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Interviewers:
Holey:

George and Anne Holey

Mr. McMahon, I understand that they call you
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is that correct?

"Mac~',

That's right.

Holey:

Where were you born?

McMahon I

I was born in Steven, Minnesota.
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McMahon:

Steven when I was born.

Mother went to

She lived in Montana north

of Miles City.
Holey:

The date of your birth was when?

McMahon:

May 10, 1895.

Holey:

When did you first become interested in aviation?

McMahon I

Oh, Lord, I don't know.

The first airplane I ever

seen was flown by a fella by the name, I believe
of Beechey.
his

He came to Circle, Montana, shipped

dismant~ed

airplane out there on a wagon to
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put on a demonstration at the fair in Circle.

What year would that have been about?

McMahon:

Probably 1913-14 somewhere in there, I'm not sure.

Ai

HoleYI

It was a pusher type aircraft.

They couldn't

fly it the first couple of days he was there,
the wind blew so hard.

If you have any wind at

all, you just couldn't fly.

He finally did make

a short flight around the country, and I think
that was when I became interested in aviation and
flying.

I think it would be well if I just give

you a kind of a sketch of my life.

At the time,

my principle occupation was as a bronc rider.

I

was riding at the time for my dad and I was riding
rodeos around the country, too, at the same time.
That's how come I happen to be in Circle for this
Before that, 1908, I was riding broncs,

t

fair.

England got into the war.
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Then went to Canada.
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c

and I rode broncs on a ranch until about 1915 or 16.

They were preparing for-war and I began buying horses
in Montana and started riding broncs for the British

government.

They'd buy the horses and we'd 'ride

em and we'd put on a demonstration for the buyer,

see, show the horses off.

I worked at that work

for about a year, and I went up to Canada to do the
same work up there.

Up there I was finishing

breaking the horses they bought, and along about
1916, they laid off all civilian employees on this
station I was working on.

So they told me if I
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wanted to enlist, they would promote me to an
officer's rank from enlistment.

I didn't have the

Ai

education to pass an officer's examination, so I
did, I enlisted in the Canadian Army and then was

promoted to a second lieutenant and went back to
the same base and done the same work for about

$125 per month.

I was getting $5 a head for

wrangling four or five horses a day.

I was on the

base at Regina for about two years, and they split
the base up and made a part of the base into an

3
aircraft training field, and I expect that's when
I really got interested in aviation.
have thought about it before that.

I would not
I met several

of the flight instructors that were shipped in
there when they first started this air base.
This was in Canada?

McMahon:

Yes.
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Holey:

eu
M mo
in f
ne M
so inn
ta es
H ot
is a
to O
ric ra
al l H
So is
ci tor
et y
y P
ro

By that time, I was in charge of the base,

the operation end of it, and I was able to do
them some favors.

We became friendly and when

they got-their airplanes in there, they all come
around and wanted me to go for rides.
them several times around the base.

I rode with

There was a

fella, incidentally, from Minneapolis at the time
by the name of Haugland, and he was an instructor
there.

So Robert come up one day and wanted me to

go for a ride and I said, "Well, I've been riding
around here for several days now.

teach me to fly one of the things?"
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"Come on, I'll teach you to fly."

Why

don't you

He said,

So he took me

out and he gave me some lessons, and that's how

Ai

I got

in~o

aviation.

I soloed finally, which was

strictly illegal, because I wasn't in the Canadian
Air Force, but he soloed me anyhow and, then I tried
to get into the Canadian Air Force.

Holey:

What kind of airplane did you solo in?

McMahon:

It was an Avro, oh, I can't remember the engine in
it, rotary engine, and it carried three people.
It was strictly for instruction, but they carried

an observer and a pilot and a student pilot and they
sat one behind the other.

Anyhow, I tried to

transfer to the Canadian service, and couldn't make
it as just about the time the war ended.

I carne

back to the States andthen about 1919, I went up to
Haugland was in Minneapolis, and I
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Minneapolis.
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took a refresher course from Haugland and bought
a Hisso Standard from Marvin Northrop and started
barnstorming.
I had a mail

I was living in Montana at the time,

con~t

up there, star mail contract,

so for the next four years, I didn't do a lot of
flying.

I'd just fly a little in the summer time and

barnstorm, and I would take care of this mail route.
Well, the contract was up in, I believe, 1922,
on the mail route, and from then on I barnstormed.
I used to barnstorm out of Minneapolis most of the
time then, made Minneapolis my headquarters.
Used to barnstorm more in the summer then when winter
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would come, we would come back into the Robinsdale
Airport which was the only airport at that time that

Ai

they had in Minneapolis.

We would rent a garage

in downtown Minneapolis, I don't remember the address
of it anymore.

We'd take off the wings in the winter

time and we would have no trouble getting students
that wanted to learn mechanics, aircraft mechanics.
We'd get these students, and they'd work on the
airplanes and one of the pilots that had his airplane
in there would boss the job.

We didn't get much

s
tuition, but we got the airplanes worked on for
free, and we used to really fix them up, and this
thing would be ready to go again.
HoleYI

Who were some of the other pilots that were in that
area at that time?
Oh, Deke Delong, Haugland, the Smith brothers,
understand they are still up there someplace,
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McMahon:

or one of them is living on the west coast and
one is in the northwest.
Holey.

Were the- Hincks around?

McMahon:

Yes.

Elmer Hinck and Clarence.

Clarence, at that

time, was more interested in aviation than Elmer
was.

Elmer was a kid at the time.

And then

Elmer started flying, I don't know what all he did
learn to fly.

I

guess that was about 1924, and

Elmer was flying out of Robbinsdale.

I

think

they had kind of a flying circus one time, the
Hinck brothers.

When did you first start to fly out of the Wold
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HoleYI

Chamberlain Airport, what is now the big airport

Ai

up there?

McMahon:

Well, before they made an airport out of it, it
was a race track.

Holey:

That's right.

McMahon:

I

was still barnstorming, when they moved over there,

then Mid Plane started up which became Universal
Airlines.

I

remember ore time we took off and we

were landing in the center of that race track and

a concrete race track going all around it, and we
done the first broadcasting that was ever done from
the air out of that airport.

Joe Westover, I don't

know if you have heard of him or not.
Yes.

McMahon I

Joe Westover was working for Northwest Airways

t

Holey:
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and he was supposed to fly this airplane out of there.
When he come down to get it ready to go, the batteries
and ignitions, everything he needed to do the broadcasting, -he had his doubts about getting off the
field.

He was the boss at the time, so he just

decided he didn't want to fly the thing, it was
up to me to fly it, so he stuck me in the Stinson.
I have some pictures over there in the scrapbook,
incidentally, and that is the first broadcast that
was ever done from the air as far as I know of.
Holey:

Was that Stanley Hubbard who had the equipment
and did the broadcasting, do you remember?
I don't remember that.

I know we had about six
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McMahon:

hundred pounds of batteries piled in that airplane,

Ai

and we had three or four musicians besides myself.

We put it back up as far as we could put it against
the concrete, and I just barely got out of there.
Incidentally, I have been up there since, and there
is no sign of that race track around there anymore.

Holey:

Oh, no.

McMahon:

Couldn't find it.

HoleYI

1931 was about the time they removed that.

You have

an interesting story that I have heard you tell
about Faribault, Minnesota.
McMahon:

Could you tell us that?

Well, I don't remember the exact date of it but
somewhere around '22 - '2).

I had been down in

Texas barnstorming and on the way back when I left

t

Texas, the weather was pretty nice, but I got up
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to Minnesota and they were still having winter
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up there, and I got to Faribault and landed.

We

used to gas up there occasionally on the lakes out
there.

We'd land on the ice on the lake in the

winter time.

I landed on this lake and I had

no trouble landing.

I got out of the airplane

and looked out and there were big chunks of ice
all along the lake where they had been cutting ice.
Pieces that had broken up they just pulled out
there and had thrown, you see, there were big
hunks of ice.

The lady there owned a restaurant

right across from where I landed on this lake,
The Bluebird
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I figured on the west side of town.

Cafe, and the airplane I had was silver and blue

Ai

painted all up, and she fell in love with that

airplane.

We stayed there a couple of days to haul

some passengers.

The weather turned bad, we were

there about a week.

There were two of us, myself

and the ticket salesman, and so we ate free all
the time that we were there, ate "high on the hog",
and when we got ready, when the weather did clear
up so we could have a ceiling is when I took off.

8
She got quite a kick out of the flight.

And she

got more of a kick out of the airplane.

She wanted

to name it Bluebird after her restaurant.
Holey:

That's interesting.

Could you tell us some of

your experiences when you started instructing for

Yes.

We would instruct part of the time, then

They didn't at
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Universal started a mail line.
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McMahon:

t

Universal Aviation School.

first haul passengers.

They had one flight to

Fargo and one to Minneapolis, and we'd instruct
students how to fly on the line, too.
pictures of that equipment in there.

I have some

I have a

scrapbook in there, I probably had better get that

out and I can kind of use it as a reminder, the
dates etc •.

Holey:

Mac, I understand you had a story about Bernard

Pietenpol.

McMahons

Yes, they built an airplane, rather they built
two of them, down south of Minneapolis and they

come up to the field one day and they wanted me

Ai

to come down there and look at their airplane

and fly it.
down.

It was in the winter time, and I went

Beautiful built jobs, they were.

I don't

know what kind of business he'd been in, but some
kind of woodworking shop before, and it was one of
the nicest home - built airplanes I had ever seen.
They had one of them built at the time and the
other one was under construction.

I went back to

Minneapolis, the snow was too deep to fly in.
I went back to Minneapolis and forgot about it.
And one day I heard an airplane corning, which brought
everybody outdoors at that time, and here comes
this Pietenpol

.~ith

one of his airplanes he built.
I heard
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I don't think he ever had any instruction.
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that he just learned to fly that one airplane,

and he come flying in there with it, landed at
Robbinsdale airport, and stayed there for two or
three hours and then went back.

That's the last

I ever heard of those guys other than that I did,
afterwards, see some advertising when they were
selling the plans for this aircraft.
Holey:

And that would have been what year about:

McMahon:

Oh, that's probably '23, I'm not positive of the
date, but I assume about 1923.

19--

They had a Ford

engine on it I remember that, the rebuilt Ford
engine.

Maybe it was '24, I'm not sure on the
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date.
Holey:

When you had the mechanics school, you were teaching
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mechanic courses and at the same time getting your

aircraft rebuilt or gone over to be ready for the
summer barnstorming season, who were some of the
mechanics around at that time?

McMahon:

Well, I can only remember one.

Heine Walstrom

was working up there at the time.
class mechanic.

He became a first

In later years. he went to work

for Northwest Airlines, as a mechanic.

I've lost

10
all track of Heine.

I haven't heard of him in years.

He is the only mechanic I can remember now, there
were several of them, but you'd just be with them
for a couple of months, then they'd go on.

Generally

they'd go out and get a job as a mechanic someplace.

I can remember one
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jumper that used to be there.
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I'm trying to think of a barnstormer, the parachute

name.

I have a picture of him here, Babcock, but

I can't remember if it was he who got killed making
a parachute jump at a fair in south Minneapolis
someplace.
Holey:

It was Babcock, if I remember correctly, that used
to do cut-aways.

McMahon:

Yes.

Holey:

And he did this cut-away, two or three cut-aways,
and it was over Lake Minnetonka, and the last one
he cut-away, his chute didn't open.

McMahon:

He used to set on fire the first chute he'd use,
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see, it was just a fake, just a big bedsheet fixed
up.

He'd jump out and he had a way he'd light the

Ai

cord which would burn, to the sheet soaked in

kerosene.

He'd get a fire and then he would cut

loose from it, and he'd make two or three chutes
on his way down and his last chute, of course,
was his good chute.
in time.

His last chute didn't open

It killed him, and as I understand it,

he was flying for a fair, wasn't he, some kind of
a fair at the time?

II
Holeyi'

Yes, there is a State Fair there.

McMahon:

And his wife went out and finished up the parachute
jump for him after he got killed.

Holey:

How long did you instruct for Universal Aviation
School?

t

I was in Minneapolis for a couple of years, and
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McMahon.
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then I was transferred to American Airlines, and
I was sent to st. Louis.

became American Airlines.)

(Universal Airlines
In St. Louis, I got

a pilot school with well over 20 pilots to get in
the airline, most of them were former co-pilots,

and I guess they had approximately 100 students
that were going to come up for commercial licenses

in Minneapolis, so they stuck me down at the school
to finish up these transport students.

They were

getting out of that end of the business, and so
we finished up something like 80 or 90 of them,
got them licensed, and then out of that probably
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10 or 12 of them were hired on the airline, American
Airlines.

Then, I went to work flying between

Ai

Minneapolis and Chicago for American and, also,
between St. Louis and Chicago.

And then I took

a run from Omaha to Minneapolis to St. Louis.
I should say during that time I got in an argument
with the powers-that-be with American, and I quit.
I called Speed Holman in Minneapolis.

Speed was

head of operations and was Chief Pilot with Northwest,
and I called up Speed and told him I wanted a job,

12but he said you aren't out of a job until June,
about the 15th of June.

He said, "You have to work

for Northwest the first of the month."

I told

him it was getting too fast for me, I wanted a
little time to look around and relax as I had been
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working around St. Louis all the time and hadn't
So
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had a chance to do anything other than fly.

he said, "Alright, just so I got up there at the
end of the month."

That was in 1931.

And so

before the month was up, I got the idea of starting
a pipeline patrol.

Mississippi Fuel in st. Louis

got interested in it so they hired me to go to work
for them with the idea that if it was successful,
they would give me a contract.

It was successful,

and I got a contract, and we have been in that
business ever since.

Incidentally, we are now flying

about a million and a half miles a year on area
pipeline patrol, have for severalyears.

There are
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lines that lead down into Florida, up to Boston,
Massachusetts, New York, Chicago, St. Louis and

Ai

in

betw~en.

If you lived in an area on a line

between McAllen, Texas and Chicago, I could pretty
near make you a bet that we patrol pipelines 50
miles from your home, if you lived east of there.

Holeys

What kind of aircraft do you use for pipeline patrol?

McMahon:

Usually, Pipers now, mostly.

Holeys

Do you use Piper, model PA-18?

McMahon:

Lord, I don't even know, I've been out of it, Mike

Pipers and Cessnas.

can tell you that.

These smaller aircraft.

Holey.

What altitude do you normally fly at?

McMahons

At about 200 feet.

Holeys

About 200 feet.

I imagine you really get to know

the route, don't you?
Well, yes.

In lots of ways you're safer at 200
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McMahons

eu
M mo
in f
ne M
so inn
ta es
H ot
is a
to O
ric ra
al l H
So is
ci tor
et y
y P
ro

feet than you would be at 10,000, because you're
generally under the weather.

I've flown lots of

times when the birds were walking, and you can still

see straight down.

From Monroe, Louisiana to St. Louis,

the gas lines are spread out.

Going up you've

got about an eight hour flight and back five hours.
I made two trips a week, two round trips a week,

and I flew for an entire year without missing a trip.

That will give you some idea what kind of weather
you can fly through when you are on patrol.
We know the country so well. you know exactly
where you are in relation to airports and places
Getting back to Minneapolis,
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you can land all the time.

which I suppose you are more interested in than
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any other part of my aviation experience, most of

my flying up to the time I left Minneapolis had
been done as an instructor at the school up there.
They had the run to Fargo and we flew that occasionally.

Joe Westover was flying on one end of it and

flew Fairchilds on the other end.
if you remember those or not.
them out of a straight line.

I don't know

You couldn't turn
You just started them

IY
going and they'd get there eventually, at about

85 miles per hour.

One experience I had with Joe

was I'd be going towards Fargo, he'd be coming
towards Minneapolis.

We'd meet someplace, and he

just loved to head right straight at you and he'd expect
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you to get out of the way, and I told him one day,
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I said, "Joe, the next time this happens, I'm not
going to get out of your way. II

Well, I came on

and we were on top of an overcast, used to have to

come home in bad weather, right in that area, I

don't remember where that was, and here come Joe,

coming right at me, and if I hadn't have ducked,

he'd have run into me, he just kept coming right
on a straight line.

When I got back £rom Fargo,

I jumped him on it, chewed him up pretty good.
It turned out he dozed of£, was setting in that
thing asleep.

But you could fly it up through the

overcast, just let it go without touching any
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controls at all.
Holeya

How did you know when to start to let down through

Ai

the overcast, did you do that by time?

McMahon:

No, you generally. I never did let down if I couldn't
see.

If you leave Minneapolis, you'd generally

have good weather or you didn't leave.

And you'd

get up around st. Cloud, I forget the name of the
town west of there,
Holeya

Alexandria?

McMahon:

Alexandria, and where the reform school was up there,

15
girl's reformatory west of Alexandria.

Anyhow,

right thru that area that is where I found the weather.
Get out west of there again, get towards Fargo,
it would clear up, be broken clouds.

So I never

did let down if I couldn't see, and luckily I
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never did get caught where I had to let down.
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Incidentally, one time I was barnstorming and -I
landed at this town where they had, I forget the
name of the town, where they had the girl's reformatory,
-

landed in the field out there to get some gas,
and I was gassing up and two guards from the reformatory come over there.

We had all of our para-

phernalia piled in the front cockpit of the airplane
with a canvas over it.

One of the girls had gotten

away from the reformatory, and they figured they
had found her, she was in this airplane under that
canvas, and they wanted to get into that canvas
just for the devil of it, and I wouldn't let them.
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We had quite an argument before I let them look
under the canvas.

There wasn't a girl in there,

Ai

but they didn't know it.

Holeys

I suppose when you resisted them, then they were
positive that you had the girl there.

What kind

of an engin e did that airplane have, do you recall?
The one, that Fairchild, the one that wanted to do
nothing else but fly straight.
McMahon,

It had a 3-4, I think it was.

Holey,

3-4.

That was just before 3-5. Wright 3-5.

McMahons

I was flying for American when they got the trimotors up there, I was flying for Universal Airlines.

Holey,

They were Ford tri-motors?

McMahon:

Yes.

I have some pictures here of the pilot someplace

and the whole crew.

I joined the Minnesota National
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Guard up there, and every year they'd have camp,
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they'd go up north to, I forget the name of the
place.

Holey:
McMahon:

Camp Ripley, up by Little Falls.

The first year I went up there, we all flew up,
parked our airplanes up there and then went down
to this camp and they had a few drinks, just a

general get-together, and there were several girls
around there.

They were from the Whizbang Magazine,

they were called Whizbangers.

Remember they used

to publish that in Minneapolis across from the
airport out there.

And so I started in kinda making

eyes at one of these girls, see, and it turned
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out that she was the wife of the man that was

Ai

putting on the party.

I can't recall, he owned

the Whizbang Magazine, published it.

Holeys

Billy Fawcett.

McMahons

Billy Fawcett, that's the guy.
and I didn't know it.

It was all a frameup,

So they, a whole bunch of

them dragged me down, Speed Holman, the whole gang,
drug me down to give me a mock trial, and they put
me in a bear cage out there.

Locked the door, and

I was in there for all night, they just left me there.

Holey..-

Then, did they let you out the next morning, and tell
you what it was all about?

McMahon:

Bill was a great man.
he was in.

I don't know what business

Was he an insurance man, insurance

business?

McMahonz

But he was a great man.

t

I don't remember either.
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I'm not sure.

I don't know how many
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Holeys

years he was Commanding Officer of the l09th Air
Squadron, but it was several years.
Holeys

Many years, yes.

McMahon:

Then, finally, they got Forest Longeway in the
squadron.

Holeyz

He was the Department of Commerce Inspector.

He

wasn't the first Department of Commerce Inspector,
was he?
McMahon:

No, they had another one there, I forget his name
now.

It might have been Porter, but I'm not sure.

It was Department of Commerce at that time, before
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the FAA.

The CAA, then th e FAA.

McMahon:

And it was under the Department of Commerce when

Ai

Holeys

they first started to license pilots.

The first

pilots that were licensed were licensed for the
Spokane air races from New York to Spokane.
I was in that race, and when we got to New York,
we all had to take out a license to qualify for the
race.

They had two inspectors there, I know

them both, but I can't recall their names.

One

of them, Ben Eielson got killed up in Alaska.
Ben Eielson was one of them, and they give me the
examination, asked me some questions anyhow, you
had to have 500 hours to get your license.

Well,

I had the 500 hours, and I had known both of them,
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Ben Eielson, and I forget who it was now besides
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Ben, anyhow, they said, "Well, take your airplane
up and demonstrate. you can fly it."

"You know

I can fly it, I barnstormed with you for months."
It didn't make any difference, "Take it up and fly
it, go through the motions anyhow." "What do you
want me to do?"
little bit."

"Take it up and wring it out a

So, Itook off.

I had the plane that

I was using in the races, the American Eagle,
all souped up.

I took it off and got at about 500

foot, rolled it, looped it, done everything I could
do with it, come in and landed and no more than
set down on the ground

an~

the old uniformed boss
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said, "You are under arrest."

Ai

for?"

"For stunting on the field.

tf

I said, "Well,

I'm flying for the Department of Commerce Inspectors."
"Where are they at?"

over there."

"They're over at that hanger

The inspectors knew I was going to

get picked up.

They finally got a hold of them and

they got it squared up.
all about.
Holeys

And I said, "What

Police knew what it was

That was at Curtis field out there.

You flew in the race then.

How did you come out?

I,
ei~th.

McMahon,

I was

Holeya

How long did it take you to fly that distance?

Mcmahon a

Well, we split up, you see, for three days.

Holey:

Three days, aha.

What were the points where you

landed?
I landed at Minneapolis, I think, Chicago, Billings,
I won the

rM
us
eu
M mo
in f
ne M
so inn
ta es
H ot
is a
to O
ric ra
al l H
So is
ci tor
et y
y P
ro

Fargo, North Dakota and then Spokane.
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McMahon.

transport race.

This is the airplane I have here

from the race.
-

Holey.

Oh, what was it?

McMahon.

American Eagle.

McMahons

I had a forced landing in Pennsylvania and I knocked
the tail skid off from under it.

So I took off

without a tail skid, and I flew it to Chicago.
I think I put the tail skid on in Chicago, I got that

far with it.

Had several landings in between there

and got to Chicago.

Holeys

That didn't go on to the underside of the tail?

McMahon.

No not much, I'd hold it up until I was just about
ready to stop.

When I let it down, I think that's

Ai

when I qamaged it, right there.

Holeys

And there was another race, you 'said you won the
transport?

McMahon:

What was that?

I got up to Spokane, I was given credit for the
longest single flight, and the best time from
Fargo, North Dakota to Spokane.

And then they

had what they call a transport race, that's for
airplanes hauling 800 lbs ..

It didn't make any

difference how many engines they had, they could be
tri-motors, anything, but they had to haul 800
pounds, and they had to have three of them in the
race to get the prize money.

Somebody put up

prize money for it, and they didn't have the three
So, Speed Holman come over and talked
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airplanes.
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to me and said, "Mac, can't you get off with 800
pounds?"

Told him I didn't think so.

He said,

"If you get off and just make an effort, just fly
around the course once then you can have the prize
money, we can get this started then."

So, we put

800 pounds in it, and I had to take off, make a
test run around the field, and I got around the field
with it.

Then, the next day, we greased the wheels

up good, and I got off pretty good with it.

I said

pretty good, I run the whole length of the field,
but I finally got it off, and I won

the race'

With all the airplanes with a lot of horsepower,
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and I made on the race, this close course race,
I made 93 miles per hour, I think it was.

Ai

Holey:

McMahon:

Isn't that interesting?

Speed, he never talked to me for a month.

Speed

was a serious fella, he was an awful nice guy,
but he was very quiet.

Did you know Speed?

Holey,

Yes, I knew him.

McMahon:

He liked to think that he was the best at anything
around, and he had to be the best.

I was out one

day driving around, and I run on to Speed, and he

~(

had a 22 Rigby pistol and a bunch of cans set up
on a fence.

He was shooting at these cans.

He

hit one and missed two or three of them, and I
shot a pistol all my life, so I just took the pistol
and said "Let me shoot it, Speed."

H handed me the
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pistol, and with the five cans I just went Bang,
Speed
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Bang, Bang and knocked the five cans off.
just got in his car and run off.

And he never

did take it back.
Holey:

Mac, I wonder if we could talk about barnstorming,
some of the problems that you experienced.

McMahon:

Well, of course you have problems.

You first had

to pick out an airport that was close to town and
accessible to traffic, or if there had been an
airplane in there, chances are that he found the
same field, and maybe the fella that owned the field
wasn't receptive to having any fences torn down and
that sort of thing, and he'd come out and run you
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off occasionally, and they always found the best
location to fly out of.

That was one of the problems.

Ai

I'll tell you a little story about over at st.

Joseph, Mo. about that.
was gasoline.

But we had another which

At the time, I had a soft spot in

my heart for Standard of New Jersey.

The only

gasoline that you could buy that was aviation
gasoline was Standard Oil.
aviation gasoline.

There was no other

Standard would have a bulk

station down here, and they'd try to have a barrel

of gasoline, two barrels of gasoline at everybulk
station.

As quick as people started buying Standard

ViI in the country anyhow, why, you could pull
into Monroe, here, for instance, you'd pick out
a field or land in it, and the first guy that come

Then he's got to show me how
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you a ride to town.
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out would be some kid with a Model T Ford to give

fast this Ford will go.

Then he'd take me to town.

You'd call up that afternoon, if it was late, you'd
-

call the Standard Oil man, and you'd tell him you
needed a half a barrel or a barrel of gas, or whatever
you needed.

Then you'd tell him that you're in

such and such a field, and he'd come by the hotel
and pick you up and you'd ride out with him, or
he'd come by with his barrel of gasoline in the back
end of his truck, and he'd take you out to the field
you were landed in.
in the airplane.

He'd help you pour the gasoline

You'd pour it into 5 gallon cans
When you got ready to start

rM
us

thru a chamois skin.

your engine, you had to have somebody to crank it,

Ai

so by that time, he'd cranked up several of them

and was an expert at cranking airplanes, so he'd
crank you up.

They didn't make any money at it,

you can bet on that.

And then, another thing

they done is charge it, cause Standard figured
everyone in the country was an honest man, and
everybody I knew, charged their gasoline.
pay for it, they just charged it.

They didn't

Well, two thirds

of them never paid for their gasoline.

Oh, I suspect

Standard did get the advertising out of them, but
a lot of them didn't pay for the gasoline.
we had a lot of experiences.

They,

One thing I noticed

flying barnstorming, I can go through the country

I'd come back to the same town
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first airplane ride.
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today. and I meet people that I had taken for their

the next year and the first guy out there would be
the guy that I had taken up the year before.

In

other words, the same people were going up for
airplane rides all the time.

Whether he is a banker,

lawyer, or cab driver, the same people ride with
everybody that comes in with an airplane.

Then,

a few years later, you'd go by and they've got an
airplane, a lot of them flying themselves.

Any

number of passengers that I have taken up have become
pilots later.

And we always had three or four

regulars every time you pulled in.
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money barnstorming.

I'd gotten in debt before the

war to a bank out there, $10,000.

Ai

I made good

And all the

time I was in the Army, in Canada, I couldn't pay

anything on a Lieutenant's salary on this $10,000
debt.

I had bought horses with this $10,000.

At the time I got out of the service, I couldn't
sell the horses, they weren't worth anything,
and the $10,000 had four years of accumulated
interest at 10%.

So, I started into barnstorming

to payoff that note.

And every time I got $100,

I sent it in.

If I had $101, I still sent the

$100, and if I got, if I, took in $200, I sent it
in, everything I could spare, all the time, see,
till I finally got,it paid up.

Ah, speaking of

picking out fields, anybody that is barnstorming,
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thing over the same as you would, and generally,
they'd pick the same field.

I landed in a field

up at St. Joe, Mo. one time, and I no more than
got on the ground, and the man come out and told

me, said you'll have to pullout of here, you
can't fly here.

It was just ideal, right on the

edge of town and big enough to fly on, dry, it was

raining when I got in there.

I said, "Sorry."

He said, "I don't own this place, my sister does.
She's considerably older than I am, and she's
death on airplanes."

Said, "The last guy that was

in here tore down the fences."

She wasn't here,

and I didn't say anything to him, and she gave me

Ai

strict orders to run anybody off when they come in.

Well, this was on a Friday, and I said, "When is
your si ster coming in?"

"Well,

It

"Sh e 'II be in tomorrow."

I said, "You let me stay here, and I will

take care of your fences," and I sai d, "I'll talk
to your sister and make some kind of a deal with
her."

Well, after a lot of arguing, he told me

I could stay there until she got there.

The next day

was a beautiful day, and I was just busier than

a bee, had passengers lined up and I just loaded
them all and taken them off, and I see this old
gal in her skirts coming across the field and I
knew the minute I spotted her, who she was.
sister that owned the field.

The

So I got out of the
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airplane, I didn't want to get bawled out in front
She
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of all these people, and I headed over to her.
said, "Get that guy that is flying,"

I said,

"Well, I'm the guy that is flying over there."

Well, she was just madder than blue blazes, took
her five minutes before I could get a word in anywhere.

Finally, I told her what a poor boy I was, how bad
I needed the money, and what a good location it was,
and I told her, I said, "I don't know whether
you own this field or not," I said, "I heard a
description of the gal that owned this field and
you don't fit the description."

I said, "The gal

that owns this field is an old maid 55 years clO,
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a regular crab," and I said, "You don't fit that
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description to me."

Well, then I told her what a

poor boy I was, and finally she told me I could

fly there that day, and go on the next.

They had

a big deep ditch to get across to where the airplane
was, so she had her daughter go down and haul down
a bunch of railroad ties, to throw in the ditch,
and she cut the fence so that the people could get
in there handy to the airplane.

Well, I stayed

there three days barnstorming, and on Sunday night

we went into St. Joe.

I made a date with her, took

her into St. Joe's and she was a very religious
girl, and we got in there and I finally got her
to take a drink of whiskey, and she had never
drank whiskey in her life, and I got her slugged

t

I got her about two thirds tight,
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and then she forgot about the problems and we got
in about 3100 in the morning.

When I took off

the next day, I never did go back there.

Of the

many experiences you have barnstorming, you had to
know exactly where the wind was from, and we could
tell the wind direction, of course, by the surface
of the water, by windmills and clothes on clotheslines.

I trusted a windmill for one time without

thinking, just come in and see the windmill,
and the wind was out of the south, as I remember,
and the field was on a hill, a ridge with a little
slope into the wind headed south, so I landed,
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and just as I touched the ground, I see the wind is
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blowing to beat the devil out of the west and got
the airplane all tore up.

Heine Walstrom was in

Minneapolis at the time working for Marvin Northrop.
Well, I called Heine and he got on a train.

He

brought a couple propellers and came all the way
out to Beech, South Dakota on the train with that
propeller to put it on, and he helped me fix it up.
We had to put the landing gear on, knocked the
landing gear off of it.

Incidentally, a man I can't

recall his name now, but he built thousands of
propellers afterwards, and he got to looking at
this propeller and said, "I'll build you one."
He had a woodworking shop there in town.
He knew wood.

McMahon:

Yes, he was good and he finally built three props
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Holey,
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for me, and he built the best prop I have ever
seen.

He built one that was laminated but it was

so thin that it would flatten out when you used
-

full power, you'd give it the gun and it flattened
out and it just sounded like a jet taking off.
And you'd really get up some rpm's, and the power,
as the speed come back down, see would take a hold.
God, I don't know how many thousands of propellers
he built.

Incidentally, it might be of interest

to you, at Minneapolis, at the time, in the early
20's was the focal point for all of the aviation
activities, barnstorming and everything else
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in the whole northwest end of the country.

There

were more people flying out of Minneapolis than there

Ai

were Chicago, or Milwauke, anyplace.

No concentration

of fliers, like there were in Minneapolis for some
reason.

Holey,

Isn't that interesting.

McMahon:

In the wintertime when I started to patrol these
pipelines, I was flying 140 -- 150 hours a month,
every month, just regularly.

When I first got

started, I had no cash, and about every three months,

J6
I had to buy a new airplane.

I had to keep my

nose to the grindstone and just fly practically
day and night every day, and before I retired,
I had logged in a log book, )6,000 + some hours,
and that's a long time.
You bet it is'

McMahon:

You hear of lots of people claiming today they've
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Holey.

got 20,000 hours and so on, but they, anybody that
knows aviation knows it is impossible.

In order

to get 20,000 hours, you've got to be a pilot that
works at it for 20 years.
Holey:

At least.

McMahon,

Carnegie come out with a pin, while I was in
St. Louis, an award for the first 10,000 hours for
pilots.

I had my log book, and somebody come to me

and told me about it, so I ended up sanding my log
book in, it was all certified all the way through
by the people I had flown for at the time, and I
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had something like 14,000 hours at the time.

And
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I was awarded the first 10,000 hour pin that

Carnegi~awarded.

Later on, there were several

of them awarded, but it took several years before
they got them back to get proof.

The average pilot

didn't have proof of his time and to get that award,
you had to have the actual proof of it.

When

American bought their first tri-motor, they sent
me up to Detroit to pick it up, and I remember,
they give me a check to pay for the airplane.

I believe the check was for $30,000.

·,,7

So I got up

. .,y. •

there, and the airplane wasn't ready.
wait for about a week.

I'd have to

When they finally got the

airplane out, I had to take a check ride with their
pilot.

Well, I got into the airplane with the
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guy, and he acted like I was just a primary student.
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He said, follow that railroad down there, and we
got down there and he made a turn and come back to
the airport and we landed.

And I told him, "Listen,"

I said, "I just wanted to check that, I didn't
want instructions on this thing."
do it my way, or else."

He said, "You

So, I went down, Henry

Ford was always interested in this airplane.

He's

out there all the time and he come over and admired
it.

I told him, I said, "I want to pay for the air-

plane and leave yet that afternoon."
"Are you checked out?"

He sai.d,

I said, "I guess I am,

I was checked out by your pilot." I found out
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that it was just another airplane even though it

Ai

had three engines on it.

So they argued about it

and finally they went in and called the office in

st. Louis and Minneapolis, and they found out I
was authorized to take the airplane when it was
ready, and that I had the check to pay for it, so
they had to turn it over to me.

So they took the

check, and I took off with the airplane.

I got

to Chicago and they had a bunch of newspaper people
in Chicago they wanted me to bring to Minneapolis.

We start for Minneapolis, and we got to Rochester,
Minnesota and got caught in the worst snow storm
I have ever seen, and I landed at Rochester.
overnight.

Stayed

Everybody in that airplane, had a lot

of newspaper men, got sick, so then that was some

t

We took it into Minneapolis,
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cabin to get into.
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and for several weeks, they first took their people
up and then the politicians for a ride.

Then they

started barnstorming and using that to barnstorm
off the field, and we hauled passengers with it at
first for two or three weeks, I guess.
Holey:

April 27 and we're back at the airport, Mac.

Will

you tell us about the first two inspectors that
you come across with the Department of Commerce?
McMahon:

The first two inspectors I met, one of them was
Cottrell but I can't recall that other fella's
name.

They issued me a temporary license.

I think

that the number, I'm not sure of the number, but
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it was somewhere around, well under 100, I can't
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recall exactly what the number was.

I went back

to Montana where I was issued a permanant license

which had the same number.

There were no other

licensed pilots around andwe had to abide by
rules laid down by the Department of Commerce
but pilots flying intra-state didn't have any
license and didn't have any concern with these,
so on Sundays, they'd take passengers up and fly

3/
them and they would start a competitive busin.ess
on a Sunday.

So, finally, one Sunday, I decided

that I had had enough of it.

I put an ad in the

paper that I would take passengers up on the following
Sunday.

I had a lot of friends that were interested
They immediately bought

I was as busy as the devil until somewhere
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tickets.
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in taking a stunt ride.

about noon two inspectors walked on the field.

I

didn't know they were inspectors at the time,

they were from the Department of Commerce.

asked me if I had a license, and I

They

sai~'!'ve

got

my license in my pocket." And they said, "You have

been stunting passengers which ,is in violation of
the rules."

I had, I guess, a Hisso American

Eagle, so they filed charges against me for hauling
passengers in an X airplane plus the fact I was

stunting it.

So, after I asked for a mandamus

hearing in my home town.

I found out that you
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could, in a case of that kind, demand a hearing
there or they would take you to Washington, or you
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could demand a hearing at home.

Well, they elected

not to arrest me and charge me with anything in
my home town, so they told me they would just take
my license and first of all, they fined me $500.
I told them I wasn't paying anything, so they dropped
it right there, took my license and went away.
Then, along about six, eight months, and Deke
Delong come through.

He was working for Mid-Plane

in Minneapolis at the time, and he was flying a
Ryan Brougham which was a big airplane.

He took

me for a ride and let me fly it around the field,
and he kept trying to put pressure on me that I
should go to Minneapolis to get a job and get away
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from these small planes and get where I could fly
They were the coming thing.
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the big ones.

So,

I thought about it and finally nine months later,
I went up to Minneapolis and got a job with MidPlane, and I was flying a run from Fargo to Minneapolis, a passenger run.
on this run.

Joe Westover also flew

One day, the inspector, Gardner was

his name,
Holey:

George Gardner?

McMahon:

George Gardner.

And George asked me, he said,
.".~:ct''''

"Do you have a license?"

I said, "I had one,

I give it up because they put too many restrictions
on me."

He said, "Well you have to have a license."

rM
us

I'd been flying this run for fifteen months then.
He said, "You can't fly without a license."

I said,
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"Alrigh t-, if I have got to have a license, write

out one.

1t

So, he wrote out a license, and then

I just remembered that I still have 5007.
Holey:

In other words, you actually never took a flight
test with an inspector to get your license.

McMahon:

No.

This other inspector, I knew them both.

I

had barnstormed with them at different times and,
well, I took the written such as it was, and between

the three of us, we just sat down and wrote out
the questions, and the three of us read the answers,
the first examination I had taken.

One section

of the examination was on meteorology, but I didn't
even know what that was.

I managed to get a pretty

Then they told me that I'd have to take
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the books.
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good grade on it, I had all of the answers from

a flight check.

Well, I asked them, "What for?"

I'd flown with both of them and I knew I had the
time in, I had 500 hours in at the time, they knew

I had the 500 hours.

I said , "What do I have to

take a flight check for?" "Well,.. they said, "That's
just the regulation."

they said.

"You get up and fly the airplane,"

"Take it up and wring it out."

So I

went up and took this airplane I used for the races
there, and I was not over 1,000 feet over the field

at no time.

I was in the middle of the field.

When I landed, Lord, I didn't even get a chance
to taxi before a car drove up along side of me

with two police in it.

I was under arrest for
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stuntil'lg-out on the field. "Well," I said,"I'm

flying for a test for the Department of Commerce
inspectors." That's all they asked.

Well, so we

taxied off the field and I knew I was going to
get into trouble for flying on that field.

But

after the officers found out that I was actually
flying this test and they realized that these two
inspectors were just put out there as a joke, well

they just went on and forgot about it.
Holey:

Mac, how long were you flying in Minnesota?

McMahon:

Well, actually I think my home base was Minneapolis
for about three years, I'm not sure of the exact
time, but I think for about three years.

I trans-
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ferred from Minneapolis to St. Louis when American

Holey:
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took over, became American Airways at the time.
I see. You said that, when we first started the
interview, you were born in Stevens, Minnesota.
McMahon:

Yes.

Holeya

Is that where your mother's home town was?

McMahon,

Yes, my grandfather owned a big ranch around
Crookston, and Stevens was close, and at one time,
he owned thousands of acres.

When the railroad

was built in Minnesota, my great-grandfather had
the ranch there, and they had something like a
million bushels of wheat stored in graineries.
Thank you Mr. McMahon for a very interesting interview.
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Holey:

