Grinnell and Aviation—

The Story

of Billy Robinson

On a chilly, gray March after-
noon, an aeroplane fluttered
down from the sky like a fall-
ing leaf. It came in erratic
swoops and dives, as though
some hand were trying in wvain
to regulate it, The plane landed
with a resounding crash in a
field near Ewart. W. G. Cleland,
who was nearest the zcene of
tragedy, reported that there was
a great explosion with flames
shooting 300 feet in the air.
Billy Robinson, daring pioneer
aviator, had crashed to his death
and with him had crashed the
hopes of the infant industry
which had been built up around
him. The date was March 11,
1916,

Billy had taken off about 3:30
pm., in an attempt to break the
existing American altitude rec-
ord, which was suppozed to be
17,000 feet at that time. He had
already been up to 14,000 feet,
Hiz attempt accented a long
standing dispute between Billy
and his directors. Billy was de-
termined to fly, and thev were
equally determined to keep him
on the ground, When the fatal
day came Billy announced that
he would try for the record if
he received a telegram of auth-
orization from the Aero Club of
America in Chicago. The fele-
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gram came through, J. L, Fel-
lows, who had heen appointed
observer, sealed the barograph
on Billy's homemade biplane
and he took off, full of hope
and cheer.

It iz remembered that the day
was chilly and cloudy, Word of
the attempt to break the rec-
ord got around and the Satur-
day afternoon crowd often stop-
ped to watch the plane as it
worked itz way upward, now
momentarily obscured by the
shifting clouds and again break-
ing through to clear wisibility.
Up and up it went until it was
& mere speck in the sky and
people were beginning to say
that surely Billy had broken
that record when Ed Brande
gtuck hiz head out of the win-
dow of his second story office
on Broad street near Third awve-
nue and shouted that word had
just come over the telephone
that Billy was down. Hal Wells,
the Aeroplane company man-
ager, was the first to take off
for the scene of the tragedy in
J, L. Fellows' Cadillac. Follow-
ing closely were Dr. O. F. Parish
in his car, accompanied by De-
Motto, bookkeeper for the com-
pany and the writer, as repre-
zentative of the Grinnell Her-
ald. The coroner, Dr. J. H,
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Friend, ecame in F. E. Spaul-
ding’s car and others followed
closely,

When they arrived on the
scene the biplane was still burn-
ing fiercely and the blackened
body of the awviator had heen
removed from the wreckage
and was lieing on the ground
close by. The body was brought
back to Grinnell in the Parish
Car.

The Herald issued an extra
which was on the streets early
in the evening. There had been
a college play at the Colonial
theatre that night and as the
audience left at the close of the
play they found the paper await-
ing them at the door. The whole
town was moved as it seldom
has been before or since.

The final chapter was written
when a group of his close hbusi-
ness associates in the Aeroplane
company, J. L. Fellows, Fred
Spaulding, H. L. Beyer, E. E.
Brande, 0. F. Parizh and P. E.
Somers, carried the casket out
of the Methodist church, fol-
lowipg largely attended funeral
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The hody restz in Hazelwood
cemetery where now stands a
granite slab split from a lone
boulder which a glacier depos-
ited a mile and a half from the







