammunition depots,
shell-loading plants, torpedo stations, and fuel depots. Before the war, it had
made sense to highlight explosive areas on acronautical charts. A flaming bomb
symbol was used to mark such locations on maps, while “Hi-X” signs and dis-
tinctive lights bordered the actual danger zones, making it easy for airmen to
identify and avoid those areas.

On August 1, 1941, however, aviators had been advised that the signs would
be removed from Navy ammunition depots and that all lights were subject to
being temporarily extinguished without prior notification, as these could “pro-
vide valuable information to subversive elements and saboteurs.”"” Similarly, the
War and Navy Departments requested that flaming bomb symbols be removed
from all acronautical charts to prevent the enemy from using them to pinpoint
vulnerable targets. These changes made it tougher for a potential enemy to iden-
tify targets, but they also posed a problem for U.S. forces, who could no longer
casily identify all danger zones. Meeting minutes show that the IATCB agreed
unanimously that “only areas in which it was hazardous to navigate aircraft should
now be considered or classified as Danger Areas” and that “aircraft shall not
fly lower than 1,000 feet except when taking off or landing, and then in such a
manner as to permit an emergency landing outside of such areas in the event
of power failure.” Examples of designated danger areas were Fort Belvoir and
the Dahlgren Naval Proving Ground near Washington, D.C. The board agreed
that the War Department should follow the Navy in removing ground identi-
fication markers and true lights from the boundatries of high-explosive areas.'®

Additional minutes from the September 9 meeting attest to the complexity
of the problem. Item 19 reads: “There is a decided lack of coordination within
and between the various branches of the Army and the Navy, and between the
War, Navy and Commerce Departments, with respect to the establishment of
artillery firing ranges, aerial bombing and gunnery ranges, search light and barrage
balloon areas, military and civil flight training schools, high explosive areas, etc.,
and no uniform procedure and policy with respect to the filing of applications
and plans for, and the establishment of, danger areas or air space reservations.”
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Years later, Cornish recalled one example of the tragic ramifications of unclear
directives: “Industries that built goods requiring high security put machine guns
on their roofs and the operators were told to shoot down anything that flew
over. Two people in a small private aircraft flew over the Winchester plant [the
St. Louis Ordnance Plant] and were shot down.”" It was a case of misidenti-
fication and panic on the part of the machine gun operators, he concluded.”
The problem extended well beyond manufacturers of armaments. Item 20 of
September’s minutes reads: “This lack of coordination has resulted in the estab-
lishment of Army and Navy training areas which overlap each other; and AAA
[antiaircraft artillery] firing areas, and aerial bombing and gunnery ranges being
established within long established civil airways.” In the future, the board stated,
“all applications for the establishment of Air Space Reservations or Danger Areas
[will] be routed to the appropriate member of the Interdepartmental Air Traf-
fic Control Board for review, coordination and recommendation by the Board.”
Cornish arrived two months later, officially reporting for duty on November
11. The following day, he sat down in an office at Gravelly Point with military
and civilian officials for his first IATCB meeting, chaired by McMullen. After
leaving Barksdale Field, where he had found his work with bomber crews to be
immensely satisfying, he was entering an understandably confused arena, given
the newness of the nation’s danger alert. After listening to the discussion of
various issues and positions, Cornish perceived the difficulty of finding work-
able solutions to problems that existed between divergent parts of government.
They sometimes worked at cross-purposes in the rush to build forces and muni-
tions during those months leading up to the formal declarations of war in late
1941—on December 8 against Japan and on December 11 against Germany and
Italy. For example, special trench mortar powder was manufactured and tested
at the Radford Ordnance Works and Proving Grounds near Radford, Virginia,
within the horseshoe bend of the New River at White Horne. Trench mortar
projectiles on that range could reach a maximum height of approximately six
thousand feet, and firing was conducted daily. At the time they did no night fir-
ing, but if production increased, that could change. The problem? Green Airway
No. 4, which connected Roanoke, Virginia, and Knoxville, Tennessee, passed
directly over the proving grounds; the testing of projectiles threatened safe air
traffic between the two cities. The CAA contended that because the airway fol-
lowed a natural valley flanked by a mountainous landscape, rerouting aircraft
would force them to fly over rugged and potentially dangerous terrain. In addi-
tion, there were no funds available to relocate the lights, radio range stations, and
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intermediate landing fields that served the airway. It was pointed out that neither
the CAA nor the IATCB had been advised before the development of the Rad-
ford facility. The board recommended that since the activities on the proving
grounds constituted a serious hazard to air traffic on this airway, no firing into
low clouds or in overcast conditions would be permitted, and the grounds would
need to be relocated outside the confines of Green Airway No. 4. However, the
board then backtracked somewhat, having decided to allow firing pending the
establishment of a new proving grounds. Until then, safety officers stationed
in strategic locations would observe air traffic and communicate directly with
control officers by “interphone” when it was necessary to hold fire because air-
craft were within the danger area.

Clearly, bombing and testing and artillery ranges posed a danger to aircraft
within both civil and military flight paths. Surprisingly, the minutes show that
civil air traffic often took precedence in the board’s final recommendations.
Cornish would soon become familiar with the IATCB’s decisions in this re-
gard. He would also discover that no part of the country was immune from
conflict between those involved in vital defense activities on the ground and
those needing to use the airspace above.” For example, the Arlington Bomb-
ing Range, between Pendleton and Portland, Oregon, fell in the center of Red
Airway No. 1; the Southwestern Proving Grounds were under Green Airway
No. 4 between Texarkana, Texas, and Little Rock, Arkansas; the Sheep Moun-
tain Gunnery Range was almost entirely within Amber Airway No. 2 between
Las Vegas, Nevada, and Salt Lake City, Utah; the Fort Knox Armored Forces
Range in Kentucky fell within the confines of Amber Airway No. 6 between
Louisville and Nashville, Tennessee.”> Additionally, the Camp Callan Artillery
Firing Range was located almost entirely within the confines of Amber Airway
No. 1 between San Diego and Long Beach, California, a course used extensively
by both civil and military aircraft. The IATCB minutes noted that “training at
Camp Callan includes firing of small arms, antiaircraft machine guns, auto-
matic weapons, and 3-inch guns, and 155-mm guns, and the use of antiaircraft
searchlights; that searchlights and aircraft without lights may be operated within
the limits of this range in connection with training at night; that trajectories of
projectiles from A.A. [anti-artillery] guns fired on this range may reach an alti-
tude of 30,000 feet; that firing on this range may be conducted both day and
night from 8:00 a.m. Monday until 12:00 noon, Saturday; holidays excepted.”
The board made several recommendations, including “that the activities at this

Camp be transferred to other locations as rapidly as possible.””
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Wartime initiatives and resulting activities across the country moved at break-
neck speed, and it was important for anyone who entered the airspace to stay in-
formed. Flight maps for pilots indicated areas that required avoidance or special
attention, including “Prohibited Areas (Air Space Reservations)”; “Caution Areas
... in which . . . there are visible hazards” such as radio towers, masts, flagpoles,
smokestacks, or water towers; and “Danger Areas . . . in which there is an invisible
hazard such as might exist over an artillery or bombing range.” During the war,
aerial bombing and gunnery ranges and areas being used for flight training, artillery
practice, and searchlight training were all classified as danger areas to be avoided
by other aircraft.** And according to the boatd, areas where barrage balloons were
in use constituted “the greatest of all present hazards to aircraft in flight.” At the
TATCB meeting on December 5, 1941—two days before the bombing of Peatl
Harbor—one of the topics of discussion was how best to mark barrage balloons
so as to warn pilots away from them and thereby prevent fatal accidents.”

Having been used by the British during World War I to defend against a low-
level air attack by the enemy, barrage balloons—shaped like fat footballs with
fins—were redeployed over Britain by the thousands in World War II. The first
American balloon was constructed and sent aloft in February 1942 at the Army’s
new Barrage Balloon Training Center at Camp Tyson in Paris, Tennessee. It was
hoped that barrage balloons would be an effective deterrent against an enemy
invasion. With the use of a motorized winch, they could be strategically raised
and lowered, and they could be moved from one place to another as needed.

The US. military had high hopes for the
use of barrage balloons in deterring an
enemy attack on the homeland, but the
“fat footballs with fins” created diffi-
cult issues that Cornish and the IATCB
had to resolve. (Photo by Alfred Palmer
ot Pat Terry, Parris Island, South Caro-
lina, May 1942, LC-USW3-002371-E,
Library of Congress Prints and Pho-

tographs Division, Washington, D.C.)
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They were often grouped into a circle or used to form a “barrage battalion.” Fly-
ing into a barrage balloon or one of the heavy steel cables that tethered it to the
ground was extremely hazardous—and not only for enemy aircraft.” Friendly
aircraft thus needed to be properly warned. But how? A single battalion might
have fifty-four balloons operating in a four-square-mile area. Marking them all
would not be easy.

In light of the buildup of this defensive program, the concern about warn-
ing markers was well-founded, and Cornish was asked to present ideas to the
IATCB. He listed several possibilities, including positioning red rotating beacons
at the corners of the area, having “beacons oscillating in a vertical plane of 180
degrees as an alternate,” using two radio ranges with the “legs” set “so as to box
the area,” and “attaching streamers and warning lights on cables at the outer
edge only” By April, approximately 430 barrage balloons were in place along
the U.S. coasts, protecting vital cities, factories, and harbors from invasion by
German forces on the East Coast and Japanese forces on the West. Unable to
reach a definitive conclusion regarding the problem, the IATCB recommended
that “no attempt be made to promulgate general regulations governing the op-
eration of barrage balloons in defense areas as tactical and strategical situations
will determine when, how, and at what altitudes these balloons will be lown.”*’
The matter was passed along to the CAA’s Technical Development Division for
further study. At the very least, barrage balloon locations would be flagged as
danger areas on aeronautical charts.

The inability to make a timely determination about important matters ham-
pered the functioning of the IATCB throughout the eatly days of the war. De-
liberation could be cumbersome, and crucial decisions were often delayed. Dif-
terent divisions and individuals in the agencies had to weigh in; papers had to
be written, positions stated and debated, and territories staked out. Before tak-
ing action and making recommendations on dilemmas such as whether to mark
barrage balloons with lights, statf members had to develop position papers for
consideration by the IATCB. Recommendations were then taken back to vari-
ous military and civilian departments in the Army, Navy, CAA, and CAB. The
steps necessary for effecting change among the various bureaucracies could be
frustrating and had the potential to be dangerously time-consuming;

According to a document found in one of Cornish’s AAF binders, the War
Department’s job was made all the harder by the poor preparation of essen-
tial materials. In a general directive to subordinates dated September 17, 1942,
Major General George E. Stratemeyer made it clear that the chief of the Air
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Staff needed to be protected from “half-baked ideas, voluminous memoranda
and immature oral presentations.” Staff were to do their job propetly, so that
all he would have to do was indicate his approval or disapproval of the sug-
gested action.

The more difficult the problem the more the tendency is to present it to
the chief in piece-meal fashion. It is your duty as a staff officer to work
out the details. You should not consult your chief in the determination of
those details, no matter how perplexing they may be. . . . It is so easy to
ask the chief what to do, and it appears so easy for him to answer. Resist
that impulse. You will succumb to it only if you do not know your job.
It is your job to advise your chief what he ought to do, not to ask him
what you ought to do. He needs answers, not questions. Your job is to
study, write, restudy, and rewrite until you have evolved a single proposed
action—the best one of all you have considered.

The rough draft must not be a half-baked idea. It must be complete
in every respect except that it lacks the requisite number of copies and
need not be neat. But a rough draft must not be used as an excuse for
shifting to the chief the burden of formulating the action. Avoid sub-
mittal of hastily prepared inaccurate material lacking a concise, specific,
workable recommendation.

Finally, when you have finished your “completed staff work,” the
final test is this: If you were the chief would you be willing to sign the
paper you have prepared, and stake your professional reputation on its

being right?*

Considering Cornish’s lifelong attention to detail, he would surely have heartily
agreed with Stratemeyer.

There was no confusion about the meaning of the following safety bulle-
tin, which was prepared by the Civil Aviation Board and included in the IATCB
minutes from July 1942, with a note that, “danger areas” should be substituted
for “restricted areas™:

Don’t Get Shot Down
In these days of war, failure to read the airport bulletin board daily may

prove to be fatal. New restricted areas are being established from time
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to time and these areas are likely to be protected by anti-aircraft batteries
and machine guns. The orders to the gun crews are to shoot down any
civil aircraft flying over those areas, and these orders are likely to be cat-
ried out with dispatch. There has already been a case in which a pilot did
not read the airport bulletin board notice telling of a restricted area. He
carried sight-secing passengers over this area, was shot at, and one of his
passengers seriously wounded.

Reading the bulletin boards for these notices does not mean looking
at them once a week, but before each flight the pilot should make sure
that no notice has been added which he has not seen. Never lose sight
of the fact that we are at war and our armed forces are not fooling when

they set out to protect a defense area. They mean business!

Life may have been going on pretty much as normal back home in Fort
Wayne, but from his vantage point in the nation’s capital, Cornish, who had
been promoted to major on February 26, 1942, and then to Lieutenant Colonel
on December 5, 1942, was well aware of the very real dangers that the coun-
try was facing.






D

Calming the Turbulence

THR()UGH()UT THE WAR YEARS, mail from home kept Cornish apprised of the
woes back at what was now Smith Field, most resulting from the damage that
the heavy Army transports were doing to the runways, which had yet to be
upgraded.' In 1942, TWA threatened to pull out of the facility if the runways
continued to deteriorate. The War Department had not followed through on the
promise to provide facilities for commercial traffic at the new Baer Field; nor had
it remedied the steadily worsening conditions at the smaller airport belonging to
the citizens of Fort Wayne. By the spring of 1944, Irv Baldwin wrote to Cornish:

Fort Wayne Aviation is just about eliminated. Most of the airplanes be-
longing to people who have supported and built Fort Wayne Aviation have
been moved to other fields. I have taken one of my ships to Indianapolis
and the other will be flown out of the mud-hole at Smith Field as soon

as the major overhaul on the engine has been completed.
Adding insult to injury, Baldwin continued:

Renting of the Smith Field hangar was not with the Navy as thought but
to the Aviation Packaging Company. Very suddenly one day, in the midst
of the blizzard we had here, and in the coldest weather of the winter, all
airplanes were moved out of the hangar into the snow banks and tied

down. This, of course, pleased everyone except those who owned the
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airplanes. We were told not to get excited, that this was a patriotic situa-
tion at Smith Field, that we might as well agree to the situation because
if we didn’t, the government would take over the field in its entirety. We
were told that a new hangar would be built by the city immediately and
certainly within sixty days the new hangar would be far enough along to
provide shelter for the airplanes belonging to the citizens of FW (the new
hangar would, of course, be built at the expense of FW citizens). ... Two
lines of airplanes are being subjected to the full blast of the spring winds,
rains, snows, and sleet and yet no hangar has been started. Bids were re-

ceived but no contract placed.

The citizens of Fort Wayne were understandably frustrated and disappointed.

Baldwin sent Cornish additional heated letters. On October 11, 1944, for
example, he wrote: “Regarding airline service, the runways at Smith Field have
disintegrated where they are no longer safe for us. They are full of ruts, and
when a heavy ship lands, chunks of asphalt are thrown in all directions. The
aitliners, therefore, have to use the turf instead of the runways, and when the
turf is at all wet, the airliners skip Fort Wayne. No night landings are permit-
ted at Smith Field by TWA. Don’t you think this is a fine state of affairs for an
important industtial center like this?” Cornish recommended that Mayor Baals
write directly to Lieutenant General Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, “as the existing
lease by and between the City of Fort Wayne and the War Department is still
in full effect and should be the basis for any claims for repairs or replacement
of the damaged runways on Smith Field.” This course of action was followed,
but as of the spring of 1945, there was still no facility at the newer Baer Field to
handle the heavy traffic of scheduled aitline flights. The war effort had grabbed
the greatest attention and left the hinterland to suffer.

Still, even as the city’s sons were fighting overseas and Cornish was busy sort-
ing out civilian and military airspace in Washington, some of the updates that he
received from home were of a lighter nature. Ed Wrib, who was employed at Smith
Field, wrote in 1941: “A couple of weeks ago Pete Anders placed a slot machine
in the restaurant and I told him he had to remove it as the City Municipal Airport
was no place for such a machine. He did not feel so good about it, but he took it
out just the same and we are again friends.” And this report came from Cornish’s
Fort Wayne associate Fred Romy in the winter of 1942: “There isn’t much change
in the airport, except we were without a restaurant for about a month. Phil Greeley
and his wife have taken it over now, and we have beans once again.”
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Friends in the civilian wotld looked to Cornish, with his experience, con-
nections, and proximity to policymakers, for help with issues related to ground
and air. In other words, they wanted special treatment arranged by their in-
sider friend. Some hoped to take advantage of the accelerating need for pi-
lots by providing classes as part of the Civilian Pilot Training Program. On
February 25, 1942, Fred Romy, president of the Inter-City Flying Service at
Smith Field, wrote that he would like to do his bit in “Keeping ’EM Flying”
and wanted to see “quite a few Stearman trainers on the line here [in Fort
Wayne|.”? Cornish replied that all such activities must be secondary to the ob-
jective of winning the war, but he advised Romy to initiate action to secure
a primary training contract and, presumably, procure the desired Stearmans.
Things worked out in Romy’s favor, as he shared in an August 1943 letter:
“Things are rolling along here fairly well. We now have our airplanes released
by the War Production Board for approved private flying and have about sixty

approved students now flying with us.

Again, thanks for everything.”
As aviation historian Janet

. . In the spring of 1942, Cornish re-
LR S Durm.g .W()d.d ceived a letter from A. R. Stimson, the
War IL... both general aviation pi- city attorney in Huntingburg, Indiana,
lots and manufacturers found ways . -
o : who wrote that his community had the
to participate in the war effort. Pi-

. o as facilities for a civilian or military train-
lots organized the Civil Air Patrol, actlities tora civilian o tary tra

an organization that eventually ing program and wanted help in get-

became an auxiliary of the Army
Air Forces (and later the U. S. Air
Force). Civil Air Patrol pilots per-
formed a number of duties. They
flew coastal patrol missions looking
for enemy submarines while others
flew over the nation’s forests acting
as fire spotters or flew humanitarian
missions such as emergency medi-
cal flights and supply drops to ar-
eas hit hard by blizzatds, floods, or
other natural disasters. Their activi-
ties also helped keep a large number
of general aviation airports open

s

and active duting the war.

)

ting things started.” “I will be indebted
to you for life, but if you cannot do
this yourself, make some suggestions
to me and pull a few strings there in
order to bring it about.” After Cornish
sent a less than encouraging response
and suggested that the airport be de-
veloped as an emergency field, Stim-
son complained, “What I cannot quite
understand is why you will not be in
a position to give me a little help in
some form of army aeronautics devel-
opment.” This time Cornish softened
his reply. The War Department was
besieged by congressmen and citizens
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with special requests, he reminded Stimson, and any request would have to fit
the needs and plans of one of the military branches. He advised Stimson not
to plan on Huntingburg’s facility being selected but, given the tremendous ex-
pansion of both War and Navy Department programs, his request “might be
selected for some type of facility.”” In closing, Cornish wrote: “Keep working
and surely your efforts will be rewarded.”

Greenville Aviation in Ocala, Florida, was headed by a Cornish acquaintance,
Frank A. Hanley, formerly from Muncie, Indiana, and K. A. Spurgeon. It began
providing primary training for Army Air Corps cadets in October 1941 at Jim
Taylor Field (now Ocala International Airport).” In a letter to Cornish in the
spring of 1942, Hanley wrote that Brigadier General Donald H. Connolly, the
administrator of civil acronautics in the Department of Commerce, was “cast-
ing covetous eyes at the one and only airplane that we own, namely, a Stinson
Reliant,” which presumably was being used for private purposes. Hanley un-
derstandably wanted to keep the plane. “Will you do a little pitching for an old
friend?”” he implored. Cornish offered little consolation over the very real possi-
bility that Hanley would have to sell his aircraft to the Army, explaining that the
War Department wanted all such aircraft that were “not necessary to the owner
ot not being used in activities that were vital to the war effort.”® If the school had
been a Civilian Pilot Training contractor, or if Hanley had had another school
or two and was required to travel quickly between them for administrative or
other official purposes, it would have been a comparatively simple matter to ar-
range a deferment so that he could retain the Stinson. After checking, however,
Cornish determined that Hanley’s situation did not qualify. “We are at War and
you know what that means to us, as it affects our individual rights and conve-
niences,” he concluded. Cornish held clear-cut views of how things should be,
with the war effort paramount.

Such matters briefly diverted Cornish’s attention from what he was in
Washington for: keeping the skies safe. When he arrived in Washington in the
fall of 1941, the Army Air Forces offices were housed in some single-story
frame buildings at Gravelly Point, near the new Washington National Airport.
Construction of the Pentagon had just gotten underway. As each section was
completed, its occupants moved in. Seventeen months after ground was bro-
ken, the world’s largest office building, designed to accommodate forty thou-
sand employees, was complete. In mid-August 1944, Cornish wrote to his friend
Ross Parnin, “It certainly is great to work in an air-conditioned office building,
particulatly during these hot days.””
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During Cornish’s neatly four years in Washington from 1941 to 1945, a steady
stream of issues involving intercontinental air traffic required his personal at-
tention. He addressed complicated, sometimes confusing, and occasionally dra-
matic matters that involved different branches of the military and sometimes
civilians. In a 1992 interview, he discussed the variety of concerns that his office
faced and shared stoties that connected him to Indiana’s flatlands, the World
Series, Black Widows, gliders, and Asian pilots.* He also talked about the role
he played in the establishment of an important Indiana air base, Bunker Hill
Naval Air Station, located on what had been farmland between Kokomo and
Peru. “Did you ever wonder how these 3,140 acres of prime, landlocked Indi-
ana farmland were selected as a base to train Navy, Marine, even Canadian and
British air cadets to become the pilots of World War 117" asked Mission Briefings
in its September 1991 issue. “The answer is simple, even ironic. A Hoosier in
Washington, proud of his heritage, was disturbed to see that Indiana was be-
ing left out of the almost panic military base building as the U.S. prepared for
war.”’ During the interview, Cornish recalled:

Federal airways were highways in the sky and needed protection from
ground activity, but those airways became crowded. Technically you could
not fire an automatic .45 in the air without our [Interdepartmental Air
Traffic Control Board (IATCB)] approval. I had a map of the continen-
tal United States with aeronautical charts. Every military installation in
the United States was on that map on the wall. The federal airways were
twenty-miles wide on aeronautical charts. We had to reduce the width
to 10 miles because of congestion. It got so chock full of activity south
of the Mason Dixon line that it was saturated. I was called at home one
Sunday morning to come down to the office at 2:00 PM. The Secretary
of Commerce wanted to see a map they understood I had. There was a
need to go north of the Mason Dixon line for new installations. Navy
personnel also wanted to look at the map for a place in the Midwest for
building some installations. I said that if they were really looking for a
place that’s wide open for primary training, I knew a place where they
might take a look. Out there in Indiana is an area near Kokomo off the
federal airways so that from that standpoint you’d have no problem. The
land is level as a table top. Ten days later, one returned. “We’d like that.
If we submit a request for approval with the Board, would you approve

it?” “Well, I think we’d approve it.”
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The base opened on July 1, 1942, and more than seven thousand American
and British pilots, including the famous baseball player Ted Williams, took their
World War II flight training there. Now Grissom Air Reserve Base, it is the larg-
est employer in Miami County.

A later incident, on October 5, 1943, shows the balance that Cornish had
to strike in trying to help regulate air traffic while maintaining appropriate war-
time demeanort:

Some politician had written General Hap Arnold about somebody buzz-
ing New York Stadium during the World Series with aircraft. The letter
landed on my desk with a red tag on it. They had the number of the air-
craft. In a couple of hours we knew where the airplane was from and
who had been flying it. I also learned that they had orders to proceed
for combat duty. Ultimately, I just dropped that God-damned file. They
were headed for worse trouble than for buzzing the Yankee Stadium. All
I did was send a letter to General Arnold to forward to the Senator that
we regretted the incident very much and assured him that appropriate ac-
tion had been taken to correct the matter and that we hoped there would
be no further difficulty.

Military officials in Bangor, Maine, the flight’s next stop en route to England,
fined Second Lieutenant Jack Watson and the crew of plane number 98 from
the 303rd Bombing Group. Following the crew’s well-publicized heroic mis-
sion in the European war theater, however, New York City mayor Fiorello H.
La Guardia, who had demanded that the pilots be grounded and subjected to
court-martial, sent a contrite telegram forgiving them for their low-level circle
above the stadium.

Florida’s strategic location made it a logical target for alien forces and de-
manded significant defense measures. Because of its warm climate and abundant
flat, undeveloped land, dozens of military installations were established in the
state, including numerous Army Air Forces bases for antisubmarine defense in
the western Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico. Not every American is aware of
the very real danger the war posed to the waters along the United States’ east-
ern shores. Not long after Pearl Harbor, Germany launched “Operation Drum-
beat,” using U-boats to attack merchant vessels in the virtually undefended Al-
lied shipping lanes along the East Coast.
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German submarines lay off the Atlantic coast watching the American
ships go by—fat, slow tankers and freighters. It was a shooting gallery,
where the Germans could lie quietly and wait for the most inviting targets.
Ships riding high in the water, empty of cargo, were allowed to pass; they
were not worth a torpedo. The submarine captains waited instead for tank-
ers wallowing deep in the water under heavy loads of gasoline coming up
to the east coast from refineries around the Gulf of Mexico. They were
slow, defenseless. . . . So easy that people stood on beaches from Florida
to New Jersey and watched in horror as the tankers turned into white-hot
torches sinking into the Atlantic. In the mornings, sunbathers would see

the bodies of seamen washing ashorte in the surf."”

At night, the U-boat captains used the light of coastal cities to silhouette
their targets. By the time the Navy gained control of the situation, as many as
574 ships had been sunk and nearly five thousand lives had been lost. German
spies brazenly came ashore at Ponte Vedra, Florida, near Jacksonville, but were
captured before they could blow up the state’s railroad lines and halt the ship-
ment of war supplies.

Army Air Force planes and Navy ships from Florida’s bases were viewed
as an important first line of defense for the Atlantic coast, the Caribbean ba-
sin, and the Panama Canal. While some of the state’s military establishments
were focused on defending U.S. merchant ships and citizens onshore, others
were training fighter and bomber pilots and air crews. The number of installa-
tions in Florida grew from 8 to 174 during the war, so it is not surprising that
the complications of military operations in the air came under Cornish’s scru-
tiny more than once.

He also recounted the secretive operations in Florida involving the Northrop
P-61 Black Widow:'' Named for the venomous spider and painted black to make
it harder to see, the specially designed fighter plane was equipped with onboard
radar that enabled it to sneak up on aircraft at night. According to an ad for
the P-61, “the first designed-for-the-purpose night fighter,” the plane had “un-
usual speed. It can also loaf, almost hover as it hides in the night sky.”"* The
P-61’ maiden flight occurred in May 1942. That month, the 348th Night Flying
Squadron began training at the Fighter Command School, Night Fighter Divi-
sion, Army Air Forces School of Applied Tactics in Orlando, at what is now
Orlando Executive Airport. “With no lights on,” Cornish recalled, “they [Black
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The use of Northrop’s P-61 Black Widow during secretive nighttime training operations in Flor-
ida led to a conflict with the Airline Pilots Association. This photo is of a P-61C Black Widow
at the National Museum of the United States Air Force, Dayton, Ohio. (U.S. Air Force photo)

Widows| would go up and approach airlines. The airline people got disturbed
about that and they complained to the CAB [Civil Aeronautics Board]. The Air
Line Pilots Association said they would stop flying down there if it [intercep-
tion by Black Widows| didn’t stop. That got to me. . . . They just wanted to go
up there, intercept it and pull away. It was a good operation. We invited a couple
of birds, APA people topside, to go down and observe these authorized opera-
tions.” Once the APA officials understood what was happening, they withdrew
their complaints. “Settled that affair,” pronounced Cornish.

Gliders had been around since the early years of flight, but during World
War II it was decided that they should be enlarged and used to transport per-
sonnel and equipment. General Arnold believed in their practicality, and by
May 1943, at his urging, the first Waco gliders arrived in England to be assem-
bled. On August 1, however, a glider lost a wing in St. Louis, and all ten pas-
sengers, including the city’s mayor, fell a thousand feet to their deaths as the
spectators watched in horror. Probably a result of faulty workmanship, this
accident unnerved the public and shook the faith of some in the military as
well. Cornish recalled that when the story of this tragic incident “hit the Head-
quarters,” many presumed that gliders were not safe. When it was suggested
that a demonstration might prove otherwise, he recommended that they get
a fellow Hoosier, Lieutenant Mike Murphy, to be the lead pilot."” “Mike was
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other people would get killed doing it. And I thought, ‘Boy, this is the time
for Mike to show his stuff”” A bleacher was built at Fort Bragg’s Polk Field
for the “top brass.” (Although Cornish was on hand, he was not in the “top
brass” category.) After a military transport towed Murphy up and released
him, “he looped and he spun and he did everything with it then came down
and landed right in front of them. Beautiful. And about that time in came a
whole flock of gliders and landed out there too. They put on a show. ... And
Mike proved it. They [the military] bought it and went ahead.” Thousands of
gliders would be built and used during the war; in 2007, a concurrent resolu-
tion was adopted in the U.S. House of Representatives to honor “the heroic
service and sacrifice of the 6,500 glider pilots of the United States Army Air
Forces during World War 11.*

Following Pearl Harbor, the Air Defense Command was tasked with watch-
ing for Japanese planes along the West Coast. One day, in Cornish’s words,
“things went into a spin” when some voices were heard on radio receivers that
the hearers took to be Japanese. But it was a case of mistaken identity. “We
were training some Chinese pilots out there,” he said."”” “The airplanes had ra-
dio equipment for communications between the student and instructor in the
two-place airplanes. They could throw the switch to talk with someone out-
side or just intercom. They were instructed specifically not to use the radio ex-
cept for intercom. Well, the word hit that Japs had invaded by air. . . . People
out there didn’t know Japanese from Chinese. Big alarm.” But with clarifica-
tion came calm.

Cornish later joked that during the war he flew an LSD, a Large Steel Desk.
Undeniably, he did spend considerable time putting requests in proper form
and attending IAT'CB meetings, working tirelessly to avoid and arbitrate con-
flicts in the use of navigable airspace and helping pilots become aware of and
learn to identify the hazards of air navigation.'® He also advised on “instru-
ment approval procedures.” When he was not honing his administrative skills,
he continued to gain flight experience, including more than thirty hours “un-
der the hood,” though presumably using more sophisticated tools and instru-
ments than the ones he had worked with in the 1930s while training novice
pilots in Indiana.

The military provided him with training beyond what he already knew
about flying in dangerous weather. Among his papers is a thick manual, Instra-
ment Flying Technique in Weather, prepared “for personnel rendering service to
the United States and its allies.” The book deals with life-threatening weather
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situations, with chapters titled “Weather Elements Affecting Flight,” “Tur-
bulence,” “Ice Accretion,” “Flying Clouds and Fog,” “Showers and Squalls,”
“Thunderstorms,” “Cold Fronts,” “Warm Fronts,” and “The Occlusion.”"
Pilots had the option to avoid flying in such circumstances when it was pos-
sible. Cornish had no desire to press his luck when conditions threatened safe
travel; after having to cancel his plan to make a quick trip to Fort Wayne to
visit family and friends in early May 1943, he wrote to his lifelong friend Ross
Parnin, “So inasmuch as I am bound to my conviction of living to be one of
the oldest, though not the best, pilots, I decided not to try the trip to Fort
Wayne in bad weather.”

During the latter part of his wartime tenure, Cornish and Colonel Joseph S.
Marriott crisscrossed the country to meet with IATCB regional subcommittee
members in New York, Atlanta, Fort Worth, Kansas City, Chicago, Seattle, and
Santa Monica. Washington staff flew to each of those cities at least two times
a month in aircraft provided by the Air Force, the Navy, and two civilian agen-
cies. The flights enabled Cornish to fulfill the requirements for classification
as senior pilot, or first pilot, for multi-engine planes, specifically C-78s, B-18s,
AC-45s, and C-60s. To qualify, he had to document ten hours of flight time in
each of those aircraft over a
twelve-month period. By the
end of that period in 1945, he
had logged 817:30 hours.

In January 1945, “Cap”
heard from A. B. “Mac” Mc-
Mullen, the old military buddy
who had recruited him in
1941, and reported back that
the IATCB was still grinding
out its findings and recom-
mendations, that there were
seven regional committees and

several subcommittees, all do-
ing a good job, and that the

During the latter part of World War II, Cornish,

board met three afternoons a shown here in the cockpit with Colonel Marriott, rou-

week and was on call at other tinely made cross-country flights to meet with INTCB
times. The confusion among subcommittees. (Authot’s collection)
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Military and civilian members of the IATCB attended a farewell dinner for
Colonel A. B. McMullen on March 16, 1943, as depicted here by a cartoonist.
Cornish is fourth from the left; McMullen, sixth. (Authot’s collection)

the various entities during the early years of the war seemed to have resolved
itself somewhat. Mac was by then deputy commander of the North African
Division of the Air Transport Command, a region that extended from Da-
kar to Tripoli and across the Mediterranean into France and Italy. He wrote
that he had spent ten enjoyable months in Accra and had had the opportunity
to fulfill his boyhood ambition to hunt big game and visit the native tribes in
Central Africa before he was placed in North Africa. He revealed that he was
living “in one of the finest hotels in North Africa” and concluded that the war
was so far “not too tough.”"® Though the war would officially continue for an-
other eight months, the relaxed tenor of this letter written at the beginning of
1945 indicates that militarily, the end was already in sight. Life was about to
change for those who had spent their days in combat and conducting behind-
the-scenes problem solving, Cornish would soon make the transition out of
his military responsibilities.

One of his four nephews was preparing for that same transition. In June
1945, Bob Hockemeyer, the son of Cornish’s sister Irma, wrote from Bruck,
Germany, asking his uncle’s opinion about the educational opportunities being
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offered to occupational troops. Cornish, whose formal education did not go
beyond high school, replied:

You should take full advantage of every opportunity offered by the Army
to more completely round out your education and better prepare you
for your return to civil life. Neither you nor anyone else can tell at this
time what future advantages will accrue to you by virtue of some previ-
ous training or that which you may receive in the Army during your tour
of service. You must assume that you will some day return home to re-
sume your normal place in civil life—be it six months or six years from
now. So, for your own sake, if for no other reason, take good care of
your mind and body so that whatever the period of military service, you
will not feel that it was time wasted. On the contrary, you will feel that it
was only an interlude during which you gained much in experience and

knowledge of the ways of life.

The previous spring, Augusta “Lee” Bowling, who had handled secretarial
work for the staff, wrote a memorandum to the IATCB staff, which she titled
“Thoughts of Farewell.” Dated March 31, 1944, it reads:

I could look at the wrong side of the picture and often have because there
have been Saturday afternoons spent over a typewriter when others were
free back in the fall of ’41 when the Board was in its infancy. There have
been nights of taking notes of meetings long after others were gone.
There have been strained eyesight and rumpled disposition. There have
been days of disillusionment and days when we all grumbled too much,
about one thing or another. There have been days started out tired with
too little rest the night before—wishing from 9:00 a.m. for quitting time.
There have been days of physical and mental 4F. There have been Iulls in
the work with nothing better to do than criticize others. And there have
been days of poverty before payday.

But all that be as it may, busy days are happy days; and, to offset all of
the hardships and disappointments, there have been days of direct contti-
bution to the all-important effort to save human lives; days of dealing with
big things far over our heads that we like to feel were conquered in some

small degree; days of dealing with great people who are daily shaping
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the destiny of a great country; days of disappointment turned bright the

next day; and days of feeling within ourselves that we have grown bigger.

We can assume that Cornish felt the same way when he departed for his next
challenge back home in Indiana.

Many decades later, Cornish produced a handwritten summary of his war-
time involvement:

World War IT
Ordered to active duty July 5, 1941, at rank of Capt., Barksdale Field,
Shreveport, La. Oct. 1941. Ordered to Hdgs Air Service, Wash. D.C. in
Air Staff—IATCB. Reported there Nov. 11, 1941. War declared 12-741.
Served as Alternate War Dept. member IATCB (Maj. A. B. McMullen.
Made Chief Flight Operations Sec. of the Army Air Staff. Served as such
until released from active duty July 15, 1945 to serve as Director, Indiana
Aeronautics Comm. Prevented grounding of all civil aviation for duration.
(Gen. Spatz) Advocated Federal-civil operation of airport traffic control
towers—with military personnel for military traffic in emergency only.
Sold Building & Grounds & Navy Bureau of Yards & Docks on prin-
ciple of new apts. [airports| at locations which would provide for their
use as civil airports after the war. Sold Navy on location of primary flite
trang, station now Grissom Air Force Base. Drafted Army-Navy Florida
Agreement to reduce aviation conflicts in Florida air space. Investigated
and solved many air space use conflicts between air & ground and other

users.!’

Joseph B. “Doc” Hartranft, who also served on the IATCB and later served
as the first president of the Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association, wrote that
his friend Cornish had a unique ability to smoothly handle the disputes that
came before the board, which often involved witnesses of fairly high rank. “I
always felt he had a sort of laid back Will Rogers touch in extracting agreements
and ending arguments. He had a twist of humor and gentle persuasion and was
almost never rattled. The closest to uneasiness I ever saw in Clarence was some
nervousness the first two or three times we went to the White House. We both
concluded that Truman was much easier to work with than Roosevelt and that
Truman almost always came to more sensible conclusions than Roosevelt who
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was politically motivated beyond the real merits of the case being resolved.” In-
terestingly, Cornish himself never mentioned those visits to the White House.

For Cornish, the World War II experience had been rich in hands-on oppor-
tunities to deal with serious problems in a working environment with men and
women he respected and admired. Through his wartime service, he had gained
self-confidence, increased his understanding of broad national issues, and honed
his skills in working equitably and fairly with others at all levels of society. Dur-
ing those four years, he had flown to the far reaches of the nation. His horizons
had expanded both literally and figuratively. He was now even better prepared
for the next phase of his life: helping to shape Indiana’s future in aviation.
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Culmination of a Life in Flight

CLARENCE CORNISH HAD BEEN a pilot since 1918, and his involvement in
Indiana aviation dated back to the mid-1920s. It had not taken him long to
become an experienced participant and leader. Over a twenty-year period, he
had gained the respect of the civil aviation community for his competence,
foresight, and vision. Though the war had interrupted his career administering
private and commercial aviation interests, his military service had been invalu-
able. His diverse activities and his connections in Washington had enabled him
to gain an understanding of the inner workings of private, commercial, and
military aviation, as well as federal and state legislative branches and agencies.
He had been actively involved in all applications of the processes that affected
aviation. It all added up to make him the logical choice to lead Indiana into
the new air age.

That leadership would begin with the establishment of a state acronautics
commission, something that he had been trying to achieve for almost a decade.
The constructive efforts that would finally lead to its formation began before
the war. The Indiana Aircraft Trades Association requested that Governor M.
Clifford Townsend appoint a committee to study and report on the needs of
Indiana in the development of airports and other aspects of aviation.! On June
22,1939, Townsend, who believed that aviation would become a vital economic
factor in the lives of Indiana’s citizens, appointed Cornish to head the first Gov-
ernor’s Fact-Finding Committee on Aviation. Serving with him were Lawrence
Aretz of Lafayette, Marshall Kerr of Terre Haute, Clifford Potts of South
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Bend, and I. ]. (Nish) Dienhart, Adjutant General Elmer Straub, and Walker
Winslow, all of Indianapolis. As commission chairman, Cornish traveled the
state to gather citizen input and rally support for his vision of a vibrant avia-
tion network for Indiana. “I wanted an airport in every county in this state, par-
ticularly at the county seat, if possible, and in the state parks,” he said in 1992.
The committee’s final recommendation, which was the culmination of a year
of hearings held throughout the state, was to be placed before the Indiana leg-
islature on January 9, 1941.° The twenty-two-page report focused on five ma-
jor areas: (1) aviation development and promotion; (2) legislation, including the
critical need for adequate zoning and protection of the approaches to airports;
(3) an airport and airway plan; (4) private aviation; and (5) a state-level aeronau-
tics department.* The board envisioned a department that would operate with
a volunteer board and one paid administrator, to be funded through a tax on
aviation gasoline at the rate of one cent per gallon.” By then, however, Govet-
nor Townsend had lost some of his initial enthusiasm, and he ended up shelving
the report. Cornish was disappointed and puzzled. “I was so goddamn mad,”
he recalled. Townsend’s dismissive reaction, of course, did not end the need to
build support and infrastructure for aviation in Indiana. Although the 1941 ini-
tiative was not implemented, it laid the foundation for future studies and pre-
pared the way for the inevitable growth of aviation in the state.

Even as World War II raged on, Townsend’s successor, Henry I Schricker,
recognized that Indiana must prepare for the postwar era of flight. In 1944 he
appointed Herschel A. Hollopeter to chair a new study group, the Governor’s
Commission on Aviation. During their deliberations, the group’s twenty-four
members almost certainly factored in the views of federal strategists, such as
those expressed by David A. Postle of the Civil Aeronautics Board in an August
1944 memo, “Federal versus State Aviation Regulation.”® He noted that there
had been a flurry of legislative activity at the state level: in fiscal year 1943—44,
1,000 bills related to aviation had been introduced into forty-four state legisla-
tures, of which 230 had subsequently been enacted. The result had been ram-
pant confusion, with overlapping regulations, a lack of coordinated planning,
and a disposition toward expanding aviation taxation. As Postle pointed out,
“air traffic knows no state boundaries.” He added, “All regulations governing
air traffic must be of a national scope and must not be broken down into many
diverse editions of state regulations.”” Few would have disagreed that the rules
and regulations covering the use of airspace and the certification of aircraft and
airmen needed to be uniform throughout the country.
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HJ Cornish’s Civic Service Record LE
1920s—1940s

Fort Wayne Flyers” Club

Fort Wayne Aviation Club

Charter member of the Fort Wayne Aero Club

Appointed delegate by Governor Paul V. McNutt to the National Association of
State Aviation Officials INASAO) in Detroit in 1935; appointed by McNutt
as one of three permanent state delegates; chaired a Legislative Committee;
served as president in 1947°

Fort Wayne Chamber of Commerce Aviation Committee

Indiana American Legion Aviation Committee

Helped organize the Indiana Aircraft Trades Association; president, 1937

Indiana Governor and member of Board of Governors, National Aeronautics
Association, 1941

Regional Director (eight states) of the American Road Builders Association
(ARBA), Airport Division, 1940—41; presented a talk on “Airport Control” to
the general session in New York City, 1941 (the stated objective of this group
was the furtherance of legislation contemplated to provide federal aid for the
development, construction, maintenance, and operation of a national system
of airports)

Executive Secretary and Treasurer of the American Association of Airport Ex-
ecutives, 1939—41 (letter of thanks dated April 1942 from AAAE, which was
founded in 1928 and made it through the lean times in the 1930s “on the backs
of a few dedicated volunteer leaders™)

Chaired Governor Townsend’s State Aviation Fact-Finding Committee, 1939—40
(tasked with answering questions about how Indiana might best equip itself
with laws to cope with the needs of a growing aviation industry and develop a

program to foster the growth of aviation; the committee’s conclusions became

B_I the basis for the Aeronautics Commission Act in 1945) I_E

Indiana was certainly no different from other states when it came to de-
liberating internal issues related to aviation, though several states had already
established aeronautics agencies in one form or another. In a 1944 report, the
Commission on Aviation concluded that the state needed to improve and ex-
pand its facilities for commercial air service and to promote the development
of airports in smaller communities for the benefit of private pilots and busi-
nessmen.'’ Indiana had sixty-three airports at that time, but the Civil Aeronau-
tics Administration’s national plan called for twice that many within ten years.



182 Chapter 10

Cornish kids around with
Bill Slee at the American
Road Builder’s Associa-
tion’s annual meeting in
New York City, 1939. (Au-
thot’s collection)

Indiana’s General Assembly took the CAA’s plan and the new commission’s re-
port seriously. In March 1945, even before the war ended, legislators passed the
Municipal Airport Act, Indiana Code 8-22-2, which granted municipalities the
legal authorization to acquire, establish, construct, improve, equip, maintain, and
operate airports and landing fields."! When the measure was signed into law, it
represented the fruition of years of hard work by private flyers earlier and then
by the members of the Commission on Aviation, who represented corporations,
airlines, private pilots, municipal aviation boards and executives, cargo cartiers,
the state Chamber of Commerce, the National Guard, Purdue University, and
the Civil Air Patrol, among others.

An arm of state government would now be needed to coordinate such de-
velopment, and on March 28 the General Assembly passed the Aeronautics
Commission Act. At long last, Indiana would have a state-supported agency
that would deal specifically with aviation matters. The new Republican governor,
Ralph E Gates, appointed the members of the new Aeronautics Commission of
Indiana, selecting George W. Starr, a professor of public utilities and transpor-
tation and director of the Bureau of Business Research at Indiana University,
who had been an Army pilot during World War I; Morrison A. Rockhill, an at-
torney with wide experience in the field of aeronautics; and three private pilots:
Gene Dawson, Charles L. Egenroad, and Guy T. Henry. The commission was
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HJ The members of the Governotr’s Commission on Aviation as of December LE

20, 1944, were as follows:

Herschel A. Hollopeter, Chairman
Transportation Director
Indiana State Chamber of

Commerce
Indianapolis

Robert H. Mclntyre, Secretary
J. D. Beeler, V-Pres. & Gen. Mgr.
Mead Johnson Terminal

Corporation
Evansville

Frank W. Bodwell, Traffic Mgt.
American Airlines Inc.
Indianapolis

L. Hewitt Carpenter, Exec. Secy.
Commission on Interstate

Cooperation
Marion

Dr. Beaumont S. Cornell
Fort Wayne

John Dyer, Dist. Traffic Mgt.
TWA Inc.

Indianapolis

Charles .. Egenroad, President
St. Jos. Co. Bd. Aviation Comm’rs
South Bend

Theodotre Ehrhatrdt, Chairman
Kokomo Airport Committee
Kokomo

Kenneth B. Elliott, V-Pres.
Studebaker Corporation
South Bend

Roger Fleming, Dir. Public Relations
Allison Div., General Motors

Corp.
E_I Indianapolis

Fred M. Gillies, Gen. Supt.
Inland Steel Company
East Chicago

Samuel C. Hadden, Chairman
State Highway Commission of

Indiana

Indianapolis

Donald W. Hart, City Manager
Eastern Air Lines
Indianapolis

Frank McCarthy, Chairman
Associated Railways of Indiana
Indianapolis

Robert Prox, President
Fran Prox Company
Terre Haute

E. B. Reeder, Commercial Agent
Railway Express Agency
Indianapolis

Edward F Rodefeld, Manager
Rodefeld Company
Richmond

Clyde S. Shockley, V.-Pres and Mgr.
Muncie Aviation Corporation
Muncie

Burton Swain, President
National Veneer Company
Seymour

Col. Roscoe Turner, President
Roscoe Turner Aeronautical Corp.
Indianapolis

Grove Webster
Purdue University
West Lafayette'?
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“empowered and directed to encourage, foster and assist in the development
of aeronautics in this state and to encourage the reasonable establishment of
airports, landing fields, and other navigation facilities.”” The bill that created
the Aeronautics Commission of Indiana defined several means to this end, re-
quiring that the commission coordinate any plans for the state’s airport system
with the national plan, provide technical advice as needed, recommend perti-
nent legislation, approve or disapprove land purchases for airports, enforce all
aviation-related rules and regulations, cooperate with the federal government,
and implement the placement of air markings. The commission also had regu-
latory powers, enabling it to protect and ensure the interests of the public and
promote safe aviation practices. In acknowledgment of the value of user input,
two advisory councils would be created within a few months after official estab-
lishment of the Aeronautics Commission, one to be a clearinghouse for issues
related to private flying including “co-ordinating programs for airport planning,
legislation and safety” and the other to be concerned with all aspects of com-
mercial aviation in the state, including “commercial airport development, leg-

islation and flight and ground safety”"*

as well as airline operation. There were
ten districts statewide, with one district at large.

Even before the legislation was adopted in March, 1945, the search for a full-
time director had begun. Dr. Beaumont Cornell of Fort Wayne, who served on
the search committee, sent feelers to Cornish about his interest and availability.
Once the legislation had passed, Hollopeter, who was originally from Hunter-
town, Indiana, and who was the transportation director for the Indiana State
Chamber of Commerce, would serve as acting director. In April, Cornell re-
ceived a letter from Hollopeter suggesting that Cornish be given top consider-
ation. “The Colonel impressed me as being one of the finest men I ever met,”
Hollopeter wrote. “I am very much impressed with him and from that I am en-
tirely confident that he is the best man we could have gotten for Director of the
Aeronautics Commission. Indiana owes you a great debt of gratitude for origi-
nating this idea [of tapping Cornish to serve as Directot].”" Cornell responded,
“Dear Holly: The more I think about it, the more I believe that Cornish is by all
odds the best man in Indiana for this job. I have known him a long time. He is
not a four-flusher in any way and has always backed up his convictions with ac-
tion. Furthermore, he is very attentive to his work and he is ‘hard’ enough to see
that those people who are working under him will toe the line.” On March 13,
Cornell sent a letter to Cornish to ascertain his interest. “If you’re asked to take
the job, I expect that you will turn it down, because I imagine that after the war
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you might be anxious to take over the airports here in Fort Wayne,” he wrote,
adding: “You are the logical man for this position, provided you want it[,] and
I did not think we should look elsewhere until we had obtained your attitude.”

The decision did not take long, On April 19, Cornish wrote Cornell to let
him know that Gates had telephoned, and that “he wants me in.”

Governor Gates called me in Washington and wanted me to come out
and take the job. I said, “Ralph (I knew him from up in Columbia City), I
can’t just tell General Arnold I’'m going home. I have to get relieved from
active duty to do that and I don’t know at the moment whether that’s
what I want to do. I'll have to come out and see you. We'll talk about
this. If this is just a law enforcement program, I don’t want any part of
it.” He said, “Well come on out.” So T flew out and met with Governor
Gates and we had quite a nice session, but the state patronage man was
sitting right there. I looked right over at the guy and said, “Ralph, there’s
one thing. If I even consider this further, I would have to have a distinct
understanding that this is a non-political office, that I don’t have to play
politics to be the director of it. I’ve never played politics for a job in my
life before and I don’t intend to do it now.”” The Governor responded,
“We’ll take care of the politics, you take care of the business.” So finally I
decided to take the job, if I could get released. . . . There were other people
that could have done it, but I appreciated it because I was the one who
instigated it and I wanted to see it through. That was the job to promote
the construction of adequate airports in this state, safety in aviation and

the pursuit of aeronautics.

He added, “Apparently it’s acceptable from Roscoe Turner’s point of view.”
Turner, the well-known early barnstormer who had gone on to establish the
Roscoe Turner Aeronautical Corporation in Indianapolis, presumably was also
a member of the search committee.

In both Indiana and Washington, the wheels turned quickly and smoothly. On
April 21, Cornish asked to be released from his duties in the military to “avail my-
self of the opportunity” to serve the development of aviation in Indiana. Gen-
eral Hap Arnold approved the request, effective July 5, 1945. In a June 19 press
release, Gates announced his choice for director of the Aeronautics Commis-
sion: “The state is fortunate to secure the services of a man of Cornish’s ability
to head this new, important division of Indiana State Government.” According
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to Richard L. Cunningham, who served as director of the commission from
1954 to 1962, Cornish was indeed the right man at the right time to focus on
acronautics in Indiana. The postwar years were an “explosive time,” he said,
with thousands of trained pilots having returned to civilian life, but there was
not much opportunity in civil aviation. Before the war, there had been no impe-
tus in this regard, but now there were large numbers of former wartime pilots
who wanted to keep flying."

Cornish was still in Washington, wrapping up his military duties and arranging
the family’s move back to Indiana, but he stayed informed about the Aeronau-
tics Commission’s early work. The first meeting was held at the statehouse on
May 24, 1945, in the offices of Governor Gates. Present were Chairman Starr,
commission members Henry, Egenroad, Rockhill, and Dawson, and Acting
Director Hollopeter. Judge Harry Crumpacker of the Indiana Appellate Court
administered the oath of office. The commission members left soon afterward
to attend the initiation ceremony for the newly established Chicago & Southern
Air Line at Weir Cook Municipal Airport.

Even before Cornish assumed the directorship, the commission began
to taxi down the runway. At one of the first meetings, held in their offices in
the Board of Trade building at the southeast corner of Meridian and Ohio
Streets, the members began to consider issues that fell within their purview.
The group’s first official decision was made in support of an important link
in the state’s air chain, which provided reliable air transportation. The mem-
bers voted in June to ask the Civil Aeronautics Board in Washington to grant a
three-month extension to Eastern Air Lines for its route connecting Evansville
to Chicago via Indianapolis. Chairman Starr sent a telegram to CAB chairman
L. Welch Pogue with the request. A safety issue then arose in midsummer that
required the commission’s attention. When officials in Washington, Indiana,
were told that they must remove or lower some wires and other potential flight
obstructions before they could receive approval to build a new airport, they
challenged the commission’s authority. Hollopeter made it clear to Washing-
ton’s mayor that they could not proceed with their plans until they were able
to submit proof of a contract or agreement with the Rural Electric Adminis-
tration to remove or lower the power lines on the south and east sides of the
proposed site to a height approved by the CAA. Also required was written ap-
proval from the CAA stating that the changes met their flight safety standards.
The Aeronautics Commission flexed its muscle. The message was firm and
clear: safety trumped haste.
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Cornish moved his family from Washington, D.C., to Indianapolis in August
1945. He was back in his home state, but not his “hometown, Fort Wayne,” as
he wrote wistfully to a friend in Texas, Ed Muir. However, he was ready to get to
work. He took the reins of the commission that month. A Five-Point Program
was soon adopted, designed to make flight accessible and safe for Indiana’s cit-
izens and to help them become contributors to future advancements in avia-
tion. Cornish listed the individual points as part of a presentation for the CAB
in the Great Lakes Area:

Development of the finest system of airports in the counttry.

2. Sponsorship, through local communities, of a complete air marking
program covering the entire state.

3. Direction of an intensive air and ground safety program.
Fostering, through the state department of public instruction and
local school officials, an aeronautical educational program extend-
ing from the grade schools through the colleges and universities.

5. Institution of a general program designed to develop and assist the

growth of aviation, both private and commercial."”

Those five objectives served as a symbolic compass for Cornish throughout
his tenure. As part of his job to familiarize Indiana’s stakeholders with the ben-
efits of the new program and the role that the Aeronautics Commission could
play, he traveled to the far corners of the state and everywhere in between. On
January 11, 1946, he was back in Fort Wayne as the guest speaker at an Aero
Club meeting, where he had the opportunity to outline the Five-Point Program
to some of the old friends and comrades whom he had flown with or worked
with for the betterment of Fort Wayne aviation over a period of several decades.

It was not easy to implement the agreed-upon tasks with a small staff and an
annual appropriation of $30,000, of which $6,000 was his salary. But Cornish
ardently believed in the benefits of aviation, and he wanted every resident of
Indiana to have access to the larger air transportation network, a point on which
he never wavered. Ideally, each of Indiana’s ninety-two counties would have its
own airport, or at least one within fifteen minutes of its county seat. “If your
combine breaks down in the middle of a harvest,” said Dick Cunningham in
2009, “you want it up and running by nightfall. You call Chicago and have the
part dropped off near the county seat, fifteen minutes from your farm. It meant
alot then and means as much now.”"® “You may call air land areas whatever you
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wish—airports, airparks, air harbors or flight stops, but they are community en-
terprises,” Cornish quoted Pogue, who was now the president of the National
Aeronautic Association, as having written."” “You cannot fly there if you can-
notland there . . . and I believe that this should be posted on the walls of every
City Council and every civic organization. Communities which disregard it or
postpone it until ‘sometime later’ are inviting new business potentialities to fly
overhead to the next town.” It was a fine idea, but one impeded by stumbling
blocks—public resistance, a “not-above-my-backyard” mentality, and concerns
about practicality and whether the benefits would outweigh the costs.

Undoubtedly influenced by his pre—World War II exposure to the NAA’s
emphasis on educating youth, Cornish agreed with others that building an un-
derstanding of the value of aviation and its many aspects, both practical and
pleasurable, would help to reduce public resistance. Believing that adults are of-
ten influenced by their children, he looked first to the schools, developing an
air-age education program that was designed to build familiarity and promote
enthusiasm among both the students and their teachers. If teachers had a bet-
ter understanding of aviation subjects, he felt, they could apply this knowledge
to their classroom work and help prepare their students to meet the technical
needs of America’s progress in aviation. He traveled throughout the state and
talked with educators, who in turn submitted ideas to the state superintendent
of public instruction, Dr. C.T. Malan. Together they developed a curriculum to
integrate acronautical materials into existing subjects. The resulting forty-seven-
page guide, An Air-Age Education Program for the Elementary and Secondary Schools in
Indiana, was distributed to the attendees at a teachers’ training forum at Indiana
University in the summer of 1947.

In 1948, Cornish brought George J. “Curly” Clingman on board to head the
education program. Curly was an innovative jack-of-all-trades, a pilot and air-
craft engine mechanic who had even tried wing walking. One of the first things
he did was organize airport operation institutes for teachers in South Bend,
Bloomington, and Evansville, “where instruction was provided by local flight
operators in each area and a large percentage of the teachers were given actual
flight experience.”” When he spoke to groups or wrote about these institutes,
he would point to the fact that when teachers were encouraged to visit local
airports, it gave them the opportunity to see actual demonstrations of airway
communications and control tower procedures, learn about the weather ser-
vice, and understand the workings behind airline reservations and operation,
airport management, fixed-base operation, and private aviation. The pillar of
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the program was a Link Trainer flight simulator, on loan from Link Aviation in
Binghamton, New York; it was part of a mobile unit that also included visual
aids such as charts, posters, and maps. The mobile unit, jointly sponsored by
the Aeronautics Commission and the State Department of Public Instruction,
helped educators come up with new ways to incorporate air-age materials into
vatious courses, from mathematics, science, and geography to grammar and
even home economics. There were so many requests for this popular exhibit
that the staff could not meet them all. In the first half of 1949, 900 teachers
and 15,250 students in Indiana schools attended demonstrations of the mobile
unit. Visitors to the Indiana State Fair that summer also had a chance to see it
and try out the Link Trainer. Unfortunately, despite widespread enthusiasm for
the program on the part of both school authorities and teachers, the General
Assembly did not authorize a continuation of funding for it, and the mobile
unit was discontinued.”

Elizabeth “Betty” Pettitt (later Nicholas) was another member of Cornish’s
staff who helped him with his educational efforts—and became one of his
closest friends in the process. Betty was a flyer; a member of the Ninety-Nines,
the International Organization of Women Pilots, she had served in the Women
Airforce Service Pilots (the WASP) during World War 11, testing AT-6 training
aircraft at Napier Field in Dothan, Alabama, where she stayed on after the war
to work as a Link Trainer instructor. She moved to Indianapolis in 1947, where
she flew as a skywriter in a specially equipped AT-6 before joining Cornish at
the commission.”” Her positions there were chief of special services, pilot, and
editor of the departmental publication Indiana Aero-Notes. She was an enthusi-
astic promoter of aviation for the rest of her life. In 1952, 1981, and 1995 she
was awarded the Indianapolis Aero Club’s Dee Nicholas Trophy, given annually
to the year’s outstanding woman pilot.

Aero-Notes was published monthly from 1948 to 1965 and had a circulation
of approximately four thousand. It was full of helpful information for pilots,
covering topical subjects under headings such as “Air Marking,” “Air-Age Ed-
ucation,” “Airport News,” “Accident Review,” “Airport and Aircraft Fire Pre-
vention,” “Aviation Weather Services,” “Civil Air Regulations,” “Aircraft Main-
tenance,” and “Activities of Flying Farmers and Local Flying Clubs.”* In the
October 1948 issue, a rather unusual notice alerted pilots that hunting deer from
the air was prohibited. A more practical announcement let readers know about
a 16 mm Technicolor sound movie, Owur Town Builds an Airport, which could be
obtained through the CAA District Airport Engineer’s Office, 360 Massachusetts
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Avenue, Indianapolis.** The film depicted the complete development of a mu-
nicipal airport under the federal airport program and was available to groups
that were looking to establish an airport in their own communities.

There were other ways to convince the public of the value of airports and
airplanes. One was to demonstrate the potential for humanitarian service. On
July 15, 1951, Cornish was one of hundreds of people who observed a simu-
lated air attack by enemy bombers in Randolph County. The county’s civil air
defense unit, composed of seventeen private aircraft, shuttled medical personnel
to the scene and removed evacuees and “injured.” “It was the finest demonstra-
tion of potential use of light aircraft I've ever seen,” Cornish said. “It proves
conclusively that these planes and pilots, when properly organized such as in
Randolph County, are capable of rendering valuable assistance in the event of
a major catastrophe.”” His view was shared by other high officials in military
and civilian defense.

Most citizens would presumably understand and appreciate the value of
having facilities in the area to support aircraft that could come to the rescue in
emergencies such as that mock raid. But citizen landowners are understandably
more apprehensive when they find out that a private or commercial airport is
going to be constructed nearby, particularly when it is necessary for the devel-
oper to buy part of a landowner’s property or to remove trees or destroy build-
ings and other structures on the property that might constitute a hazard to ap-
proaching and departing aircraft. In such cases, however, Indiana’s Municipal
Airport Act of 1945 does prescribe a remedy, ensuring that affected citizens
will be compensated “for real property rights appropriated” and that they “have
the same rights to procedure, notices, hearings, assessments, and payments of
benefits and awards as are prescribed by statute for the appropriation and con-
demnation of real property.””*

The question of who has the right to control the airspace above an individu-
al’s property led to a lawsuit that went all the way to the Supreme Court in 1946.
A North Carolina chicken farmer named Thomas Lee Causby contended that
the noise from a nearby airport being used by the military had literally fright-
ened some of his chickens to death, putting him out of business. “By flying
planes in this airspace, he argued, the government had confiscated his property
without compensation, thus violating the Takings Clause of the Fifth Amend-
ment.” The US. Court of Claims agreed, and the government was ordered to
compensate Causby. When the case went before the Supreme Court, the justices
sided with the farmer. “If the landowner is to have full enjoyment of the land,”
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read their ruling, “he must have exclusive control of the immediate reaches of
the enveloping atmosphere.” “Without defining a specific limit, the Court stated
that flights over the land could be considered a violation of the Takings Clause
if they led to ‘a direct and immediate interference with the enjoyment and use
of the land” Given the damage caused by the particularly low, frequent flights
over his farm, the Court determined that the government had violated Causby’s
rights, and he was entitled to compensation.”’

Noise abatement was a real concern, one that Cornish addressed during a
speech to the Indiana Aviation Conference in 1949. He told the audience that
while conducting tests the previous April on four prototypes of the new wind
or castering landing gear, which allowed planes to land directly across a wind as
high as forty miles per hour, the CAA had discovered that the use of these gears
had an unexpected and positive side effect: by obviating an airport’s need for
multidirectional runways, they made it possible to reduce the noise level. With
wind direction removed from the equation, aircraft outfitted with the wind gear
could be safely accommodated by a single runway. And if that runway were con-
structed parallel to the nearest community, planes would not need to fly over
congested or populated areas during takeoffs and landings. This added benefit
aside, Cornish agreed that single-strip airports had an advantage over multidi-
rectional airports, in that it cost less to construct and maintain their runways.
His point was reinforced on November 25, 1949, when “CAA’s Administra-
tor enunciated the ‘single runway policy’ covering the use of Federal matching
funds in the Federal-aid airport program. In substance, the new policy stated
[that] additional runways that provided only wind coverage or conveniences
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without increasing traffic capacity were not of sufficient value to justify the cost
of construction.”® Airports with single-strip runways could also welcome more
regular airline service, an advantage for communities with limited budgets for
airport development.

Hangared at Weir Cook Airport in Indianapolis in mid-1950, a Cessna 170,
flown by Cornish and Betty Pettitt, replaced the commission’s Stinson Voyager
150. The Cessna was equipped with the crosswind gear. Cornish once landed
at Weir Cook with Edwin A. “Ed” Joyce, who was the CAA’s supervising safety
agent, and two members of the Aeronautics Commission as passengers.” When
a strong wind switched from northwest to west, Cornish let the crosswind gear
show its stuff. Joyce had never been in a plane with this gear, and he was not
aware that it allowed the pilot to take off and land at a 35-degree angle before
straightening out. When Cornish retold the story, he chuckled when recalling
that Joyce panicked and yelled, “Straighten the plane! Straighten the plane!” as
they touched down at an angle for a perfect landing,

Cornish also talked in his speech about another aircraft with what he called
“good neighbor” characteristics: the Helioplane. It too offered the advantage of
less aircraft noise. In 1948 Dr. Otto C. Koppen of the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology and Dr. Lynn Bollinger of Harvard University had developed
and built a prototype, which “was demonstrated by taking off from a tennis
court at Harvard.” The designers envisioned “an aircraft that could both land
and takeoff on a short landing strip, provide safety features not found in other
general aviation aircraft and be quiet enough to operate on airstrips adjacent

to residential areas.”!

Cornish would undoubtedly have jumped at the chance
to try one out, although there is no record that he ever got that opportunity.
Neither the Helioplane nor the crosswind landing gear was broadly accepted
for routine usage. In the end, airport neighbors had to cope and hope—cope
with negative side effects and hope for the promised benefits of a local airfield.

Farmers generally did not need to be sold on the efficacy of airplanes or
the need for runways. Mowed sod landing strips with windsocks popped up in
fields everywhere. The agricultural use of aircraft usually evokes an image of
a low-flying crop duster, but farmers found many other uses for their planes.
As writer Jack Reese put it: “Those pictures of a plane dashing over a field at
15-foot altitude certainly give a distorted idea of how a Flying Farmer uses his
plane. As to how the planes are really used—fence checking, obtaining emer-
gency spare parts, getting data for contour plowing and spotting livestock ranked

up towatd the top, with crop-dusting a relatively minor use.””
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In 1945, Cornish had stressed the need to establish more air parks and sod
airfields to provide facilities for the thousands of personal aircraft that would
soon be filling the skies.” By 1947 the Flying Farmers of Indiana, a group of
private pilots, already had more than eight hundred members, and Cornish, an
avid supporter of the organization, often dropped in on their fly-in breakfasts
or fish fries. On April 24, 1948, he was one of some 550 people who attended a
fish fry in Elwood sponsored by the Flying Farmers of Madison County, which
was reportedly the largest “wing group” of Flying Farmers in Indiana, with 135
members.* Duting a speech at Purdue University later that yeat, Cornish recalled
nostalgically that when he was operating Smith Field in the 1930s, he could eas-
ily name all the fixed-base operators in the state. There were 32 in eatly 1940s,
a number that had grown to 207 by the end of 1948.% “We were like a small
family,” he said. “The pilots in the state could each be called by name, and at
each outing almost all of them were sure to be there no matter where the event
was to take place.” For him, those were the good old days. Being with the Fly-
ing Farmers was the next best thing,

Cornish thrived on the fellowship of this group, and in the late 1940s he en-
couraged ways to kindle that kind of camaraderie among other flyers, re-creating
the excitement and fun of the early days for the next generation of pilots. Under
his tutelage, the department began to sponsor air tours. In 1947, a fall air cruise
kicked off on Friday, October 17, at Turkey Run State Park, with a songfest and
color slides of the park following dinner at the inn. The next morning, after
an early breakfast, the pilots flew to Columbus Municipal Airport, “partaking
of coffee and doughnuts furnished by the Columbus Chamber of Commerce”
before traveling by bus to Brown County State Park. “Lunch was served in one
of the Park’s beautiful shelter houses after which the group returned to Colum-
bus, said goodbye, and left for home.”* The following spring, the department
sponsored a tour in conjunction with the dedication of Wright-Patterson Air
Force Base in Dayton, Ohio. Flying between Indianapolis and Dayton, a mass
caravan retraced one of the first air-marked routes in the country. An all-Indiana
Aero Round-Up, held during the first week of July in observance of the Second
National Air Tour Week, drew approximately four hundred participants, who
competed for prizes donated by various aeronautical agencies.

In Cornish’s mind, private flying was the lifeblood of aviation. “It would
be pale and lifeless without that wellspring of enthusiasm,” he had said back in
1945. By 1948, there were approximately twenty thousand pilots in Indiana (many
of whom had been trained during the war), and reliable aircraft were available
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for training purposes. In Cornish’s words, “Small airplanes became much more
stable and mechanical failure or fatigue became the exception rather than the
rule.” A person could learn to fly with greater confidence than when training
“in an old crate.” The cost had become more reasonable, too. “Older pilots
might remember paying $300 for ten hours of training,” he said, while in 1948
“a complete, deluxe course, including ground school, and earning a Private Pilot
Certificate [cost] between $365 and $500.”*" Government educational benefits
for veterans also helped to increase the pool of trained pilots, something that
greatly pleased him. Another plus for private pilots was that the number of sod
landing fields was growing significantly.

But more flyers meant more accidents. In 19406, for example, fifty-three
persons were involved in aircraft accidents. Some were caused by the antics of
what Cornish called “Johnny Buzz Boys”—pilots who insisted on flying at low
elevations to impress their families and friends. Indiana Aero-Notes reported on
one such incident: “The pilot was in the process of buzzing a house when a tree
got in his way. Unfortunately, he was so intent in the buzz job that he didn’t see
the tree. He sustained serious injuries in the subsequent crash. Another incident
of reckless flight.”* Safe practices were a common topic in Indiana Aero-Notes.
It included instructive articles about flying and landing in potentially hazard-
ous conditions. One example was a warning to pilots to beware of landing on
frozen snow because the plane’s wheels could break through the crusty surface
and cause the craft to flip onto its back.” Fortunately, airports that could afford
field inspectors were able to quickly report such hazardous conditions to pilots,
thus avoiding some serious outcomes.

Cornish and the department were quick to respond to concerns about the
growing number of accidents. In cooperation with the CAA and CAB,; they in-
augurated the use of the Indiana State Police to investigate aircraft accidents and
report violations of civil air regulations and state aeronautics laws. Additionally,
the commission had a new air safety program in place by mid-1946, which had
been developed with input gathered from airport officials at ten regional confer-
ences.” Cornish then traveled around the state to inform airport managers about
the program, urging them to implement its recommendations. Local personnel ap-
pointed an aviation safety director, who in turn formed an aviation safety commit-
tee. Having local safety committees that could promote safe practices both on the
ground and in the air proved to be effective. Fifty-nine airports adopted the plan
in 1947, and within two years, fatalities from civil aircraft accidents and convic-
tions for infringements of Indiana’s reckless flying laws had dropped significantly.
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Air marking was still being used to guide pilots to airports, as it had been
since the 1920s, but even though it seemingly should have been a simple matter
to get the name and coordinates of each designated town painted on a single
local rooftop, the process was still far from complete. In 1947, the CAA had
allocated $1,600 to the state for paint, but only 48 of Indiana’s 390 communi-
ties with a population above five hundred had complied with the directive. It
would have been arduous for Cornish and his small staff to enforce that com-
pliance on their own, but others volunteered to help with the task. Civil Air Pa-
trol members acted as field representatives, gathering information. Boy Scout
Troop #45 painted the marker at Deer Creek, after which the private pilots in
the local Flying Farmers group rewarded the boys with free airplane rides. In
towns such as Columbus, Connetrsville, Goshen, Martinsville, and Mt. Vernon,
members of the Junior Chamber of Commerce (Jaycees) pitched in and imple-
mented the needed air markings. Despite everyone’s best efforts, the undertak-
ing fell far short of the goal of 390. Cornish requested $10,000 from the 1949
General Assembly to fund two hundred air markings during the biennium. The
request was approved, and the Airmarking Company of Rochester, Indiana,
completed that phase of the task.” The department most likely never achieved
full compliance, but it became less important as electronic navigation systems
became more common. Dick Cunningham said, “As is often true with innova-
tions considered crucial at one point in time, air markings lost their value by the
mid-1950s with the use of sophisticated navigational aids.””*

While speaking to a group of airport and fixed-base operators in February
1948, Cornish emphasized the need for a comprehensive navigation system.
Both visual aids and radio aids were “often inadequate,” he said, “and that’s
a problem for us to solve.” Visual aids included runway markings, boundary
lights, contact lights, and beacons; radio aids enabled pilots to determine their
bearings relative to the source of a transmitted radio signal. Both commercial
and military aircraft were increasingly relying on the latter.* For small fixed-base
operators, however, or where radio aids were not available, runway and beacon
lights would continue to be essential, especially for night flying. Cornish did not
want to see the surplus beacons “mothballed” when they could be used to in-
crease the safety level for personal pilots, so he asked the CAA to make them
available, on a leased basis, to airport owners who could not afford to purchase
them.* By 1950, twenty airports statewide had surplus beacons in place, and
when Cornish left the department three years later, the commissioners gave
him the credit in their farewell letter, stating that under his leadership, “certain
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beneficial programs, such as the beacon light plan, devised and implemented
by Colonel Cornish have benefited the state of Indiana at no cost to its people
and has been followed on a nation-wide basis.””*

But obtaining surplus equipment for existing small airports was only one part
of Cornish’s job. He also advocated tenaciously for funding for the construction
of new airports in smaller communities. The development of smaller facilities, he
believed, would enable the growth of personal flying and the development of a
teeder system to connect to commercial airline routes. In 1947 the Fort Wayne
Chamber of Commerce conducted a survey to determine the economic value of
airports to the community. The conclusion was that all of Fort Wayne’s citizens
benefited from the city’s active aviation presence, with financial returns realized
from rentals, landing fees, and concessions; the salaries paid to those employed
in the field and the subsequent use of that money for local purchases; and capital

investments.*

The state’s smaller communities stood to benefit similatly from the
construction of a municipal airport. The CAA had a plan in place, and money had
been authorized for the purpose, but despite the good relationships that Cornish
enjoyed with higher-ups, he harbored some skepticism (probably stemming from
Fort Wayne’s experience in the early 1940s) about the federal government’s ability
to come through on its promises. He was outspoken about his concerns, com-
menting that many of the airports developed under the Works Relief Program
cither had never been completed or had subsequently “vanished into the woods,
brush, and agricultural land from whence they came.” Nevertheless, the federal
funds were there to be used.” There was some question about whether those
monies should go directly to the municipalities or be channeled through state
departments of aeronautics. Ultimately they were channeled through state avia-
tion authorities, with the federally aided public roads system serving as a model
for what could be accomplished with intergovernmental cooperation.

The process began when a municipality submitted its plans for an airport
to the commission. If the proposal was supported by a justifiable statement
of economic need and proof of adequacy of the site and subsequently gained
the commission’s approval, funds could be made available from the Federal-
Aid Airport Program. Department staff member and airport engineer Gilbert
Schmitz could then assist local communities. With federal assistance, the num-
ber of municipal airports in Indiana grew from fourteen in 1944 to thirty-five
in 1948. Eleven of them could handle scheduled air service.

In October 1947, the commission considered Delphi’s application for a
municipal airport. Community officials wanted to acquire between seventy
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and seventy-five acres of land located two miles west-northwest of the
Carroll County community on State Highways 18 and 39. Both the Indiana
Economic Council and the CAA’s district airport engineer had endorsed the
suitability of the proposed site, an area immediately west of the Wabash River
commonly known as Pittsburgh Hill. The commission approved the project,
and the plan went forward. During that same fiscal year, Cornish encouraged
the commission’s approval of municipal airports for Michigan City and Wabash.
A total of $2,777,530 was spent on projects statewide during that period, which
included land acquisition and the construction of new runways, control tow-
ers, administration buildings, drainage systems, and access roads, as well as
taxiway lighting, paving, and utility improvements.* Cornish was also on hand
when the Bendix Field—St. Joseph County Airport’s new terminal building was
dedicated on June 11, 1949. The community’s commitment and the efforts of
some public-spirited individuals had led to the construction of a modern fa-
cility with impressive accommodations, and Cornish had nothing but praise
for the result. He told those assembled for the dedication, “Your new termi-
nal building is the finest of its kind in the nation conceived as a wise public
investment in the future of aviation so vital to the welfare of the citizens of
St. Joseph County and the State.”*

During Cornish’s years in Washington, he had worked to get military air bases
sited neatr populated areas so that they could be used by the local communities
for civilian purposes following the war. In fiscal year 1946—47, eight Indiana air-
fields that had operated as wartime military air bases were acquired by the War
Assets Administration and assigned to nearby municipalities: Bunker Hill Naval
Air Station in Peru, Columbus AAF Auxiliary Field, Converse Naval Auxiliary
Field, Baer Field in Fort Wayne, Galveston Naval Auxiliary Field, Kokomo Aux-
iliary Airfield, St. Anne Field in North Vernon, and Freeman Field in Seymour.”
The availability of federal and municipal funds, coupled with the transition of
airfields from military to civilian use, was moving Indiana toward a better, more
equitable network of airports that was beginning to match Cornish’s vision. He
must have taken great satisfaction in this accomplishment.

While the conversion of those former bases was an important step in mak-
ing flying safer for private pilots and available to more of them, it also offered
the potential to bring nearby communities closer to being part of the much-
discussed air route network. On November 5, 1943, while the United States was
still engulfed in World War II—and well before the Aeronautics Commission of
Indiana was created—the Civil Aeronautics Board had approved the initiation
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of an experiment involving local and feeder routes. The air routes that existed
at the time served relatively large population centers, but smaller communities
also needed to be considered and included. The CAB responded by inviting
applications for an extended domestic air network. In 1944 there were 233 ap-
plicants nationwide for new service to a total of 3,097 cities. Those pending
proposals would increase the existing route miles from 45,254 to 365,468. In-
diana was part of the surge. Indiana’s Aeronautics Commission supported the
idea wholeheartedly. In 1945, Cornish appeared before the CAB’s Great Lakes
Area hearing on the applications. He submitted a list of 121 Indiana cities and
towns that wanted to be included in a feeder and trunk air route system, noting
which aitlines would serve which communities.”' There were 3,427,796 people
living in the state at the time, less than a quarter of whom were provided with
direct air service; if the submitted applications were approved, that proportion
would increase to 55.2 percent.”

Achieving such progress in commercial aviation was not easy. All of the vari-
ous entities with an interest in aviation—from the CAA and the CAB, to the com-
mercial scheduled flight industry (airlines), to charter and cargo companies and
other nonscheduled cartiers, to the governing agencies of large and small com-
munities, to the state itself—had a hand in the industry’s growth, but the results
were sometimes mixed. Good things were happening, yet there were stumbling
blocks along the way. Need and reality often did not match. Carts went before
horses. Cornish later outlined some of these problems, summarized as follows:

e The CAB usually made its final determination at the end of three
years, which was later acknowledged to be too short a time period
to adequately conduct the experiment.

e Communities were sometimes certificated (approved by the CAB)
even though they did not have adequate airport facilities.

e Communities that did have adequate airport facilities were sometimes
left without service despite having requested it.

*  Air carriers certificated to serve a town sometimes discontinued that
service because there was not enough business to generate reason-
able dividends or because the local airport’s navigational aids were
adequate only for daytime flights.

*  Poor scheduling resulted in a lack of acceptance by patrons.

*  Some carriers insisted on complete wind direction components and

avoided airports with a single unidirectional runway.
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e Existing airfields sometimes lacked adequate runways to accommo-

date the increasing size and speed of aircraft.”

Cornish took great pride in representing the Aeronautics Commission and
the National Association of State Aviation Officials in Washington, where he
could have a say about decisions that would impact the entire nation. As an ac-
tive member of NASAQ, he chaired its Legislative Committee in 1946 and tes-
tified before the Congressional Air Policy Board regarding the proposed rules
and regulations of the CAA under the 1946 Federal Airport Act.>* His words
at that hearing reflected his core beliefs:

The 26 or more domestic air carriers operating in the neighborhood of
1,000 aircraft carrying hundreds of thousands of passengers are an im-
portant segment of civil aviation. So likewise are the thousands of small
commercial operators and private aircraft owners operating 50,000 or
more aircraft for the benefit of over 300,000 pilots. Here is the real heart
of aviation in this country. It is the proving ground for the air men who
become our transport and military pilots. It is the bringing of the advan-
tages of air transportation to millions of our citizens located in hundreds
of thousands of square miles not served by the present scheduled air cat-
riers or the major air terminals.

The provincial city dweller cannot believe because he has not seen

the use of the personal aircraft made by the Flying Farmers, or the air

Cornish was an active
member of NASAO
and served as the as-
sociation’s president
in 1947. He is shown
here with some other
officials in Minneapo-
lis in 1950. (Authot’s
collection)
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tourist, or the businessman who is beginning to find it profitable to adapt
his business to the medium of transportation by air. For these reasons, we
[NASAQ] support the principle of fair and equitable allocation of funds
of all phases of aviation under the present Airport Act.”

NASAO elected Cornish to serve as its president for one year beginning October
28, 1947. (Cornish and Dick Cunningham are the only Hoosiers to have served
in that capacity since the association’s founding in 1931.) In 1948, NASAO of-
ficials met in Indianapolis and drafted a report to submit to the Congressio-
nal Air Policy Board in Washington. The organization then was committed to
fighting for continuation of the GI flight training program, the elimination of
which would have cut the industry’s income in Indiana by some $5 million and
possibly would have closed many airports.®

In the fall of 1948, Henry I Schricker was elected to a second term as
Indiana’s governor.”” Cornish, a devout Republican, was now faced with the
possibility of being replaced as director of the Aeronautics Commission by a
member of Schricker’s Democratic Party. Weir Cook Airport’s Phillip Roettger
was a strong contender; his reputation as one of the country’s most respected
municipal airport managers made him an excellent candidate. Many, however,
advocated that Cornish be retained in this important position. Letters from his
supporters flew through the postal system. Jerome Beeler of the Board of Avi-
ation Commissioners in Evansville, for example, wrote that there was a lot to
be done during that developmental phase in aviation, and “Colonel Cornish”
was still needed at the helm to ensure the “proper administration of Aviation
affairs.”” Cornish was reappointed for a second four-year term. He later recalled
his association with Schricker with fond memories and held him in the highest
regard (but not so high as to cause Cornish to change his political affiliation).
That potential personal crisis was averted, and Cornish’s work continued.

He confirmed that aviation development nationwide had not gone totally
as anticipated. In one of his strongest talks, he told the participants in the First
National Seminar on Feeder Airlines held at the University of Oklahoma in 1950
that despite the hopes that had been raised after the passage of the Civil Aero-
nautics Act in 1938, “We do not, under the present system, have any assurance
that air transportation will accomplish its objective or fulfill its purpose as en-
visioned by the Congress. . . . A plan for the development of an air route pat-
tern, bringing into reality a well-balanced and well-integrated air transportation
system in all of its major aspects does not exist.” He asserted that when the act
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referred to the “domestic commerce of the United States,” it was meant to ap-
ply to every person in every community in every state of the country, and that
the inherent advantages of air transportation should therefore be encouraged
and developed for all people. His frustration was clear.”

There were other ongoing frustrations related to the workload and to the com-
mission’s budget, as Cornish revealed in a letter that he wrote in June 1950 to his
friend from the war days, Dave Postle: “What with an inadequate budget, trying
to get things accomplished with the CAB, CAA, the municipalities, fixed-base op-
erators, airport managers, personal pilots, police courts, other state officials and
others, it appears that I am on a merry-go-round and thus going nowhere. Atleast
1 think so at times.” Funds, or rather the lack thereof, were a constant concern,
especially when state legislators were secking ways to trim the budget. In 1951,
State Representative Chatles T. Miser (R-Garrett) sent chills through the Aero-
nautics Commission and three other state agencies when he suggested that they
be eliminated. The editors of the Michigan City News-Dispatch viewed that as a
“Penny-Wise, Pound-Foolish” move, and a step backward. “Indiana’s Aeronautics
Director Clarence E Cornish wastes no money on press agents or ballyhoo. Con-
sequently, few citizens realize that the commission works hard at many things.”
The editorial enumerated a number of the commission’s accomplishments:

It helps cities to build airports wisely and correctly. It maintains a lively
safety program and cracks down hard on wild fliers—the buzz boys who
endanger innocent lives as well as their own. It undertakes difficult, com-
plex studies of the state’s aviation problems—the key to intelligent future
regulation. It has airmarked 300 cities and towns. It has kept the state’s
aviation laws up to date, helped to map all the state’s airports, helped to
plan future air routes that will serve both large and small communities.
This service is rendered at a small cost. The commission’s budget for
1951-52 is less than $50,000—a small sum as state agencies go. . . . It
has chosen to regulate aviation by persuasion and education more than
by red tape and bureaucratic bossing. It has given the taxpayers full mea-

sure for its few dollars.”

Saved by cooler heads, Cornish continued to advocate for people living in smaller
communities, who had even greater transportation needs than the residents of
large cities because they had to travel farther for services and supplies. A com-
prehensive local air route system would enable each community to be able to
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enjoy the best air transportation service that its facilities, economic conditions,

and geographical location would permit. The dilemma of providing air service

for residents of smaller communities was not limited to Indiana:

After the war all long hauls between many cities were taken over by four-

engined equipment and the DC-3 got the “leftovers,” small cities and low-

density traffic on short distances. Such routes are the toughest to make

a go of, regardless of the type of aircraft employed, for two important

reasons: (1) Every stop costs money. Thus operation with short hauls is

more expensive per mile or seat-mile, than the long haul. The shorter the

haul, the more marked the trend. (2) Load-factors are notoriously low in

this type of traffic, producing a low revenue yield. . . . We are therefore still

confronted with the problem of how best to transport passengers over

hauls of 50200 miles, with an average hop of 75 miles, in an economic

way, and in competition with ptivate automobiles, bus and railroad.”

Although it might not be pos-
sible to achieve the ideal—a net-
work of feeder lines that connected
to the major trunk lines with sched-
uled flights—perhaps some suc-
cesses could be realized. If the CAB
certification period were longer than
three years, Cornish contended, more
communities would be able to justify
spending public funds on adequate air-
port facilities, with Congress provid-
ing the funding for appropriate naviga-
tional aids. As it was, the 1953 version
of the Aeronautics Commission’s an-
nually updated Map of Certificated
Airline Routes in Indiana shows eight
airlines, widely dispersed, with ser-
vice to Gary, South Bend, Fort Wayne,
Lafayette, Kokomo, Terre Haute, In-
dianapolis, Richmond, Bloomington,
and Evansville.”® American, Chicago

e

/ CERTINGATED ARLINE WOUTES IN INDUWA - MAY 1983

The Indiana Aeronautics Commission’s
1953 “Map of Certificated Airline Routes”
shows the state’s scheduled airline service.

(Authot’s collection)



Cornish watches as the mayor of Indianapolis,

Alex Clark, hands over the mail to be trans-
ported on the DC-3’ final flight for Fastern
Air Lines. (Authot’s collection)
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When the first group of
stewardesses completed
their training for Lake
Central Aitlines in 1951,
Cornish awarded them
their pins. (Authort’s col-
lection)

& Southern, Delta, Eastern, United,
Ozark, Trans Wotld, and Lake Central
were the active airlines at the time.
When Lake Central Airlines re-
placed its male attendants with female
stewardesses in 1951, Cornish had the
pleasant task of delivering a congrat-
ulatory speech—although not in an
auditorium or another land-bound
structure. The ceremony took place
on June 30, while the fourteen young
women and various officials circled
above Indianapolis in a DC-3 Cen-
traliner “Graduation Special”®* “It is
certainly a signal pleasure to have the
opportunity of talking to you lovely
young ladies who have just become
official stewardesses of Lake Central
Airlines,” he told them. ““This is cet-

tainly a historic day, having the honor and distinction of being members of the

first graduating class of Lake Central Airline’s stewardesses. By wearing the LCA

wings, you become an intrinsic part of the airlines industry itself. . . . May God

speed and watch over you throughout the air lanes that you travel in the future.

2963
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Airline personnel have changed dramatically over the years since those stew-
ardesses graduated in 1951, and so have airplanes. Cornish was on hand on
January 31, 1953, when Eastern Air Lines made its last call in Indianapolis with
DC-3 equipment; he and Postmaster George J. Ross watched Mayor Alex Clark
hand the last sack of mail to pilot Captain H. T. “Dick’” Merrill, President Eisen-
howet’s campaign “air chauffeur.”**

Change was not limited to the industry. What goes up must come down.
That is true for airplanes such as the one that made the celebratory flight over
downtown Indianapolis, and it is often true as well of careers. In the case of
Clarence Cornish, that unfortunate reality led to one of his life’s great dis-
appointments. In 1952, Indiana elected a new governor, Republican George
Craig, Again the position of director of the Aeronautics Commission became
a matter of politics. Again supportive letters poured into the governor’s of-
fice. Associates wrote that Cornish had earned nationwide recognition and
was respected by members of the CAA and CAB, had done much for private
pilots throughout the state, and was known for his integrity and civic inter-
est. Even though he had been a lifelong Republican and despite the accolades,
Craig appointed a West Point graduate as the Aeronautics Commission’s sec-
ond director, effective August 31, 1953. “The boys across the street lowered
the boom on me. I am being replaced by Lieutenant David Krimendahl of
Indianapolis—unknown and inexperienced in civil aviation,” Cornish wrote
to Roderick M. Wright.®®

Knowing that his tenure was coming to an end, Cornish made his final rounds
to check on a few of the myriad elements of civil aviation in Indiana that he had
fostered. His 1953 desk diary for the first week in June reads:

Monday: Checked air markers and visited airports at Connersville &
Richmond;

Tuesday: Checked air markers NE. Visited Baer Field and Tri State Apt.
Hi Intensity lights inspected and OK. Tfi State Apt. in very good condi-
tion as being developed by Paul Eyster. Business good at both airports;

Wednesday: Checked air markers SW. Visited Airport at Vincennes and
delivered Aerial Appl. forms to O’Neal Flying Service in connection
with army worm infestation. . . . Sprayers doing everything possible to
control pest but not enough planes & pilots;

Sunday: Attended C. D. [Civil Defense] Fly-in Breakfast at Winchester this
A.M. 750 served. Checked 12 air markers en route home.
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After taking a heli-
copter ride with a Bell
Aircraft Company pi-
lot in Buffalo, New
York, around 19406,
Cornish returned to
Indiana with a last-
ing enthusiasm for
rotary-wing aircraft.
(Author’s collection)

With one week remaining in his term as director, the Indianapolis Star Maga-
zine published an article on air travel in Indiana, with Cornish as the featured
interview subject.” In this article, the last that would be written about Cornish’s
activities and views as director of the Aeronautics Commission for the State of
Indiana, he talked about the growth in passenger travel, which he said currently
represented about a third of the state’s total flight activities. In 1952, scheduled
airlines had carried 632,324 passengers who had started or completed their flights
in Indiana cities, more than twice as many as in 1948, the first year that accurate
records were kept. He also predicted a bright future for the use of helicopters
in transporting passengers. It is not surprising that he spoke about this devel-
oping mode of transportation. Years eatlier, around 1946 or 1947, Cornish had
been the guest of Laurence D. Bell, who was born in Mentone, Indiana, and
went on to be the founder and owner of the Bell Aircraft Company in Buffalo,
New York. While there, he had the opportunity to ride in a Bell helicopter. Af-
terward he wrote his friend Dave Postle that he had returned to Indianapolis
with a Bell Corporation—produced color sound movie titled The Magic Carpet
and had used it on several occasions when speaking to civic groups and aero
clubs throughout the state. “The helicopter develops a more keenly interested
attitude and reception on the part of the audience than all of the others put to-
gether”—more interest even than supersonic speeds and supersized aircraft.’’
Right up until his departure from the commission, Cornish served as the chair
of NASAO?’s Special Helicopter Committee and actively discussed “rotary-wing



206  Chapter 10

aircraft” (as they were still commonly called) with national leaders in aviation.®®
He believed that by the end of the decade, a single helicopter would carry thirty
to fifty passengers and ferry them into the hubs with major airlines. He imagined
that passengers, for the sake of convenience, would routinely be transported
in short hops from flat-roofed buildings with heliports in Indianapolis, for in-
stance, to Bloomington or Kokomo or other smaller communities, provided
that they developed similar landing facilities.”” However, his predictions regard-
ing the practical applications of helicopter carriers for the convenience of pas-
senger travel ultimately did not fly.

On September 1, 1953, Clarence Cornish joined the ranks of the unem-
ployed. He received a letter, dated September 4, from the Aeronautics Com-
mission of Indiana, chaired by George M. Beamer. The commission expressed
gratitude for his “thirty-six productive years of pioneering in the aviation field.”
During his seven-year tenure as director, the number of public airports had
more than doubled; airports and navigational facilities had made nearly $6.25
million worth of improvements; a beacon light plan had been devised and im-
plemented at no cost to Indiana’s citizens and had subsequently been replicated
nationwide; and Indiana had become a leader in air safety. Others sent letters
of praise and consolation, including Karl E. Voetler, an aviation development
advisor for the CAA, who wrote:

Clarence, you have done a grand job throughout your state and no one
could have exceeded the efforts you put forth. Your results have been
nothing short of continuous achievement and I well know they have been
under great difficulties on many occasions. Those of us, like you and me,
who have given practically our whole lives in the interest of the develop-
ment of this business, deserve at least normal respect and consideration
from those higher up. To have to operate entirely within political con-
cept is nothing less than discouraging—to say the least. You will always
have my highest regard and I hope you will not hesitate to permit me to

express it whenever I can be of assistance to you.”

Such accolades may have brought Cornish some comfort, but they did not com-
pletely soften the blow. Weeks later, he responded to Voetler:

Although my replacement was not entirely unexpected, it hit me pretty

hard when I received the curt letter from the Governor’s office. As a
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matter of fact, I am still floundering a bit but hope to get things straight-
ened out soon and get to work doing something to bolster the Cornish

treasury.

In October he received a letter from the Flying Farmers of Prairie Farmer
Land on behalf of the 2,500 private pilots represented by the club.”! Signed by
several friends, the letter said: “Aviation will always owe you a debt of gratitude.
Whether it was a student pilot struggling for a private ticket, a Flying Farmer
fighting encroachment, or a million dollar airline needing a voice, none ever
found you wanting. The growth of aviation has been slow. It has needed cool
heads and wise counsel, along with workers who would not shirk. On both a state
and national level, you gave aviation all of this and more.” In eatly December
he responded in a letter to Bill Renshaw, ““You must surely realize that I could
not have done what I did without the continuing support of such grand pet-
sons and organizations such as the Flying Farmers. Their support and co-opet-
ation was the fuel that fed the fire which gave me the courage and inspiration
to carry on toward our mutual objectives in spite of obstacles which at times
appeared insurmountable.”’

With the dust from a rough political scuffle settled and with the passage of
time, Cornish could reflect on the opportunity he had had to work with others
whom he respected, both locally and nationally, and to focus on his achieve-
ments. In his later years he often jotted down highlights from his life, mainly
his professional career. He wrote the following about his time with the Aero-
nautics Commission”:

Under my leadership as Director of Aeronautics, a statewide program for
development of aviation in the State was developed and adopted by the
Aecronautics Commission. This program involved, but was not limited
to, the development of an airport construction and improvement plan;
a flying safety program; an air age education program in the secondary
schools; a pilot training program under the Veterans Education benefits
of the Federal government, and [a] publication [and] appearances over
the state.

These activities involved sponsorship of amendments to existing laws
and enactment of new enabling acts at both the State and Federal levels.
... This phase of our activities resulted in elimination of the old “Abso-

lute Liability Act” regarding the liability so imposed on the owner and/or
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The president of NASAO, Joseph K. McLaughlin, wrote to commend
Cornish for his “sound and aggressive thinking and work in the safety, sched-
uled air carrier, legislative and many other aspects [of aviation] . . . which have
with credit borne the imprint of your handiwork.”” This sentiment was not lost
on Cornish, who responded, “I have given the better part of the past thirty-six
years to aviation, both civil and military, and I sincerely hope that I may find

Chapter 10

operator of an airplane in Indiana, and enactment of the Federal Airport
Act to provide federal funds for the development of public use airports in
the United States. This was accomplished with the cooperative assistance
of many progressive aviation minded individuals throughout the State
and local, state aviation organizations such as local aero clubs, Indiana
Aviation Trades Association, the Flying Farmers of Prairie Farmerland.
At the national level, the efforts of the National Association of State
Aviation Officials, in which I served as Legislative Committee Chairman
and subsequently as President (1947), were most effective.

The Indiana Aeronautics Commission participated in many hearings
by the Civil Aeronautics Board involving scheduled air carrier route and
service matters affecting Indiana communities. When the Civil Aeronau-
tics Administration announced the plan to discontinue operation of their
airway beacon lights, we were able to convince them not to sell them for
junk but to release them through the State aviation authorities, without
cost, for acquisition by public and private airport owners to be used as
airport beacons. Many of these beacon lights were assigned to and erected
at Indiana airports. To aid cross-country flying, a statewide “air marking”

program was vigorously pursued.

some niche in which I can continue to serve in one capacity or another.”

He was thankful for what this field he loved had given him, and he hoped

to give back even more.
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Never Call It Quits

CLARENCE CornisH was fifty-four years old. He had a level of expertise in
civil aviation that few could match. But with neatly forty years of accumulated
knowledge of the field, he was now out of work. With nothing on the horizon
for him in aviation, he turned in a new direction. When friends Harold and Bill
Wells, of the Wells Insurance Agency, invited him to join the firm to handle the
aviation sector of their business, he decided to give it a try. There were not a
lot of aircraft policies to be sold, but he found that he was good at the job, so
in 1955 he bought his own agency, which he built into a “faitly nice business.”
He sold general casualty insurance for the rest of his working life. “When 1
reached sixty-five I was making too much money to collect Social Security so 1
just went ahead and worked.” At the age of seventy-two he said, “I’ve had it,”
retiring for good in 1970.!

But he was not yet ready to retire from flying. After all, he had been pilot-
ing aircraft either through the military, private industry, or the state government
since 1918. He was so passionate about it during those eatly years that he would
happily have flown every day: in the summer of 1929, his Pilot’s Book shows
that he in fact did fly every single day for sixty-two days straight. He had never
owned his own plane, howevert, so he now had to rent a Cessna 172 when he
wanted to take to the air. But it was hard to justify the expense. “I can’t afford
to fly too often,” he said at one point. “So I fly just enough to maintain a rea-
sonable level of proficiency.”
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Fifty years from the date of his first flight with Billy Brock on May 6, 1918, he
and a group of friends, family, and business associates drove to the Indianapolis
Metropolitan Airport to mark the occasion. At the age of seventy, Cornish took
off and landed a few times that day, taking two or three of his followers each
time he went up for a brief loop above the northeast suburbs of Indianapolis.
It was to become an annual salute to the event that had changed his life. In the
coming years, he would underline and star each anniversary flight in his Pilot’s
Book. To continue flying, he needed to stay physically and mentally fit. His un-
swerving dedication eventually led him into the history books in a way that no
one could have predicted—but that was still far on the horizon.

He was eighty for the sixtieth-anniversary flight, and afterward a luncheon
was held in his honor. He had hoped that Helene Foellinger, who was still the
publisher of the Fort Wayne News-Sentine/, would be able to attend the festivi-

29>

ties, but she had to send her regrets. “Dear ‘Cap,” she wrote, “T’ll be with you
in spirit as I recall all the fun times we used to have in the good ole “Yankee
Clipper’ and the times when you and Lois used to ‘baby-sit” Loret and me. Have
many more Happy Landings.”

As the years rolled along, the number of media representatives who were
on hand to chronicle the annual celebration grew. Longtime Indianapolis Star re-
porter Rex Redifer had first covered the story in 1974. On May 6, 1992, on the

) ¢

seventy-fourth anniversary, Redifer joined the crowd to watch “Cap” “roar off

down the runway and circle back for a couple of low-level waggle-winged flybys.”

Clarence cuts a commem-
orative cake following his
sixty-fifth-anniversary
flight in 1983. Lois and
Ruth Ann are ready to as-

sist. (Author’s collection)
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At the age of ninety-three, Cornish was now the second-oldest U.S. male pilot,
having been born November 10, 1898. Harry Liggett of Limon, Colorado, was
the oldest, born June 3, 1896.

Noah Adams interviewed Cornish for that day’s broadcast of National Pub-
lic Radio’s popular news program A4/ Things Considered. When Cornish was asked
how he would know when the time had come to ground himself, he laughed.
“How will you know? I'm going for seventy-five, which will be next year,” he
said. “And the good Lord willing, I'll make it.” Adams wished him a good year
and concluded, “He’s reported to be the country’s second oldest pilot, but
Mr. Cornish tells us the other pilot has only been flying for thirty years.”

Cornish was not a foolish man, and he did not take chances with his own
life or the lives of others in his later decades. By the time he reached his nine-
tieth birthday, he always took along an instrument-rated copilot as his “insur-
ance policy”” “No use being silly about it,” he said. “At my age, things can hap-
pen. My ticker goes out, the fellow in the other seat takes over.” Most often it
was Tim Crean who accompanied Cornish on those later anniversary flights.

May 6, 1993, marked a major milestone. On that day, Cap celebrated seventy-
five years in flight. Once again, Betty Nicholas and Ruth Ann had planned a
memorable luncheon event for the occasion, and Betty, in her efficient manner,
had contacted the media, notified dignitaries, assembled mailing addresses, and
sent invitations. Friends, relatives, and representatives of government gathered
in the Indianapolis Metropolitan Airport’s hangar. The accolades were abundant,
and Cornish, attired in his traditional, understated knit collared shirt, bolo tie,
cap and sneakers, was presented with his third Sagamore of the Wabash Award.”
Three weeks later, on the morning of May 27, 1993, Cornish and Crean broke
from their usual routine of taking a few spins over northeastern suburban In-
dianapolis. They headed south to Tennessee, to the site of the old Park Field,
where Cornish had made his first solo flight in a Flying Jenny seventy-five years
eatlier. Captain Earl W. Shaut, the commanding officer of the Naval Air Sta-
tion, and Captain Lanny Miller, the commander of air operations, were among
a group of Navy personnel and news media representatives on hand when Cap
taxied the Cessna 172 to a stop at the Millington base. During lunch he opened
his Pilot’s Book to show where he had registered his first time aloft in 1918 at
that very location.

There would be two more May flights—in 1994 and 1995. After the latter,
Cornish believed in his heart that his time in the air was over. He was as men-
tally sharp as a person decades younger, but his body was giving out. Cap was
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Cornish’s good friend Ed-
mund E Ball of Muncie helped
him celebrate his seventy-
fifth year of flying in 1993.
(Author’s collection)

Captain Farl W. Shaut, com-
manding officer of the Naval
Air Base in Millington, Ten-
nessee, welcomed Cornish
back to the site of the for-
mer Park Field on May 27,
1993. (Authort’s collection)

winding down, but his granddaughter Christy Krieg had a different idea about
how he should wind up his flying career. Having seen the record for the world’s
oldest actively flying pilot in the Guznness Book of World Records, she realized that
her grandfather might be able to beat it. According to the Guinness documents,
Cornish would break the record if he piloted a plane after July 21, 1995.
However, Cornish had already made his decision to quit flying, and initially
he was not interested in going up that one last time. But in August he made a
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In Cornish’s Pilot’s Book, he logged his first solo flight from Park Field on May 27, 1918. (Au-
thot’s collection)

surprise announcement. “Well, I guess if we’re going to do this Guinness thing,”
he said, “we’d better get started.” Everyone sprang into action. Cornish reserved
the plane, and Crean agreed to be the copilot. Betty Nicholas notified the me-
dia. On August 16, 1995, at the age of 96 years, 279 days, Cornish once again
placed his hand on the yoke, taxied, and lifted off—breaking the world record
by twenty-one days.

But there would be yet one more flight a few months later. A U.S. represen-
tative for a new show being launched in South Korea called Cornish to ask him
whether he would be willing to pilot an airplane with the show’s hostess, Miss
Chou, and a cameraman on board. He declined apologetically, but the show’s
intermediaries persevered. On December 4, Cap briefly forgot his infirmities.
Casting aside his cane, he escorted a Korean starlet across the tarmac to the
waiting plane. He stepped up and into the pilot’s seat, leaned down to kiss Lois
goodbye with the news cameras rolling, and latched the door. With Crean to
his right and the two Korean passengers behind him, he taxied out for his final
takeoff. When he piloted the Cessna that day, he was 97 years, 24 days old. He
had broken his own record.

K
Eighteen days later, Cornish “went West,” having lived through all but five years
of the Century of Flight. His long-time colleague and fellow pilot Betty Nicholas
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Betty Nicholas, shown here with Cornish, was the primary planner behind the major anniversary
events. (Author’s collection)

South Korean TV hostess Miss Chou walks with Cornish on the day of his final flight, Decem-
ber 4, 1995. (Authot’s collection)
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was the last person, other than immediate family members, to visit him during
his five-day stay in hospice. Leaning over him, she said, “It’s Betty. Want to go
for a flight?”” His final verbal communication: “You bet.”

Betty had been his staunchest supporter over the years, and she wanted to
make sure that he received one more honor. Through her efforts, he was named
an Honoree in the International Forest of Friendship, a living memorial to avia-
tion that overlooks Lake Warnock in Atchison, Kansas. In June 1997 he post-
humously took his place among the other new inductees, including Indiana’s
Roscoe Turner and Mid Cassidy, astronaut Walter Shirra Jr., and astrogeologists
Carolyn and Eugene Shoemaker, for whom Comet Shoemaker-Levy was named.
Cornish’s stone rests with those of other Hoosiers in the shade of a tulip pop-
lar, Indiana’s state tree.

While Clarence Cornish began flying too late to qualify as an Early Bird
of Aviation, he was nevertheless an aviation pioneer. Having first taken to the
skies as one of the hundreds of “Jenny-come-latelies” who learned to fly during
World War I, he had gone on to
a career that took him from Fort
Wayne, Indiana, whete he was in-
volved in every aspect of the de-
velopment of private and com-
mercial aviation; to Washington,
D.C., where he made crucial con-
tributions to America’s defense
during World War II as chief of
the Flight Operations Division
of the Army Air Forces; and
then back to Indiana, where he
worked with several governors
to advance the development
of aviation in the state. With a
true dedication to the cause and

a steady hand on the controls,
Cap Cornish helped to lead the

Cornish waves before taking off at the Indianapolis
Metropolitan Airport on December 4, 1995. (Au- Hoosier state during the catly
thor’s collection) evolution of the air age.






Car’s Last FricHT

“Here he comes!” the angel said
As he swung wide the gate.
St. Peter smiled as Cap walked in
And said, “Sorry you had to wait.”

“I had so many things to do
There wasn’t time to leave;
And T was honored at the end,
Truly hard to believe.”

We know the story very well,
The airports he helped create;
He ran a few, the Commission too,

And they're all doing great.

Every May he “took ’er up”
For seventy-seven years,
He proved that age had nothing to do
With outperforming his peets.

He flew in World Wars I and 11
And served his country well.
He made many friends along the way

Before he heard the bell.

“You’ve more than earned your wings, my friend,”
St. Peter said with a smile;
“And don’t give a thought to all those friends,
You’'ll see them after a while.”

And so, my friends, don’t mourn too long
Just look up to the sky,
He just may be that red-tailed hawk
Circling way up high.

—BETTY NicHOLAS, 1996
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conclusion.
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15. “Air Space Reservations and Flight Hazards,” in US. Army Air Forces, Pilot§
Information File \Washington, D.C.: Army Air Forces, 1944-45), PIF 2-5-1.

16. Craven and Cate, Army Air Forces in World War 11, 6:viii—ix.

17. On the night of January 16, 1942, TWA Flight 3 from New York City to Los
Angeles carried actress Carole Lombard and others to their deaths. After making a



244 Notes to Pages 157-162

scheduled stop in Indianapolis, where it picked up LLombard and some other passengers,
it flew on to Las Vegas, where it made a quick stop. “At 7:07 p.m., the flight departed
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Offices.
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history.htm.

32. “Flying Farmers,” Air-Ads, October 22, 1947, 8. Air-Ads was published by Herb
Eichner of Royalton, Minn., “in the interests of the Central States Airman.”

33. “On the Beam,” talk given by Cornish to a Private Flyers Conference in Wash-
ington, D.C., November 26-27, 1945. Text in author’s collection.

34. Indiana Aero-Notes 1, no. 7 (May 1948).
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Clinic, Purdue University, December 30, 1948. Text in author’s collection.
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“The Federal-State Cooperative Aviation Safety Enforcement Program for the State of
Indiana,” founded upon the master CAA-CAB-NASAO Aviation Safety Enforcement
Policy established in and dated February 1950, is in the author’s collection.

41. Cornish talk at 4th Annual Aviation Conference.

42. Personal communication, ca. 2010. Cornish’s files include mimeo copies of doc-
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landing systems, and “Approach System Evaluation Tests Conducted at Indianapolis.”
Author’s collection.
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45. Authot’s collection.

46. Copy of report in author’s collection.
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to Indiana senator John Van Ness dated March 1, 1949. Author’s collection.
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Executive Department, 1949), 850.

49. Author’s collection.

50. “Aeronautics Commission of Indiana,” in Indiana Division of Accounting and
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Executive Department, 1948), 938. On July 30, 1947, President Harry Truman “signed
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57. He was Indiana’s governor from 1941 to 1945, but state law at the time did not
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62. “What Goes On Here,” Indianapolis Times, June 29, 1951.

63. Text of speech in author’s collection. Founded as Roscoe Turner Aitlines, Lake
Central Airlines, with its home offices in Indianapolis, was a prominent carrier from
1950 to 1968.

64. “Makes Last Call with DC-3,” Indianapolis Star, February 1, 1953.

65. Letter dated August 13, 1953. Author’s collection. After devoting thirteen years
of his life to the job, Cornish had been replaced by someone who would not remain at
the helm for very long. After only a year, Krimendahl left the commission to join the
sales team with Stokely-Van Camp, where his father was president and CEO.

66. Paul N. Janes, “Hoosier Air Travel Zooms Ahead,” Indianapolis Star Magazine,
August 23, 1953, 6-7.

67. Letter dated September 16, 1947. Author’s collection.

68. As revealed in correspondence with Frank E. Kimble, Acting Chief, New Jersey
Bureau of Aeronautics. Letter dated September 25, 1953. Author’s collection.
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70. More than twenty-five years later, Cornish’s contributions were still held in the
highest regard. On May 6, 1979, he received a copy of Azt Swmith’s Story as a gift from
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71. Letter dated October 27, 1953. Authot’s collection.
72. Letter dated December 7, 1953. Authot’s collection.
73. Authot’s collection.

74. Letter dated August 14, 1953. Author’s collection.

CHAPTER 11

1. The quotations in this chapter are from personal communications.

2. The honorary Sagamore of the Wabash Award is the “highest honor which the
Governor of Indiana bestows. It is a personal tribute usually given to those who have
rendered a distinguished service to the state or to the governor. Among those who have
received Sagamores have been astronauts, presidents, ambassadors, artists, musicians,
politicians, and ordinary citizens who have contributed greatly to our Hoosier heritage.”
http:/ /www.in.gov/core/files/Sagamore.pdf.

3. According to the International Forest of Friendship website at http://ifof.org/
About_The_Foresthtml, the memorial “was a gift to America on her 200th birthday
in 1976 from the City of Atchison, Kansas (the birthplace of Amelia Earhart), The
Ninety-Nines (International Organization of Women Pilots), and the University of
Kansas Forestry Extension. . . . It is made up of trees from all fifty states and thirty-five
countries around the world where Honorees reside.”
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