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(I usually enhance and colorize black & white 
photos. But because of the subject of today’s column, 
I used black & white photos for the two critical ones. 
I enhanced three small ones for clarity.) 

Wow, what a concept! New information leads to 
new analyses and new conclusions! What next? 

Photo No. 1 is from the Kewanee Historical Soci-
ety’s Photo Gallery on its website. It identifies the 
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woman in the front cockpit as Julia Machesney. 
Well-known Kewanee attorney and ama-
teur photographer Russell T. Neville took 
the photo.  

However, I knew that the caption 
was clearly wrong. I had previously 
researched and written a story about 
Kewanee’s celebrated aviator, Fred 
Machesney. I learned that Fred’s 
wife was Mae, they had no children, 
and no one in Fred’s family tree was 
named Julia. Mae often flew with 
Fred, so it made sense that the 
woman in the photo was Mae. My re-
search revealed that Neville had a 
daughter, Julia, who had recently grad-
uated from high school at the time of the 
story. But in my opinion, her high 
school photo (Photo No. 2) looked 

nothing like the woman in the photo, so I was 
convinced that it could only be Mae in Ne-

ville’s photo. End of story. 

But, as it usually happens, while 
working on something else, I found 
Photo No. 3 of Neville and his daugh-
ters. When I saw the face of his 
daughter Julia in the photo, I knew 
that she was the woman in the plane 
with Fred in Neville’s photo. 

To be sure, I used FamilySearch’s 
new Compare-a-Face facial recogni-

tion software to compare the photos. 
The results? There was a 93% likeli-

hood that the woman in the two photos 
was the same! I then used the software 
to compare the Neville photo with 
Julia’s high school photo, which found 
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a 56% likelihood that that the two photos were of 
Julia – I’m not sure if I would have thought that was 
dispositive had I used the software at the time I wrote 
the article on Fred. But it would have at least raised 
a question for me to explore further. 

As a final part of my research, I talked with Dean 
H. Snyder, president of American Spelean History 
Association, an organization of cavers, i.e., cave ex-
plorers (they prefer the term “caver” over “spe-
lunker” when describing themselves). Dean arguably 
is the preeminent scholar of Russell T. Neville, and 
he has hundreds of Neville photos and memorabilia. 
(Neville was a world-famous caver/photographer.) 
Dean believes with certainty that the woman in the 
photo is Julia Neville. 

I think that’s why I like history. There’s always  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

something else lurking out there which can change 
my analysis. I may not always find it, but when I do,  

I don’t mind that my first analysis was wrong. Ra-
ther, I revel in the fact that new information has re-
sulted in a more accurate analysis. 

Can I be absolutely sure that Neville’s photo of 
Fred included his daughter Julia? No. But I believe, 
based on the new information, that it is the most 
likely possibility. 

Now, the Kewanee Historical Society can add 
more information to the Neville photo so that the 
next person who would like to rely on it will have the 
most up-to-date information about the photo. 

Change is good if it relies on new facts. 


