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Mount Vernon
A Waco homecoming
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LANDING LIGHTS FLASH IN the dusk, merging with the light from the 
fi rst fi refl ies of summer. The old biplanes appear only as a silhouette 
against the setting sun, but then take form as they swoop down the 
grass runway mere feet above the ground before lazily climbing sky-
ward to carve back around in the pattern. Like pretty horses in a 
carousel, each plane is painted gaily in reds, greens, and blues. The 
thunder of radial engines belies the calm of the evening as the planes 
roar by sometimes singly, sometimes in trail, sometimes in forma-
tion. At this remote airfi eld, hard by the south edge of town, the 
biplanes take to the skies once again as they have for more than 
three-quarters of a century.

Here in Mount Vernon, Ohio, the Waco faithful meet every year 
the last weekend in June for the National Waco Club (NWC) 
Fly-In. The NWC is the oldest aircraft type club in the country, and 
this is its 52nd reunion. But this is more than just a fl y-in; this is a 
gathering, a joining, an annual meeting of kindred spirits, a once-a-
year celebration of the afi cionados of the fi nest aircraft of their 
time, the Waco biplane.

For a brief period the Waco Aircraft 
Company dominated aircraft production in 
this country. It was the Cessna of that era. 
By only 1940, the company had produced 
3,000 aircraft and there were more Wacos 
on the CAA registry than aircraft of any 
other manufacturer. Pronounced 
WAH-CO, not WAY-CO, the company built 
open-cockpit and cabin biplanes in Troy, 
Ohio. The Waco Museum at Historic Waco 
Field is a mecca for the fl y-in attendees. 

‘ASK ANY PILOT’
Waco history began in 1920 with the 
founding of the Weaver Aircraft Company 
for the production of civilian biplane air-
craft, but the planes themselves were 
simply called Wacos. In 1923 George 
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Weaver departed the manufacturer and the name 
was changed to the Advance Aircraft Company, but 
the airplanes were still called Wacos. Finally, in 1929, 
the name changed once again for the third and fi nal 
time to the Waco Aircraft Company. 

Waco built only open-cockpit biplanes until 1931, 
when it essentially cobbled a boxy cabin on an open-
cockpit F-series airframe and the C-series cabin Waco 
was born. It quickly streamlined the shape, and by 
1934 Waco cabins had very pleasing lines. The cabin 
line was quite successful, and in 1935 the company 
built a larger luxury cabin model, called the custom 
cabin, with a longer fuselage and a bigger stretched 
interior. The custom cabins are not true biplanes; 
rather, they are sesquiplanes, meaning one-and-a-half 
wings. The lower wing is considerably smaller, both in 
span and chord, than the upper wing. My 1935 YOC is 
an example of the very fi rst year of the custom cabin, 
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and it’s the only YOC currently fl ying. The 
ultimate archetype of the Waco brand was 
the E-series cabin model. Streamlined ses-
quiplanes with powerful engines, the 
E-series was the Learjet of its day. 

Waco models are distinguished from 
one another by a dizzying array of three-
letter model designations occasionally 
followed by a number. Only the most fanati-
cal Waco devotees can tell them all apart. 
After two years in the Waco fold, the diff er-
ence between an AGC-8 and UKC or the 
distinction between a DSO and a UMF can 
still leave me at a loss.

The company fl ourished in the 
Depression years behind its boastful slogan 
“Ask Any Pilot.”Company sales literature 
warned prospective airplane salesmen to 
treat each client with respect because he 
most assuredly was a “man of some conse-
quence.” To illustrate this, the president of 
the National Waco Club, Andy Heins, has 
“Man of Consequence” scrolled in gilded 
lettering below the side window of his 
cabin. If you don’t believe he’s a man of 
consequence, just ask him about it.

During World War II Waco shifted pro-
duction to wartime priorities and it 
produced 600 UPF-7 biplane trainers and 
the CG-4 troop transport glider. While the 
CG-4 was a Waco Aircraft Company design, 

it was actually produced by 16 companies, 
and ultimately almost 14,000 were built. 

Wacos were a barnstormer’s favorite, 
the transportation of the chieftains of 
industry, and the wings that delivered 
troops into Normandy.  For 20 years Waco 
reigned supreme in aviation until the post-
WWII fl ying bust relegated the marque to 
history. The company never sold another 
propeller-driven aircraft after 1942. Faced 
with the competition of cheap and virtually 
unlimited Piper Cubs and Aeroncas fl owing 
off  the assembly line, in 1947 the Waco cor-
poration pushed the half-completed 
airframes off  to the side of the factory fl oor 
and retooled to produce the bodies of bread 
trucks, Lickety Log Splitters, and Orbitan 
sunlamps. In less than 30 years, Waco air-
craft were born, fl ourished, and came to an 
ignominious end.

HOMECOMING WITH MAJESTIC MACHINES
The annual Waco Fly-In has been held at 
Wynkoop Air Field in Mount Vernon, Ohio, 
for decades, and it is an annual coming 
home for the participants as they renew old 
friendships and mark the passing of years 
in the presence of their majestic machines.

I arrive early for the weekend in my 
Waco YOC, but I am not the fi rst. Eight air-
craft are on the ground by Tuesday night, 

and the fl eet will ultimately swell to 27 as 
one beautiful ship after another makes its 
arrival known with a low pass down the 
length of the closely cropped sod runway. 
They come from all parts of the country to 
gather here at this idyllic little airport for 
this one weekend a year.

Antique fl y-ins have a lazy pace com-
pared to traditional air shows. There are no 
high-performance aerobatic airplanes dis-
playing tricks in the sky for the amusement 
of the crowd. No vendors display the latest 
adaptation of their shiny wares. Antique 
fl y-ins are about people, and the airplanes 
that bring them together. 

Many attendees have driven here to 
share the progress of their Waco restora-
tion project and dream of the day when 
they will fly to Mount Vernon themselves. 
One quickly learns, however, that for 
some, a restoration is a lifetime project. 
There are restorations that will one day 
fly, and there are those that serve their 
purpose right where they are in a barn or 
garage, providing the owner with a tangi-
ble link to this place and these people. 
Many who gather here don’t own an air-
lane, or even a project; they have just 
become part of the Waco clan. 

At Wynkoop, the public is always wel-
come. Waco owners love to share their 
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passion. Some in the local populace have 
become friends themselves as they return 
year after year. The parking lot is full with 
the cars of local people who have come 
out to stand witness to this assemblage of 
wood-and-fabric airplanes. 

Sod runways are a taildragger pilot’s 
best friend, and Wynkoop off ers a beauti-
ful, long expanse. During the day, the 
Wacos hop rides for the Civil Air Patrol 
(CAP) cadets and the most interested 
Mount Vernon denizens. In the evening, 
when the Waco owners and their families 
enjoy a communal dinner, the CAP cadets 
who provide traffi  c control by day stand 
watch over the machines while the local 
visitors stroll singly, in pairs, and in 
groups among the 75-year-old airplanes 
taking pictures, lost in their own thoughts 
and memories.

At dusk, as the heat of the day dissi-
pates in the approaching nightfall, the 
Waco pilots climb into their machines 
and the propeller blades flash. One radial 
engine after another awakens, belching 
and popping, with oil smoke trailing 
behind in the propeller’s wake as they 
taxi out for one last flight of the evening.  

Friday night, a WWII-era swing 
band hangar dance takes place on the 
airfield. The seven-piece band is sand-

wiched between a Waco RNF and 
a CSO that were rolled in to decorate 
the hangar. Waco banners hang from 
the rafters, and while the props are 
stilled, the strains of “Moonlight 
Serenade” fill the darkening skies until 
the glow from the hangar dance—and 
the celebrants—remains the only light 
on the field. 

The weekend literally fl ies by, and the 
moment is upon us when, reluctantly, the 
throaty roar of one radial after another 
accelerating down the grass runway sig-
nals the end of the 52nd National Waco 
Club Fly-In. But, as the ancient biplanes 
point their noses to all points of the com-
pass bearing for home, reservations have 
already been made for their return for the 
53rd meeting. A celebration not ended, 
but only paused, until next year, when 
one by one, like the swallows returning to 
roost, the Wacos will arrive with a throaty 
roar and high-speed pass down the run-
way to gather anew.

Jeff  Skiles, EAA 366120, has been a pilot for 34 years 

and has almost 21,000 hours logged. He is EAA’s Young 

Eagles co-chairman, owns a 1935 Waco YOC cabin 

biplane, and was fi rst offi  cer on US Airways Flight 1549, 

the Miracle on the Hudson.


