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EAA Roots
Encompassing all facets of aviation from the start

ILLUSTRATION BY PIERRE KOTZE

ON JANUARY 26TH, 1953, Paul Poberezny called the first official meet-
ing of EAA at Curtiss-Wright (now Timmerman) Field in Milwaukee. 
The group originally gathered together to aid and assist amateur air-
craft builders; however, its purposes quickly encompassed the 
promotion of all facets of aviation—especially sport aviation. ... One of 
the keys to the association’s constant growth is the fact that its mem-
bership is open to everyone interested in aviation.—From the “About 
Us” link on every EAA Web page.

I was born almost six years after the 
EAA’s Continental Congress at Curtiss-
Wright Field, and hailed from only 80 miles 
distant in Madison, Wisconsin. I was one of 
those kids who thought, read, watched, 
slept, and dreamed airplanes. EAA and Sport 
Aviation would become a major influence in 
my upbringing. 
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I can remember my dad taking me to 
what was probably the last EAA fly-in at 
Rockford before EAA moved to Oshkosh in 
1970. I carry a mental photograph of that 
day. A picture of four North American 
P-51s lined up on the pavement. Then as 
now, the P-51 was just about the epitome of 
racy propeller-driven aircraft. Certainly 

Pierre Kotze
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my 9-year-old heart skipped a beat at the 
sight of such magnificent machines. In that 
picture pulled from memory, hanging 
around their streamlined noses behind the 
big paddle-like propellers, were hand-
printed “For Sale” signs. The price? $19,000 
apiece!

I had been to the first EAA museum in 
Hales Corners many times. My recollection 
was of a cramped facility with the aircraft 
carefully placed like pieces of a jigsaw puz-
zle to maximize the display space in the 
small building. Nevertheless the museum 
had to have been a huge accomplishment for 
Paul Poberezny and EAA at the time. To 
make something out of nothing is the most 
difficult task of all. 

The memory of the Hales Corners 
museum certainly is in contrast to the  
commanding EAA museum campus that  
we think of as the home of our organization 
today. Tom Poberezny both envisioned  
the museum campus and shepherded it to 
fruition with his leadership and business 
acumen, all the while growing the Oshkosh 
fly-in into AirVenture by creating the  
finest and most varied aviation celebration 
in the world.                                                                                                                                           
                                                                                                                                                      
SPECIAL INTERESTS
Today, our organization has embarked on 
the third chapter of its existence under Rod 
Hightower and, as throughout EAA’s 
59-year history, the only constant is change. 
I am indeed fortunate to be part of that 
journey. Who would have thought that 43 
years after seeing those P-51s lined up at 
Rockford, I would have the privilege of not 
only serving the EAA membership by work-
ing in this beautiful museum complex, but 
also writing for EAA’s flagship publication, 
Sport Aviation. 

However, the EAA is not the only orga-
nization of which I am a member. I’m also a 
member of AOPA, AAA, VAA, MAAC, 
NWC, AWC, and the International Cessna 
195 Club. The 195 guys don’t seem to have 
an acronym. 

It sure would be easier on me if I could 
re-up them all at once, but, alas, they each 
require an individual renewal and a unique 

stamp and envelope–except for EAA, 
where I am a lifetime member.

Each of these organizations serves a 
different meaning and purpose for me.  
The National Waco Club (NWC) and the 
American Waco Club (AWC) are type 
clubs serving my interest in a specific 
manufacture of aircraft. Obviously, most 
of the members of the NWC and AWC 
either own or have an interest in antique 
Wacos, but I’m happy that at least one 
active member owns one of the new 
“Classic Wacos” built in Michigan. Not 
only is Ernie a great guy, but he also has  
a lovely granddaughter, Allison, who is 
learning to fly. The three of us, and the 
hundreds of other NWC and AWC  
members, share the same interest in these 
grand airplanes, and it shouldn’t matter  
if your Waco was manufactured in 1935  
or 2005. 

Some type clubs are specific to make 
and model, like the International Cessna 
195 Club. I really like 195s because they 
look sleek and fast, and the Cessna 195 guys 
tolerate my presence in their midst because 
there are those who own and those who 
dream of owning, and just like the Waco 
clubs, the dream of ownership is sufficient 
for admittance.

The next three acronyms are all about 
my favorite segment of the aviation com-
munity—antiques. The Antique Airplane 
Association (AAA) has its annual fly-in at 
Blakesburg, Iowa. Blakesburg has long been 
a mecca for antique airplane aficionados. 
There is always a large number of Wacos in 

attendance at Blakesburg, but I enjoy view-
ing and talking to the owners of any aircraft 
present. The barriers to entry in the AAA 
are low. The membership page on the AAA 
website begins with, “You are invited to 
join us.”

The Vintage Aircraft Association (VAA), 
as a division of EAA, produces a monthly 
publication about antique aircraft. On the 
EAA AirVenture grounds, the VAA has 
made a home for antiquers at the Red Barn 
just to the south of ConocoPhillips Plaza. 
The “Who We Are” section of Vintage’s 
website starts out, “The Vintage Aircraft 
Association brings together people from 
around the world who share an interest in 
the aircraft of yesterday.” Sounds like a 
pretty inclusive bunch.

The Midwest Antique Airplane Club 
(MAAC) has a wonderful fly-in at my home 
airport at Brodhead, Wisconsin. While it 
attracts more classics than antiques, we  
welcome all aircraft types, even the occa-
sional Cessna 172 that drops in for the fun. 
Like the AAA Fly-In at Blakesburg, for insur-
ance purposes you have to be a member to 
participate, but memberships are eagerly 
sold at check-in. I think it’s 10 bucks. MAAC 
doesn’t proclaim to be anything more than it 
is—a fantastic fly-in where people who enjoy 
aviation can gather and share their experi-
ences. Once again, if you want to be there, 
MAAC wants you there. 

All three groups were formed to cele-
brate antique/classic aircraft, and by 
allowing all those interested in aviation to 
participate, the organizations grow stronger 
and perpetuate their legacy and purpose.

AOPA has long made its name by provid-
ing representation in Washington to protect 
our right to be aviators. It has developed 
insurance programs to assist us and has 
resources to come to our aid when we run 
afoul of the FAA or our medical examiner. It 
has dedicated itself to improving flight train-
ing and represents all those who fly.

OUR MISSION
The final organization, EAA, represents for 
me the soul of aviators and the promise of 
that first meeting of enthusiasts so many 

It is not solely about  
antiques and homebuilders, 
or warbirds and ultralights. 
In fact, it’s not even about 
who we are today; it’s about 
who we want to be. 



www.eaa.org 75

decades ago. On my desk at EAA I have this little 
plasticized card; in fact, they are everywhere at 
headquarters. On the front of this card is written 
EAA’s mission statement. A dozen times a day I 
ground myself by reading its broad-minded goal: 
“To Grow Participation in Aviation.”

This captures, as it should, what EAA is all 
about. It is not solely about antiques and home-
builders, or warbirds and ultralights. In fact, it’s  
not even about who we are today; it’s about who we 
want to be. That’s what mission statements should 
be about. Mission statements should herald how we 
see ourselves in our dreams. 

On the back of that little card are the six direc-
tives that guide EAA: AirVenture, Advocacy, 
Chapters, Youth Education, Publications, and 
Knowledge and Information. Nothing solely about 
airplanes there; it’s all about people, membership 
support, aviation’s future, and a commitment to our 
shared passion.

I was at a chapter chili fly-in recently where  
an EAA member was telling me that homebuilders 
like him were going to leave EAA and join an orga-
nization called Rag and Tube because the EAA 
had, in his words, “Lost its way.” But members 
have had the same criticism since the dawn of the 
organization. I’ve personally heard the same com-
plaint from the antique crowd. The word is 
warbird enthusiasts feel the same way. 

The statement at the beginning of this column 
states, “its purposes quickly encompassed the pro-
motion of all facets of aviation.” To me those words 
mean that EAA has never been all about you or 
about me. Not back in 1953 or today. EAA has 
always been about us: all of us.

I think scratch builders should join Rag and 
Tube if they choose, just like I’m a member of the 
NWC and AWC, but that doesn’t mean that they 
shouldn’t be a member of EAA as well. 

Before I began working at EAA—we’re talking 
January 2012 here—I had no idea of the breadth 
and scope of what EAA does to protect and sup-
port our interests. 

Twelve times a year EAA travels around the 
country presenting SportAir Workshops, teaching 
the skills necessary to pursue the satisfying and 
rewarding adventure of building your own airplane.

EAA’s government advocacy team is constantly 
fighting to counter user fees or fend off expensive 
government regulation. EAA has fostered a non-
adversarial relationship with the FAA that is 
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exemplified by the FAA Winter Summit. Held at 
Oshkosh, the summit provides a forum where FAA 
rule-makers are exposed to our corner of the avia-
tion world, the sport aviation world.

Through the EAA Flight Plan, and Air Academy, 
75,000 young people a year are exposed to flight and 
are encouraged to pursue an aviation lifestyle, all 
with the support and generosity of our 928 chapters 
and more than 176,000 members.

Philanthropic donors support these efforts by 
funding positions in the Youth Education depart-
ment as well as programs and scholarships. Most 
people are unaware that the EAA distributes more 
than $300,000 in annual scholarship funding pro-
vided by generous aviation-minded donors.

The EAA flight department maintains a B-17  
and a Ford Tri-Motor that tour to promote aviation 
as well as a couple of biplanes that are busy in the 
summer hopping rides at Pioneer Field. Any kid 
over the age of 8 can stop at Pioneer Airport and get 
a free Young Eagles ride in one of the Young Eagles 
Glasairs as well.

EAA’s Publications team creates a fantastic 
award-winning monthly magazine, bringing the 
world of aviation to our doorstep, and also writes  
the weekly e-Hotline newsletter and eight other tar-
geted monthly e-newsletters that you can sign up for 
on EAA’s website.

And finally, the organization maintains the 
world-class EAA AirVenture Museum and, of course, 
the weeklong celebration of AirVenture where we all 
return year after year to share our singular interest, 
renew old friendships, and make new ones.

Yes, EAA isn’t about you, or about me. It’s about 
all of us, and so much more. “One of the keys to the 
association’s constant growth is the fact that its 
membership is open to everyone interested in avia-
tion.” And that is what truly makes EAA, in 1953 
and still today, the “Spirit of Aviation.”

Jeff Skiles, EAA 336120 Lifetime, is EAA vice president of chapters and 

youth education and flies a 1935 Waco biplane.

EAA isn’t about you, or  
about me. It’s about all of us,  
and so much more.




