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In 1928 aviation was a fledging industry, made up of an eclectic collection of planes and
pilots that probably had more airplanes than prepared landing fields. Most were using
farmer’s pastures or simple graded dirt strips. But like the train and automobile, the plane
was to make inroads into society and usher in a new era of transportation.

The Owens Valley wasn’t any different than the rest of the country, and wanted in on this
new means of transportation. There were streams teeming with trout, mountains where
game was in abundance, all waiting for the outdoorsman. The problem was the long trip
by auto to get here from the urban areas to the south, which could take two days. With
established airports in the valley not only could the area be opened to sportsmen, but a
regular air service would also allow for the movement of freight and passengers.

Dialog between the City of Los Angeles and Inyo County resulted in a partnership that
would see land exchanges, and cooperation that would result in the building of the first
County run airports at Lone Pine, Independence, Big Pine, and Bishop. Chairman of the
Board of Supervisors, C. W. Naylor, along with supervisors, A.P. Hancock and C.A.
Partridge were in charge of handling the airport building operations for the County.

Mr. Partridge handled the construction on the Bishop Airport, and work commenced in
March of 1928. It was noted in the March 22, 1928 issue of the Inyo Register that he
“expected to be ready in 60 days to receive planes”. The airport would be located, “on the
Owen Larson property easterly and northeasterly from the Sunland Schoolhouse”. True to
his word, Mr. Partridge announced in the Inyo Register on April 26, 1928, that “the
airport is well advanced and ready with first class condition to receive pilots”. This issue
of the Register stated that the location of the airport was two miles south of the flag pole.
“The flag pole”, at that time was located at the corner of Main and Line streets. East of
the airport property was a water tower on which was mounted the airport beacon light.
This beacon remained after the airport was closed, and because highway 395 makes a
curve there, it became known as beacon curve. The tower and beacon have been gone for °
a long time, and for a time there was a tavern at the location known as “The Beacon
Tavern” .

A new airline called, Nevada Airlines proposed service to include mail, passenger, and
freight, from Reno through Bishop and on to Los Angeles. This was to be the first
established airline to service the Owens Valley, and looked pretty promising as its chief
pilot was Roscoe Turner. Mr. Turner had made a name for himself as a movie stunt pilot,
and as a promoter of Gilmore Oil products. The trademark of the oil company was a lion,
so he acquired a real lion and flew from town to town advertising Gilmore aviation oil
products. He also held the coast to coast speed record carrying passengers, using the same
plane that he would be using for his airline, which was the Lockheed Vega. The trip from
Reno to Los Angeles would take four hours in the four passenger plane, and cost $ 60.00.

The runways at the Sunland location however were not long enough to handle the
Lockheed Vega safely. Extensions and upgrades to this airport were not feasible, and a
new airport location was required. The new site would be two miles east of the town, on
the former property of the Symons ranch and the Harry Shaw ranch. Nevada Airlines
request specified length and width of runways, and also that they be oiled to cut dust.

The runways were to be 100 feet wide, by 2500 feet long, and would consist of a main
runway and a cross wind runway. The Gilmore Oil Company was the high bidder for the



oil to tame the dust. It would take 1468 barrels at $3.24 to complete the project.
According to the Sept.5, 1929 Inyo Register, a Capt. Herne who was reported to have
experience in airport building was hired along with engineer Paul Rich to head up the job.

The field was completed and ready by Sept.18, 1929. The quick completion from
inception to being able to receive aircraft at these early fields was mainly because;
essentially what you had was just the runways. The construction did not include
navigational aids, terminals; landing lights etc. Fuel when requested would be brought
out from town.

On Sept. 21, 1929 the new Bishop Airport had its official opening. Roscoe Turner arrived
in the Lockheed Vega with the inscription on its side, “Fastest in the World”, the very
plane that he had set the cross continent record of 19 hours. After his arrival Capt. Turner
began giving rides down to Mt. Whitney. According to the Inyo Register, “some folks
decided to stay at a lower level for their ride, as the altitude caused some to become ill”.

Also on hand for the activities was Miss Bobbie Trout, who held at the time more
aviation records than any other woman flyer. Of interest, aviatrix Miss Evelyn “Bobbie”
Trout died at 97 on Jan. 24, 2003. (For those who would like to read more about her
many accomplishments, there is book about her listed in the reference section of this
report.)

Also on hand for the dedication, were planes of the U.S. Army Air Force, from March
Field in Riverside Calif. The military had enjoyed the Owens Valley and the recreation it
offered for some time, a connection which continues today. At the end of the activities,
all participants were treated to a dinner at the Kittie Lee Inn by the American Legion.
Kittie Lees was located where Whiskey Creek Restaurant is now found in Bishop.

The fanfare and excitement over the first airline venture into the valley was short lived.
Nevada Airlines ceased operations early in 1930, citing high operating cost and the small
load capacity of the Vega. Although a fast dependable airplane, it just didn’t have the
freight or passenger capacity to make it as an airliner, like perhaps a plane such as the
Ford Trimotor of the time.

This airline venture may have ended, but the age of aviation was here to stay. Aircraft
were beginning to be more reliable and great strides were being made. The airports of the
valley were seeing more planes arriving in the area. Along with the travelers and
sportsmen, came the “barnstormers”, and other daredevils of the air anxious to show their
skill in this “new fangled contraption”. This started something new to the airports, the air
show. Some were organized events, others just pilots wanting to show their skill. In 1931,
there was an air show at the Bishop Airport that not only had flying demonstrations, but
also a parachute jump. According to the Inyo Register, “the jump was to be performed by
a Walter Cahill, and he was to jump over town and land at Main and Line streets”.
“Cahill jumped at 2000 feet and landed in George Romes yard...He missed Main Street
by some distance, but that was not material as he also missed wires and buildings”.

In 1932 the Bishop Airport was the backdrop for the production of a movie. The Owens
Valley had long been used as an area to shoot movies, as it continues to be even today.
The movie was not so unique in that the scenes were shot at the airport, but that it
launched the career of a famous stunt pilot. The movie was “Air Mail”, and stared Ralph






