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Local aviation photos to go on display in Sacramento
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          1947 Grumman Mallard
In April Caltrans Division of Aeronautics Planner Carol Glatfelter emailed General Aviation airports in California requesting they submit aviation photos for possible display in their remodeled conference room in Sacramento.  

According to Glatfelter, “Once the word got out we got TONS of pictures, many from SFO, Yolo and many other counties all over the state.”  Local photographer and BIH Lead Airport Technician, Ken Babione submitted a portfolio of images shot at Bishop Airport which showcased both the airport and the Eastern Sierra.   

In May, the CALTRANS selection committee chose 

nine images submitted by Babione.  Five 13” x 19” and four 20” x 30” prints donated by Babione will be on display in Sacramento.  The images include the black & white image of a B25 and 1936 Ford on display in the Bishop terminal as well as military and civilian helicopters.  Also selected were images of unique fixed wing aircraft that have flown into Bishop.    

Cold weather & responsible use of engine heaters

Our weather will soon be turning cold and pilots will be plugging in engine heaters.  A standard 300-watt heater can consume over $30 in electricity each month.  Please help us conserve power by energizing   your engine heater no earlier than one day prior to your flight. 

Help Conserve Energy

We still have a limited supply of Compact Fluorescent Lamps (CFL) available for installation in hangars.  If you have not already installed a CFL we will provide the initial 

lamps while they last.  If you don’t have a ladder to reach the fixture, just coordinate with

us when your aircraft is out of the hangar and we will assist you.
What are the odds?

By Eileen Burger
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           Eileen Burger and Mocha

I wanted to pass on a little story. Hopefully you will find it as amazing as the participants did. The first week in July my new husband and I were returning on Southwest Airlines from a wonderful family reunion in Chicago. In case you haven't flown Southwest, the price is right, the attendants are enjoyable and funny, but the downside is that there is no assigned seating. So on this full flight Steve and I did not get to next sit next to each other.   I had the isle seat next to a young (well, younger than Steve and me!) couple.  As we departed Chicago and leveled out, I pulled out my current AOPA magazine to read. It was going to be over 3 hours to Las Vegas, then a plane change to Reno. I mused about the odds of another passenger on the flight being a pilot as I flipped through the pages.  

After about 10 minutes the young man next to me asked if I flew. When I responded that 

yes, I flew a small plane, he started to tell me about the plane he had just purchased a partnership in. Wow! So I was seated next to another pilot! Now what are the odds? We chatted for a few minutes about my Grumman Tiger and his Cutlass 172RG. Then I went back to reading. 

A few minutes later I decided to ask the pilot seated next to me where he was based out of. He replied "Bishop, California." If I hadn't been grinning so hard my jaw would have dropped off. I couldn't even come up with any words, so I just stuck my hand out and introduced myself. "I'm Eileen." I had just met Wayne Sayer, who, besides flying out of the same airport, also owns the Ultralight at Bishop that I have often thought about asking for a ride in.  

So we had a lot more to talk about on the way to Vegas, and on to Reno.  From over half way across the country, I met a new face at my home base airport of beautiful, little, wonderful, Bishop, CA...

So now REALLY, what are the odds?!
EARLY HISTORY OF BISHOP AND OWENS VALLEY AIRPORTS
From “Airports of the Owens Valley 1929 through 1945”

By Kirt Nance.  © 2003

Reprinted with permission of the author. 
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                     Kirt Nance
By 1939 the country was beginning to concern itself with the war in Europe, and what those ramifications would mean for the United States.  Draft registration numbers were issued, and the government requested an inventory of the nation’s usable airfields, for the National Defense Program. The fields listed in this inventory were given class designations as 1,2,3,emergency, etc. A class-one field was the highest and meant that the field could be put to direct use of the military without too much updating. Bishop and Lone Pine airports were given class-one ratings. Independence was listed as an emergency field. In those days there was a small field at Owenyo, which was also listed as an emergency field. Its primary use at the time was by the movie industry, as planes could move in and out from there without disturbing filming in nearby Alabama Hills. I could not find any designation for the field at Big Pine, and assume it was not considered.  Activity at the various airports went on as usual, kind of the “calm before the storm.”

Although, I’m sure no one could imagine what was in store in the next few months and years. At Lone Pine, a flying school was set up utilizing Curtis Robin airplanes, a high-wing, two-seater, for instruction. In Bishop the Soaring Club was busy building a sailplane in the Joseph’s warehouse, and the Bishop High School started aviation mechanic’s courses. Coffee sold for 13 cents a pound, and a new Chevrolet could be purchased for $695.00. Yes, it was the calm.

In early 1941, the Government contacted Inyo County and awarded over $500,000 to update valley airports, so they would fall into National Defense Airway standards. Also in this package were monies and instructions to build an airport at Manzanar. This new airport would have runways 5300 feet in length, and would include runway lights and a beacon. The City of Los Angeles (DWP) would lease the land to the government for fifty years, and it would be for use by the public until such time that it should be needed by the military. According to the United States Department of the Interior, publication Manzanar National Historic Site, 619 acres were leased; however the report claims the lease was never recorded. The USDI report goes on to say, “On May 24, 1956 Inyo County notified DWP that it was abandoning the airport.” “The wind sock and tower were removed and the runways were x’d out.” It should be noted that the Manzanar airport had no connection to the Manzanar Internment Camp.

When Pearl Harbor was attacked on Dec. 7, 1941, the Manzanar airport project as well as the updates to other valley airports was just under way. There were labor problems, and construction delays at all job sites. But, according to the Inyo Register, on Dec. 12, 1941, “All the problems that had been delaying work on the airports had been hastily taken care of.” The pressure was on not only to finish these fields and others in the U.S., but to start an extensive pilot training program. Up until WW II, the country was only graduating about two hundred pilots a year. A program was started called the “Civilian Pilot Training” program. Students would learn to fly in small aircraft such as Piper Cubs, Porterfields and others. They would get their training from civilian instructors, and receive ground school instruction at local high schools and colleges.

The Owens Valley airports became very important in this effort, as the area was well suited, having good flying weather for many months of the year. Also it became valuable when the government closed all the private fields for up to 150 miles inland from the coast due to the war. Movie stunt pilot Paul Mantz, mentioned earlier, also was caught up in this forced move. He moved his pilots and planes to Lone Pine, where he shared the field with the CPT program pilots, and according to newspaper reports invested $10,000 in airport improvements. The Bishop Airport at this time had 60 CPT pilots in training.

The Feb. 6, 1942 Inyo Independent noted that daylight savings time would start…”with an hour out of everyday, two legal holidays and only four complete weeks, poor February will go by like an Army interceptor, what’s this world coming to?” By mid-May 1942, all airports were very busy with CPT programs. Manzanar Airport was the largest in the valley, and would see planes as large as the B-24 landing there as crews geared up for the big push in the war in Europe.

One of these CPT pilots was Marvin Haggard, who shared the following. “In 1942 I was in Visalia Junior College and they were offering a flying course called the civilian pilot training (CPT). It was after the attack on Pearl Harbor that our government decided to restrict private flying here in the San Joaquin Valley, so the college made the decision to send the students to the Owens Valley to finish their flying course. The flying group (about 20 of us in all) went to Bishop on a bus and stayed at the Kitty [sic] Lee Inn.”

“We had three aircraft, Interstate High Wing, 2 place, 65 H.P., and no radio. We learned to take off, climb, fly straight and level. The aircraft had the three basic instruments: altimeter, air speed, turn and bank indicator. We learned to do power on, power off, stall. Bishop as I remember is about 6000 feet above seal level. At 9000 feet the air gets pretty thin, so a 65 H.P. Interstate would not climb very fast. If we took off the runway heading south, we flew right over the cemetery. A good reminder to stay on the ball.”

Mr. Haggard and several of his friends returned to the Owens Valley after graduation, and worked for the contractor that was bringing the Bishop Airport up to military specifications. He remembered renting a room in town for $10.00, and helping to construct the beacon tower and also working out on the runway construction. Of interest, is that during runway reconstruction in the 1990’s, a piece of concrete with M. Haggard scratched on it was found. He went on to become a pilot in the Navy during the war flying PBY-4 patrol bombers.

In June of 1942, the operation of the Bishop Airport was transferred to the Department of the Army. The CPT program was ordered to move to other locations in the valley; however those pilots with 200 or more hours were told that they would be hired by the Army to train military pilots. Lone Pine and Independence airports already were operating at capacity and could not handle a further influx of trainees. An idea for a new airport in the Big Pine area was put forth by the Big Pine Civic Club, and a Mr. Cook. The new airport was built across the Owens River off the end of Stuart Lane. According to a person who took CPT training there, it was nick-named “Cyclone” field. Possibly the reason was the winds that blow out of Big Pine canyon. One thing for sure it had to be a tough assignment with the wind, blowing dust, the heat, and cold of winter. The field today is partially visible, after you negotiate a rough dirt road that starts just east of highway 395 on highway 168.

There were fields at the other end of the valley in the Olancha area that also were involved in flight training, however not connected to the CPT programs. They were involved in private instruction to local citizens interested in learning to fly. The Olancha field is still visible, but the former Adamson field just to the east on highway 168 is no longer visible. It does indicate, the war aside, the impact that the airplane had in those early days of aviation. The skies above the valley must have been a busy place indeed.

The improvements and upgrades to the Bishop Airport were complete, and it was now designated Bishop Army Air Field. According to information obtained from the Department of the Air Force, Historical Section: “It came under the jurisdiction of the Tonopah Army Air Field on 16th of December 1942. The personnel at that time were sent from the Muroc Army Air Field. It remained on this status for just one short month, when it was replaced under Muroc’s jurisdiction. Finally on the 18th of September 1943, Tonopah Army Air Field again took over the command.”

“For three months, from January 1943 to March 1943 and again for the same period in 1944, Minter Field, Calif., used the field for basic training. Air Corps personnel under the command of Tonopah Army Air Field continued to carry on the housekeeping duties and aircraft servicing.”

“On 23 September 1943, the entire personnel from Tonopah moved to Bishop while reconstruction of the Tonopah Army Air Field was being conducted. On 1 November 1943, the personnel returned to Tonopah.”

“Since that time only a handful of enlisted men have been kept on D/S at Bishop from Tonopah for housekeeping duties only. Although the field is open for transient aircraft, no servicing is handled.”

One of the persons assigned to Bishop from Tonopah was Howard M. Davis. “I was assigned to the team as company clerk, our highest ranking NCO was a S/Sgt. who ran the base as COs, assigned to run the field never remained more than a month or two. No cook was provided as we drew per-diem pay to eat in town so we assigned a man that added duty and ran our own mess hall.  We had venison for a couple of days as a result of an “attack” at the main gate one night.  The guard on duty heard a movement in the bushes off to the side of the shack and challenge the “intruder” to the password, when he received no answer, and when the movement grew louder he fired. Since he followed military procedures, we figured the meat should not be wasted.  When conditions in Europe got critical (the Battle of the Bulge) in mid-1944 half our men (including me) were transferred to the east coast staging area and shipped overseas to England.  When I returned home in November of 1945 the base was closed.  The buildings were used for homes and the dispensary became the town hospital (my second child was born there).  The golf club used the mess hall as a club house when they had the golf course there and the hangar and tower was leased to an operator who ran the airport for the county.”

Although Bishop was the only designated Army Air Field, it did not take away from the continued pilot training at other valley airports.  Lone Pine Airport was a very busy place with both military and civilian training pilots training there.  According to the Inyo Independent, April 16, 1943, “125 Naval cadets are awarded primary wings at graduation exercises and marched in review on the grounds of LPHS.

In the Forties a fighter was designed for the Navy and Marines, designated the F-4U Corsair.  It was a large, rugged, dependable aircraft, destined for use aboard aircraft carriers.  Because of the short runways aboard carriers, planes that landed on them had a retractable hook located in the tail that would snag cables that stretched across the deck, bringing them to a stop before they ran off into the sea, a system which is still in use today.  The Corsair, however, had a design problem that would cause the tail of the aircraft to bounce on these carrier landings, which caused the hook to miss the cable and the plane to abort the landing.  The plane was pretty much relegated to Marine units operating off land-based fields.

Bishop Army Air Field, in May of 1944, was to play a big part in the handling of this landing problem, when 200 Marine pilots and crews arrived to practice bounce training.  The Corsair went on to be used both through the rest of WWII, and later in Korea operating from carrier decks.

With the end of the war in 1945, most of the valley’s airports returned to civilian flight training, and flights to bring sportsmen and vacationers to the area.  Bishop Airport was still under the jurisdiction of the military, even though no activity had been going on there for over a year.  Locals complained to Congressman Clair Engle’s office that the public use of the airport was being denied.  The Congressman was not aware of the situation, but was able to get the folks involved to act on it, and in November of 1945, the Department of the Army declared the field surplus, and returned it to the County.

All of the valley’s airports, as well as the people of the Owens Valley, can be very proud of their contribution to the war effort.  A lot of pilots got their primary and basic training here.  Some met and married local girls and returned to live here after the war.  All of the ones that I have talked with enjoyed their time spent here, giving the main reason the interaction with the residents of the Owens Valley.

It is hoped that this report gives an idea of the early history of aviation in the Owens Valley.  It was an era where fantastic strides were made in the aviation industry, the likes of which we shall never see again.

If you missed the first episode of EARLY HISTORY OF BISHOP AND OWENS VALLEY AIRPORTS, it can be found at the ESRA’s web page under past newsletters, July edition.

New Airport Diagram now available on ESRA Web Page

A new simplified airport diagram is now on our web page.  This diagram shows the airport layout, runways, taxiways, lengths and widths as well as other data.  The drawing is enlargeable so it can be blown up enough to be legible.  

BIH listed on AirNav.com

For the most up to date fuel pricing, check our fuel prices on AirNav.com 

http://www.airnav.com/airport/KBIH
KBIH Web page URL 

http://www.countyofinyo.org/Airport/index.html
Eastern Sierra Regional Airport 

703 Airport Road 

Bishop CA. 93514

760-872-2971 Terminal

760-937-4017 After Hours

Airport Staff

Ken Babione, Lead Airport Technician

Email kbabione@inyocounty.us
Steve Ivey, Airport Technician II

Richard Olson, Airport Technician II
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