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1. Name 

historic FORD AIRPORT HANGAR 

and/or common Lansing Municipal Airport Hangar 

2. Location 

street & number s. e. corner Glenwood-Lansing Road and Burnhan ~Plot for publication 

city , town Lansing _ vicinity of 

state Illinois code () 1 :;,. county Cook code CJ3 j 

3. Classification 
Category Ownership Status Present Use 
_district xxxpublic xx~ccupied _ agriculture _museum 
xxxbuilding(s) _private _ unoccupied xxx commercial _park 
_ structure _both _ work in progress _ educational _ private residence 
_ site Public Acquisition Accessible _ entertainment _religious 
_ object _in process XX?Ves: restricted _ government _ scientific 

_ being considered _ _ yes : unrestricted _ industrial xxx transportation 
N/A _ no _ military _other: 

4. Owner of Property 

name Village of Lansing 

street & number Village Hall: Ridge Road at Chicago Avenue 

city, town Lansing _ vicinity of state Illinois 

5. Location of Legal Description 

courthouse, registry of deeds, etc. Recorder of Deeds/Cook County Courthouse 

street & number 118 N. Clark Street 

city, town Chicago state Illinois 

6. Representation in Existing Surveys 
Lansing Historical Society 

title Historic Sites Commi tee Survey has this property been determined eligible? ':jes -X.Xno 

_d_at_e___!_/..:..,/,_~_,cf'--lj+----------------------=-~~'e:..::d....::.e....:ra._l _ state _ county ~~ocal 
I 

depository for survey records Lansing Historical Society: Historic Sites Committee 

city, town 17902 Community Street state Illinois 



7. Description 

Condition 
xxx excellent 
__ good 
_._ fair 

__ deteriorated 
__ ruins 
__ unexposed 

Check one 
xxx unaltered 
__ altered 

Check one 
x~~- original site 
__ moved date 

Describe the present and original (if known) physical appearance 
SUMMARY STATEMENT 

------ -·- -· 

The 1926 Ford Airport Hangar is constructed of buff colored brick, limestone, and large 
expanses of multi-paned, steel sash, windows and doors. The main hangar section is 
106 feet by 124 feet. The lower pitches of the building's limestone-framed gambrel roof 
are faced with clay tile. 

The hangar's east facade is made up of five 15 foot by 18.5 foot window openings 
separated by narrow vertical brick piers capped with limestone. Within each window 
opening a steel sash holds a large grid of window panes, 9 panes by 15 panes. Steel 
sashs and window pane grids also dominate the north and south facade; however, in these 
two identical facades the windows are contained in 19.5 foot high steel rolling doors. 
The entire north and south walls are divided into ten sections which move on an overhead 
track and when opened are stored inside the hangar along the east and west walls. Airplanes 
gain access to the hangar by moving the steel doors. A lower one-story boiler room/ 
office/ passenger waiting section projects from the west side of the main hangar. A modest 
limestone cornice tops the office section of the hangar which is also decorated with 
slightly projecting, limestone-capped, piers and patterned brickwork. A clerestory 
giving light to the main hangar occupies the west wall above the office section. 

The four corners of the hangar are dominated by brick corner piers which rise through 
the roof. The piers form an important part of the hangar's simple architectural 
composition. They help impart a strong permanent character to a building whose walls 
are dominated by glass. Nevertheless, the corner piers are a piece of structural/ 
architectural trompe l'oeil; they do not support anything. The hangar's structural 
support derives primarily from its cantilevered construction. The steel-truss roof 
and rolling steel doors are cantilevered by two 18 foot wide, braced, towers rising 
at the middle of the east and west walls. 

The original 1926, 2,000,000 candle power, 24 inch, beacon light is mounted on the top 
of the hangar. The hangar is in excellent condition. The only major alteration to 
the hangar is the boarding over of some window openings in the lower office wing. 
The office section is a subsidiary part of the hangar and while the areas of closed-in 
windows are not in character with the original design they do not detract from the 
striking architectural merits of the structure. 



8. Significance 

Period 
__ prehistoric 
---- 1400--1499 
-- 1500--1599 

Areas of Significance-Check and justify below 
__ archeology-prehistoric _ community planning 

___ archeology-historic conservation 
_ _ agriculture ____ economics 
xxx architecture ___ education 

__ landscape architecture __ religion 
_ law science 
literature sculpture 
military ____ social/ _ 1600--1699 

- --- 1700--1799 _ art engineering ______ music humanitarian 
___ theater -- 1800--1899 ___ commerce ______ exploration/settlement __ _ philosophy 

XX~ 190Q- ~~x communications _ industry _____ politicstgovernment xxx transportation 
_ other (specify) _ _ invention 

Specific dates 1926 Builder/ Architect 

Statement of Significance (in one paragraph) 

SUMMARY STATEMENT 

----- -- ----- ------------- -----------
Albert Kahn (1869-1942) 

Designed by Albert Kahn, built by Henry and Edsel Ford, the 1926 airport hangar at 
Lansing, Illinois possesses considerable architectural and historical significance. 
Architecturally, Kahn demonstrated both ingenuity and innovation in his hangar design. 
At a time when airplanes were generally housed in dark, barn-like, wooden structures 
and other apparently temporary buildings, Kahn's substantial hangar helped establish 
a specialized building-type which accommodated the practic~l requirements of airplane 
storage and maintenanc~. Kahn's fresh engineering anq aesthetic response to modern 
design problems, evidenced particularly in his famous factory designs for Ford and 
other manufacturers, also characterized his Ford hangar design. Embodying "the 
distinctive characteristics of a type," representing "the work of a master," and 
possessing "high artistic values," the hangar meets National Register Criterion C. 

Henry and Edsel Ford's association with the Lansing airport hangar enhances the historical 
significance of the structure. The airport and hangar provide tangible evidence of 
Ford's important efforts to promote American aviation. During the 1920s Ford not only 
manufactured airplanes, he established an airline which was intended to demonstrate 
the possibilities of commercial aviation. The Lansing airport and hangar we~e an 
integral part of the Ford system. In 1927 reviewing the development of airports in 
Chicago the journal Aviation pointed to Ford Airport and declared, "In its large expanse, 
modern hangar, and complete equipment, it exemplifies the Ford method of doing things 
by doing them thoroughly." 1 The connection with F:ord establishes the hangar's 
National Register Criterion B significance: "associated with the lives of persons 
significant in our past." As part of the promotion and early systematic development of 
avia_tion • the hangar also has National Register Criterio:1 A significance: it is 
"associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns 
of history." 

FORD AND AMERICAN AVIATION 

The substantial and permanent character of the Ford hangar relative to the modest 
nature of most contemporary airport buildings reflected Henry Ford's confidence and 
optimism concerning American aviation. In July, 1926, coinciding with the construction 
of the Ford hangar, an editorial appeared in the New York Times which applauded Henry 
Ford's recent involvement in the field of aviation. Pointing to Ford's earlier 
foresight concerning the changes the automobile "would work in the social and commercial 
life of the nation," the Times declared that Ford "does not live in the past. He now has 
as great faith in the airplane as he ever had in the machine that bears his name. He 
proves the faith by what he is doing to promote civil aviation .... Mr. Ford intends 
to produce [airplanes] to cost hundreds instead of thousands, as well as all metal 
airplanes to carry passengers and mail and express matter. He is already carrying mail 
for the Government between Detroit and Chicago. . The Government could have no 

more zealous and useful collaborator in expanding air transport for commercial purposes 



9. Major Bibliographical References 
Detroit Institute of Arts, The Legacy of Albert Kahn, Detroit, 1970; Hildebrand, Grant. 
The Architecture of Albert Kahn. Cambridge, 1974; Nevins, Allan; and Hill, Frank Ernest. 
Ford. Expansion and Challenge, 1915-1933, New York, 1957; Holmes, Danald B. Air Mail. New York, 
1981; Black, Archibald. Civil Airports and Airways. New York, 1929. 

1 0. Geographical Data 
Acreage of nominated property __ ._2_5_ a_c_r_e_s __ _ 

Quadrangle nameCalumet City, Ill. -- Ind. 1:24 000 Quadrangle scale ___ , ____ _ 

UT M References 

All.&J 1415151110101 141519181910101 
Zone Easting Northing 

aw I I I I I I I I I I 
Zone Easting Northing 

cLLJ I I I I I I I oLLJ I I I I 
eLLJ I I I I I I I I F l.LJ I I I I 
Gl_U I I I ·I ·I· I: I .I I· .H LL_j - _I 1- I 
Verbal boundary description and justification Located at southeast corner, Glenwood-Lansing Road 
and Burnham Avenue, on unsubdivided land in northwest corner of Fractional Section (8), 
Township (35), North Range (15), E. of the 3rd Principal Meridian. 

List all states and counties for properties overlapping state or county boundaries 

state code county 

state code county 

11. Form Prepared By 
name/title Daniel M. Bluestone and Harold J. Christian 

Historic Sites Committee 
organization Lansing Historical Society date 

code 

code 

October, 1984 

street & number 17902 Community Street telephone (312) 474-3367 

city or town Lansing: state Illinois 60438 

12. State Historic Preservation Officer Certification 
The evaluated significance of this property within the state is: 

g national __ state _ local 

As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89-
665), I hereby nominate this property for inclusion in the National Register and certify that it has been evaluated 
according to the criteria and procedures set forth by the nal Park Service. ,... 

State Historic Preservation Officer signature 

For NPS use only 
. r ~, . 

I hereby certify that this property Is Included In the National Register 
...-, 
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0'1 Keeper of the National Register 

Attest: date 

Chief of Registration 
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than HENRY FORD." 2 Ford's primary interest in aviation was in designing and manufacturing 
planes; however, the embryonic state of commercial aviation in the 1920s led him to use 
his considerable reputation and resources to promote aviation broadly, including the 
early development of air service, airports, and hangars. 

Henry Ford 's informal connection with airplane manufacture started in 1923 in the 
form of support for William B. Stout, a Detroit airplane manufacturer. In 1924 Henry 
and Edsel Ford purchased a large tract of land in Dearborn, Michigan and developed it as 
an airport of commercial, military, and air mail planes. Ford also built a factory at 
the airport for the expansion of the Stout Metal Airplane Company. Although Edsel 
Ford asserted in 1924 that there was "no intention on the part of Ford Motor Company to 
go into the airplane business, other than to watch its development," 3 Ford's observation 
of Stout led him to buy the Company in 1925. 

The Ford interest in aviation found a certain practical application when on April 13, 1925 
it inaugurated "America's first commercial air line devoted exclusively to transportation 
within one organization." 4 The Ford airline carried freight and dispatches between the 
Ford headquarters and plants near Detroit, Michigan and major branch factories in Cleveland 
and Chicago. The air service aimed to enhance the operations of the Ford Motor Company; 
however, perhaps more importantly, it helped demonstate the dependability of Stout 
planes and of regularly scheduled daily air service. In 1926 the New York Times reported, 
with obvious enthusiasm, "Ford's Air Liners Run Like Scheduled Trains.--;;s--In 1926 when 
Ford introduced its famous 4-AT model tri-motor planes an important "psychological" 
barrier to flight was crossed -- fear over the failure of a single engine plane was 
eased. With the introduction of tri-motored planes the Ford airlines started 
passenger service between Detroit, Cleveland, and Chicago. 6 

Ford's business and personal prominence made him loom large among private entrepreneurs 
in the aviation field. Dramatic flying accomplishments, like Charles Lindbergh's May, 
1927 solo flight from New York to Paris also encouraged public interest. The United 
States government played yet another central role in fostering aviation through both 
military and air mail development. After the initial 1918 air mail route was opened, 
between Washington and New York , the United States Postmaster General quickly expanded 
air mail routes. Chicago and New York were linked in 1918 and in 1920 the first 
transcontinental air mail service was provided. Air mail routes were operated with 
government planes and pilots and helped establish an extensive system of airway lighting 
and landing fields. 

In 1925 an aviation bill authored by U.S. Representative Clyde Kelley laid the basis for 
Henry Ford's pioneer role in air mail delivery. The Kelley Bill authorized the Postmaster 
General to contractwith private parties to carry air mail. The government had demonstrated 
the practical possibility of air mail service and sought to expand the system through 
private contracts. On February 15, 1926 Henry Ford's airline connecting Detroit, Cleveland, 
and Chicago became the first private carrier of U.S. air mail. In June, 1927 with the 
successful operation and expansion of private contract air mail routes the government 
ended its own public air mail routes. In July, 1928, after two and one half years of 
carrying air mail on the routes between Detroit, Cleveland, and Chicago Henry Ford turned 
his air mail contracts over to other air line's that had come into existence. 

• 



NPS Form 10·900·1 
(3-82) 

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

ational . egister of Historic Places 
ventory- omination Form 

Continuation sheet Item number 8 

OMB No. 1024-0018 
Exp. 10-31-84 

Page 3 

Ford, ··rerx:>rted _ .in July, 1928 to "have been largely responsible for the great strides made in 
the development of the [air] routes that now link the four corners of the United States," 7 

had, along with the government, guided both air mail and aviation through an important 
initial phase. 

FORD AIRPORT DEVELOPMENT 

In 1926 the record of Ford's airline had sufficiently impressed President Coolidge that 
he invited Edsel Ford to meet with him and discuss aviation matters. Ford told President 
Coolidge that the goal of Ford Motor Company was to manufacture reliable, inexpensive, 
airplanes. He reported that there were no plans to expand Ford air routes or service 
and that its· airline q;erated "chiefly as an experiment. "8 As one paper reported "Ford 
is creating a field for his product by showing how it can be used."9 Despite the 
concentration on manufacturing Ford promoted aviation through a number of such 
"experiments~' which went beyond airlines to airports themselves. In 1924 Ford dedicated 
the Dearborn, Michigan airport to all forms of aviation, excluding only carnival-type 
sight-seeing flights. The carefully planned airport even included an impressive dirigible 
mooring mast. 

The initial Chicago flights of the Ford airline landed at the established government air 
mail field in Maywood, Illinois, ten miles west of the downtown. However, at the 
government field Ford had little influence over landing privileges, hangar facilities, 
and general airport development. A second major drawback to the government field was 
that it was located nearly 25 miles from Ford's Hegewisch automobile plant. In reporting 
the purchase and development of the landing field at Lansing, Illinois the Hammond 
newspaper noted the close proximity of the new airport to the Hegewisch plant which 
would be receiving air freight shipments; under the headline "Landing Field Sought Easy 
of Access to Hegewisch Ford Plant," the paper reported "Ford industries are high 
pressure activities where even the minutes count."lO 

Ford's confidence in aviation's future was suggested by the sheer size of his airport 
tract. At a time when airports generally ranged in size from 60 to 320 acres Ford 
purchased 1,440 acres. The vastness of the airport led to considerable speculation over 
Ford's plans, which beyond the airport itself the Company did not discuss publicly. One 
enthusiastic local real estate booster declared, "At this writing Ford has not indicated 
his intentions , and probably will not do so. A Landing Field? Undoubtedly! An Airplane 
Factory Ultimately Employing Thousands? Who Knows?" 11 The Lake County Times reported, 
"Upon the site they will operate a huge plant, composed of warehouses where supplies 
required in wholesale assembling of airplanes will be kept in stock. The flying field 
section will be equipped with facilities for the exhaustive testing of ships and with 
landing runways sufficient to accommodate great numbers of airplanes."12 An airplane 
factory at the airport would have been consistent with Ford's branch system of automobile 
manufacturing plants. In fact, in December, 1922 Ford had started constructing the 
$6,000,000 Hegewisch plant in Chicago which employed 16,000 men and had an eventual 
capacity for producing 750 carsper day. The thought that a similarly impressive airplane 
factory might be built at the airport south of the Hegeisch plant was not at all 
unrealistic. 

• 
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When work started on the Ford Airport "landing fields" throughout the United States 
tended to be in an unimproved condition. Illinois had nearly 175 landing fields but 
the large majority of them were designated for emergency use only. Chicago had opened 
its first permanent landing field in 1911 under the auspices of the Chicago Aero Club 
and its president Octave Chanute. In the 1920s the Chicago area had between five and 
ten operating airports; however, many of these were temporary fields on their way to 
becoming suburban subdivisions. In 1924, for example, the government's Aeronautical 
Bulletin No. 153 described a Chicago airport to aid aviators: "Nimmo Black's Airport; 
near Uptown, Chicago, landings to be made with extreme caution, if at all, as ground has 
been sold to a real estate firm and is being staked into lots." The Ford Airport, like 
Chicago's Municipal Airport (later named Midway), and Ashburn Field, stood out as airports 
which viewed their service in a more permanent manner. 

The permanent improvement of Ford Airport started when leases were made with farmers to 
work and level the ground and plantit with timothy hay. In exchange for their work the 
farmers received the hay crop. The newspaper reported "the entire tract will be covered 
with tough timothy sod and will be smooth as a table. It will then be in excellent shape 
for landing airplanes." 13 A 200 foot wide circle with a 400 foot long north-pointing 
arrow through it marked the field and was visible to pilots at a distance of 5 miles. The 
installation of a radio beacon to guide pilots represented an even more impressive 
navigational aid. In the first years of the airport Ford installed one of the earliest 
radio beacons in the United States to help guide pilots in bad weather and to help 
insure regular freight and passenger service. The beacon with a range of 100 to 200 
miles established an even feedback in a pilot's headset if the plane was on course. As 
the plane diverged from its course a Morse Code "A" or "N" sounded. The beacon in later 
airplanes also activated a needle and guage set. In the case of the Ford Airport radio 
beacon Ford again was setting a pattern which became a standard for aviation. The 
original radio beacon installation is no longer extant. Hard top runways have replaced 
the original sod landing field at Ford Airport. Nevertheless, the most notable feature 
of the original airport, the 1926 hangar topped with its 2,000,000 candle power 24-inch 
beacon, remains in excellent condition at the airport today. 

ALBERT KAHN'S FORD AIRPORT HANGAR 

When Henry Ford established air service between Detroit, Chicago, and Cleveland the 
decision to hire Albert Kahn to design the airplane hangar was a logical and appropriate 
step. Kahn's design work for Ford started in 1908 with the Highland ~ark plant and 
continued with dozens of other buildings, including the Ford Motor Company Service 
Building (1913), the River Rouge Complex (1918-1926), the Ford Engineering Laboratory 
(1925), and the Edsel B. Ford House (1926). The Ford airline service connected plants 
in Detroit with Ford automobile plants in Chicago and Cleveland, both designed by Kahn. 
Kahn's innovative industrial designs accommodated Ford's modern production and assembly 
line techniques. Kahn's pragmatic, "down-to-earth," innovative outlook was similar to 
Ford's.l4 Kahn brought more than long experience with Ford and modern design to the 
commission for Ford hangars in Dearborn, Cleveland, and Lansing. Kahn had overseen the 
entire design and installation of military training fields and flying schools during the 
First world war. Kahn's u.s. Signal Corps designs (1917-1918) included fields in Dayton, 

frank
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Ohio; Indianapolis; Langley Field, Virginia; Mt. Vernon, Virginia; San Antonio, Texas; 
San .. Diego; and Washington, D.C. The designs ranged from substantial brick hangars with 
ornamental tile work for Langley Field to the 24 more modest wood hangars with 66-foot 
timber truss spans built at Kelley Field in San Antonio. Kahn's Ford hangars, built for 
larger planes, and meant for more permanent operations represent a distinct improvement 
over the government hangars designed earlier by Kahn. 15 

Albert Kahn's Ford hangar designs substantially solved major problems which characterized 
early airport hangars -- poor natural lighting, insubstantial construction, and poorly 
planned, difficult to operate, hangar doors. A 1926 article on "Modern Hangars," in the 
journal Aviation defined some of the considerations which Kahn dealt with in his 
design. The article declared that "The modern hangar should be substantially built to 
withstand heavy windstorms etc.," and thus avoid the considerable losses being incurred 
due to the collapse of poorly designed hangars. It also reported "The opening and 
closing of the doors on a hangar have been the cause of a great deal of trouble around 
a hangar very often requiring the assistance of a motor truck or tractor and doing d~age 
to the doors." Typical hangars with only about a twenty per cent ratio of window area to 
floor area were also considered inadequate for natural lighting. 16 

Wi th Ford's support, Kahn's hangar designs helped establish a precedent for the 
"permanent" hangar which would increasingly eclipse the make-shift quarters of earlier 
American airports. In 1929, a few years after Kahn's Ford hangars were built Archibald 
Black's Civil Airports and Airways reviewed hangar development and identified hangars like 
Ford's as being on the forefront of modern airport buildings. Black's book noted, "The 
all-wood hangar can be regarded as a permanent type of construction and has been used to 
quite some extent in this country. It was in fact the first to be used. This type is, 
however, rapidly being supplanted in public favor by the all-steel and factory types which 
have the advantages of longer life, better appearance and lower fire risk. The 
standardization of the steel hangar has brought its cost down to the point where it is 
comparable with wood and sometimes cheaper, hence it is a very desirable type to consider. 
The factory type of building is a more expensive kind of hangar from the view-point of 
first cost but it is also the highest grade, is the most permanent, and has the lowest 
maintenance cost. It also has the advantage of removing the temporary appearance given 
to an airport studded with galvanized buildings. For these reasons among others, it 
became particularly suited to cases where the airport is permanent or where airplane 
maintenance work is to be carried on."l7 

The Ford hangar is the Chicago area's oldest and finest known example of what Black 
termed the "factory-type" hangar. Kahn in fact drew upon his extensive factory design 
experience to arrive at an exceptionally fine hangar design, in terms of natural light, 
structural strength, ease of door operation, and permanent appearance and character. 
Care and emphasis placed upon expansive window openings typifies Kahn's industrial designs 
and dominates the architectural character of the Ford hangar. In discussing industrial 
design in 1929 Kahn's brother and partner, Moritz Kahn, wrote, "there should be an 
abundance of natural lighting and ventilation. Windows should be as expansive as possible. 
. . . Daylight and fresh air cost nothing and consequently should be used to the 
greatest extent. The window or glass area should not be less than 22~ per cent of the 

• 
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floor area in the case of a multi~story building, and it may run as high as 30 per cent 
of the floor area in the case of single story building."l8 In the Ford hangar design 
Kahn opened nearly the entire east wall with five 15 foot by 18.5 foot window openings. 
This area added to the windows in the north and south sliding-door walls and the clerestory 
lighting on the west wall gave the hangar window-area amounting to a substantial 31.5 per 
cent of the floor area. When the hangar doors were fully opened the natural light 
exposure increased to 40 per cent of the floor area. 

Kahn's cantilevered structural system and sliding steel sash doors provided a distinguished 
solution to both the structural and door opening problems of earlier hangars. The entire 
hangar roof is cantilevered from 18.5 foot wide towers located at the mid-points of 
the east and west walls. The cantilever and truss-roof construction provides a column-free, 
unobstructed, interior. The cantilever design reduced the area of the structure subjected 
to wind pressure. It also provided support for the sliding doors of the north and south 
walls which moved over tracks suspended from the edge of the cantilevered roof. 

In reviewing hangar design Archibald Black declared, "perhaps the single most important 
feature of the hangar construction is the door through which the airplanes are moved." 19 

Kahn's design for the Ford Airport s 'olved all the contemporary concerns over hangar doors 
and greatly improved the logistics of handling airplanes in and around airport hangars. 
Both the north and the south walls of the hangar are made up of ten sliding steel doors. 
The doors could be opened and moved out of the way on the inside of the hangar by a single 
person regardless of prevailing wind and weabher conditions. The doors could be opened 
to any given _width from a single section to the entire wall. Operated easily by hand 
the doors were more reliable than hinged and bascule, motor-operated, doors. The door 
tracks guided the doors around the inside corner of the hangar and represented an 
improvement over straight sliding door systems which housed the open doors on a framework 
at the side of the hangars. The expansive area of steel sash windows in the sliding doors 
also enhanced the natural illumination inside the hangar. The fact that both the north and 
south walls contained the steel sliding doors meant that individual airplanes could be 
moved in and out of the hangar without having to move other planes. The steel sliding 
doors and overall massing of the Ford hangar are apparent in Kahn's 1925 design for the 
Spring and Upset Building at Ford's River Rouge plant. 

The one-story boiler room/office/passenger waiting room on the west side of the hangar 
enhances the "permanent" architectural character of the Ford hangar. The limestone 
capped cornice and engaged buttresses, and patterned brickwork contributed to the hangar's 
overall distinctiveness. In a functional sense this section of the building shows, in 
initial form, the movement toward specialized airport buildings. In 1927 Albert Kahn designed 
what the New York Times "believed to be the first passenger depot for air travelers in the 
United States~r the Ford Airport in Dearborn, Michigan~20 This small brick terminal 
building was architecturally similar to the passenger section of the Lansing hangar, 
although it stands alone apart from the Dearborn hangar. The Lansing design suggests the 
specializatiPn realized at the Ford Airport, Dearborn, a year later. 

CIVIC ENTHUSIASM AND DEPRESSION REALITIES 

In July, 1926 the Calumet World pointed to the construction work at the Ford Airport landing 
field and hangar and enthusiastically declared, "Visions of a sky darkened with broad 
wings of canvas and metal, accompanied by the roar and din of whirling airplane motors are 
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beginning to verge upon reality, and ... leaves little doubt in the minds of even the 
most skeptical that the Air Port . . . will be the finest and fastest aviation field in 
the world." 21 Like the urban boosterism which surrounded nineteenth~century railroad 
development, many people expected prosperity and growth to flow from the Ford Airport 
development. The airport became something of a civic monument, an object of pride and 
celebration. In August, 1926 two thousand people gathered at the airport to see the 
airplanes participating in the Ford-sponsored national Reliability Air Tour. Thousands 
of people were drawn to the airport to watch other spectacles such as the May, 1931 landing 
of 219 U.S. Army Air Corp planes participating in Chicago aviation exercises. People 
also flocked to see Wiley Post and Harold Gatty at the airport after their record setting 
eight day around-the-world flight in their airplane, the "Winnie Mae." A number of other 
famous aviators drew people to the airport which provided the setting for the enthusiasm 
which attended the early development of aviation. 

As in the case of nineteenth-century railroad boom towns, development did not always meet 
the sanguine expectations of early observers. In the case of the Ford Airport the 
Depression, Ford's withdrawalfrom airplane manufacture, and competition from other Chicago 
airports combined to temper the early dreams and visions of the "sky darkened" with 
airplanes over Lansing. The Ford Airport had great access to the Hegewisch plant; however, 
the twenty-miles separating the Airport from downtown Chicago meant that the Chicago 
Municipal Airport, located only ten miles from the downtown captured much of the passenger, 
air mail, and air freight business when it opened in 1927. The construction of modern 
hangars, lighting, and runways led to the complete transfer of air mail operations from 
the government field in Maywood to the Municipal Airport in 1927. In 1927 the Standard 
Oil Company moved its three-engined Ford monoplane from the hangar at Lansing to a new 
hangar at the Municipal Airport -- more accessible to the downtown headquarters. The 
transition suggests a reason for the more modest than expected development of the Ford 
Airport; the Kahn-designed hangar was to have been the first unit in a much larger 
hangar development; development which was never fully realized. 22 

The most important reason for the lagging development of the Ford Airport was the economic 
Depression of the 1930s. The orders for Ford planes declined drastically from 86 in 1929, 
to 26 in 1930, 21 in 1931 and 3 in 1932. Any plans for a br~dhplant at Ford Airport 
were undoubtedly shelved and in July, 1932 Ford stopped manufacturing airplanes altogether. 
Having never made money on aviation Ford concentrated his energy on keeping the automobile 
business going. 23 When Ford left the airplane business he had little need of the 1,440 
acre airport and possible airplane manufacturing site. Ford leased the airport to his 
former airport manager, Elmer L. Browne who considered shutting off the radio beacon 
in order to conserve electricity. 24 In the late 1930s when Hammond aviator Guy W. Amick 
leased the Airport he used only 160 acres, the remaining land was turned over to 
farmers for crop land. 

The historical contraction of the Ford Airport land and visions does not diminish the 
significance or quality of its original surviving building. Along with the larger 
cantilever-style hangar at the Ford Airport, Dearborn, Michigan (which was 375 feet by 
125 feet), and a similar Ford Hangar in Cleveland, the Lansing hangar helped establish 
a precedent and significant milestone in the development of aviation buildings. From 
its initial development the hangar played a role in the dreams and major historical 
events of the community. The smaller-scale of the airport has in all likelihood contributed 
to the preservation of the hangar. At Chicago's Municipal [Midway] Airport intensive 
redevelopments have involved the elimination of all the original hangars and the 1931 



fHR+JOO (11-71) 

United States Department of the Interior 
·Heritage Conservation and Recr~ation Service 

National Register of Historic Places 
Inventory-Nomination Form 

Continuation sheet Item number 8 Page 8 

passenger terminal. The oldest surviving hangar (1931) located at 5036-58 w. 63rd 
Street, Chicago, lacked the original design character of the Ford hangar and has been 
intrusively altered with the addition of brick to the window openings. The Andrew 
Rebori-designed hangar built for Glenn-Curtis at Glenview, Illinois has been altered 
beyond recognition. The Pal-Waukee Airport has no comparable early hangar buildings. 
Albert Kahn's office building for United Airlines (1937), located at 5959 S. Cicero 
Avenue, is the only other Kahn-designed aviation building ~n the Chicago area. In its 
regional context the Ford hangar at Lansing, Illinois stands out both architecturally 
and historically. The Ford hangars designed by Kahn in Dearborn and Cleveland 

have both been demolished. 
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