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This brief paragraph was buried 

on page 8 of the December 22, 1903, 
Kewanee Daily Star Courier: “The 
United States government wants the 

flying machine invented by Or-
ville and Wilbur Wright, the 

Dayton, O., brothers who 
made a successful test of 
their invention at Kitty 
Hawk, N.C.” That was our 

hometown’s inauspicious in-
troduction to the age of flight, 
which had begun a mere five 
days earlier. 

A young Annawan boy was 
only five years-old at the time, so 
he surely didn’t read that article. 
But by 1910, Frederick Eugene 

Machesney had fallen in love with 
“aeroplanes,” and within a decade 
and a half, had become Kewanee’s 
flying “ace.” 

Born to Jay and Minnie Ma-
chesney on a farm two miles south 
of Annawan, young Fred rode his 
bike nine miles on a 1910 late sum-
mer day to see his first airplane at 

the Kewanee Fair. He 
was hooked. 

Fred attended school 
through sixth grade, and 
then began working on 
the family farm. His fam-
ily later moved to 
Kewanee. 

Fred liked carving air-
planes out of wood. He 
also enjoyed bicycles, en-
tering races and perform-
ing daring stunts. When he was 16 years-old, he 
bought a twin cylinder, 7 horsepower Yale motorcy-
cle. But airplanes were his love. 

In 1917 Fred was working at Western Tube. But 
when the country joined World War I, he joined the 
Armed Forces Signal Corps. However, the war ended 
before he could learn to fly. In a 1975 interview with 
Star Courier writer Bob Westlund, Fred joked that he 
“was mustered out of the service so fast after the Armi-
stice was signed I hardly learned how to say ‘yes, sir.’”  

In 1919, Fred invited a barnstorming pilot to his 
house for supper, after which he got a special rate for 
learning how to fly in Sikeston, Missouri. Fred paid 
$400 for a week of lessons, a total of 10 hours. His 
lessons from Art “Birdboy” Smith were the only ones 
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he ever had. Fred became the first Henry County res-
ident to pilot an aircraft. 

Fred, however, couldn’t 
afford a plane. Now married 
to Mary “Mae” Schlindwein, 
he worked as a deliveryman 
for the Lyman & Lay store.  

But in 1924, Fred was 
finally able to buy an aircraft, 
a 1919 JN-4D Curtis Jenny. 
He had $150 in cash, 
borrowed $350 from the 

bank, and signed a note for the rest of the $1,000. He 
was in the flying business now.  

That same week, he flew his first passenger. But 
it was a short flight. Just as the plane lifted off the 
ground, the engine quit, and Fred and the passenger 
dropped back down to terra firma. 

Fred told Westland that he began barnstorming, 
“landing one of those ‘newfangled’ airplanes in a 
field someplace and waiting for the people to show 
up for a look see. Then we’d sell them tickets for a 
ride. . . . Sometimes we’d have to give the [farmer 
whose field they used] a free ride for use of the field.”  

Fred flew around Illinois, Wisconsin, and Iowa, 
performing stunts and giving rides. He even flew for 
a while with Aut Swenson’s Flying Circus. He told 
Westlund of one stunt which caused Mae to go into near 
hysteria. At a Sterling, Illinois, racetrack, he swooped 
down to pick up a man off the top of moving car with a 
rope ladder. But he continued with the stunts, including 
wing walkers and parachute jumpers. Fred was able to 
make a decent living, flying all summer and then being 
able to take off the winter and still live comfortably.  

In 1925, Fred rented a field from August Gutschlag 
east of Kewanee along “the hard road” to Neponset. He 
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immediately began advertising his services.  

 

 

 

 

 

Fred’s business, well, took off. He received 
more publicity when Kewanee attorney and am-
ateur photographer Russell T. Neville flew with 
him, taking photographs along the way. Later 
that year, Neville wrote “Amateur Aerial Pho-
tography,” an article with photos for Photo-Era 
Magazine. His photos included first-ever shots 
of Walworth and Baker Park from above. 
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Fred began hold-
ing events at his field, 
including flying cir-
cuses and parachute 
drops. He also offered 
passenger rides high 
above Kewanee and 
the surrounding coun-
tryside, usually the 
first flights ever for 
these brave souls. 

Fred continued to 
operate out of Ke-
wanee over the next 
couple of years. But 

he soon realized that if he was to grow his business, 
he needed to move it to a larger city. After consulting 
a few close friends, Fred decided on Rockford, Illi-
nois. In June 1927, Fred rented a field there and soon 
it was designated the official airport of Rockford.  

The airport moved to accommodate increased 
business. Fred’s enterprise carried mail and passen-
gers for the City of Rockford, ran ground and flight 
schools, operated charter services, and sold air-
planes. During and after World War II, the business 
contracted with the Army Air Force to train pilots 
and instructors. The airfield also served as headquar-
ters for the Rockford Squadron Civil Air Patrol. 
Westlund’s research revealed that Fred trained more  

than 1,200 pilots for the armed service and more than 
3,000 civilian pilots; he himself logged over 25,000 
flights carrying more than 33,000 passengers; and his 
airport handled over 35,000 registered landings. Un-
til Machesney Airport closed in 1974, it was the old-
est privately owned public airport in the country. J. 
C. Penney Co. then purchased the property and built 
a shopping center, fittingly named Machesney Air-
port. 

Fred was inducted to the National Aviation Pio-
neers Hall of Fame in 1975. In 1987, he was inducted 
posthumously into the Illinois Aviation Hall of 
Fame. He held commercial pilot certificate no. 408 
and aircraft and engineer mechanic certificate no. 
923, indicative of his very early entry into the world 
of flying. 

Frederick E. Machesney died in Rockford in De-
cember 1977. Mae had preceded him in death. While 
Fred spent the bulk of his flying career in Rockford, 
he is well-remembered in Kewanee, and was an im-
petus for Kewanee building a new airport fit for a 
growing city. 

(Star Courier writers Bob Westlund and Betty 
Sullivan have written before about Fred Machesney. 
Check out their articles through the Kewanee Public 
Library’s digital newspaper archives. The Kewanee 
Historical Society also has information on 
Kewanee’s and Henry County’s first pilot.) 
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Julia Neville, right, with unidentified companion at Machesney Field. Photo by Russell T. Neville. 


