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Flying Into Homewood 

The Story of Washington Park Airport 
by James Wright and Jim Bannon 
 

Researchers’ Note:  Information for this article was obtained through an 

interview conducted by Jim Wright and Jim Bannon of Mrs. Arthur 
Schweer; an interview conducted by Margaret Kuch of Leo Zizic;  a Village 

Key article Margaret prepared from that interview; and newspaper accounts 

detailing the fires and the award of the military contract.   

 
Photos and information for this cover story are courtesy of Emma Schweer.  

See Page 3 for a 

related story on 
Mrs. Schweer. 
 

 

There is a great 

deal of talk these 
days about 

whether or not a 

major south 

suburban airport 
will be built.  

Review of old 

newspapers 
indicates the talk 

of an airport in 

Will County has 

been going on, in 
one form or 

another, for over 

thirty years.  Long 

before this debate, 
our area was home to many small airports, and one of them was even 

located in Homewood.  Ask many residents, even old timers, about the 

airport in Homewood and you are bound to get a puzzled look. 

The airport was organized by a group of seven local men who were all 

(Continued on page 2) 

A close-up aerial view of Washington Park Airport, Halsted 
Street near 187th Street (circa mid 1940s). 
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Flying Into Homewood. . . .   

pilots and were looking for a better location to 
do their flying.  These men had been utilizing 

an airfield in Chicago Heights located at 10th 

Street and Ashland Avenue.  This field had 

become overcrowded and there was little room 
for expansion, so the men decided to look for a 

new location.  In the summer of 1939, the 

group, led by Arthur Schweer and Leo Zizic, 

both of Crete, and George Hanson of Chicago 
Heights, settled on 160 acres of hay fields 

southeast of Homewood, which they leased 

from the owner, the Leising Lumber Company 
of Chicago Heights.  This ½ mile square parcel 

of land was located on Halsted Street between 

187th Street and 19100 south and extended to 

what is now Center Avenue on the west.   

After leasing the property, the men set about 
clearing and leveling the ground so that it 

could be utilized as an airfield.  As the 

runways were not paved, grass was kept 

closely cropped and the fields were frequently 
groomed by large rollers to provide a hard 

surface for planes to safely take off and land.  

After months of hard work, the group’s efforts 
were rewarded and on December 13, 1939, the 

State of Illinois granted them a charter to 

operate an aeronautic flying school and club to 

be known as the Washington Park Airport.  
The name was no doubt in deference to their 

larger and more famous neighbor 1 ½ miles to 

the north, the Washington Park Racetrack.  In 

(Continued from page 1) fact, the airport operated a shuttle to take the 

many horse race fans that frequently flew in 
and out of the airfield to and from the 

racetrack.  

In its early years the airport was used for 

general civil aviation.  Flying lessons were 

offered to novices, and local airplane owners 
were able to store their craft on the field or in 

one of the two hangar buildings built on the 

grounds.  The hangars also included a repair 
shop, control tower, office and space for flight 

instruction.  The outbreak of World War II, 

however, signaled changes that were to come to 

the airfield. 

In September of 1942, the airport entered into a 
contract with the United States Army and the 

Civil Aeronautics Authority to provide flight 

training to newly recruited air cadets.  These 

cadets were trained for non-combat service in 
the ferry and transport commands and as glider 

pilots.  The eight-week course they were given 

consisted of 240 hours of ground training and 
45 hours of flight instruction.  The air cadets 

were housed in a large cottage on the grounds 

of the Glenwood Manual Training School across 

Halsted Street from the airport.  The cadets 
also utilized a classroom in the school for 

ground instruction, the school’s mess hall for 

their meals and the school’s parade ground for 

their drills.  All flight instruction was provided 
(Continued on page 3) 

At right:  Washington Park Airport, circa mid 1940s.  The lettering on the control tower reads “Washington Park Airport—
Taylorcraft Distributors Sales & Service.”  The lettering on the hangar reads “Mobilgas Aircraft - Mobiloil Aero - Washing-
ton Park Airport Sales/Service.” 



Mrs. Schweer was an accomplished flyer in her 

own right; she was a member of the Civil Air 
Patrol and stopped flying only after her 

husband’s death in 1960.    Like many business 

owners, running an airport and appliance store 

was demanding and left little time for the couple 
to do much leisure flying; however, Mrs. 

Schweer fondly remembers many day trips she 

and her husband would take in their aircraft. 

The Schweers were very active in Crete and 
Arthur served as Township Collector until his 

death; Emma has filled this ceremonial post 

since that time, making her the oldest elected 

official in the United States!   Remarkably, Mrs. 
Schweer drove well after she was age 100 and 

sold her car just last year.  While Mrs. Schweer 

had some health problems that hospitalized her 

for a period of time last year, she continues to 
live in her own home and she enjoys good health.   

The Schweers had no children.  

by James Wright and Jim Bannon 

On January 15, 2001, Jim Wright and Jim 

Bannon interviewed Emma Schweer about the 
Washington Park Airport.  The airport was 

started in 1939 by her husband, Arthur, and six 

other men who were pilots and looking for a 

better place to do their flying.  Mrs. Schweer, 
who will celebrate her 105th birthday on April 

28th, was born in Iowa but moved back to Illinois 

when she was 4 years old.  She has lived in 
Crete since she was 9.  Arthur and Emma were 

married in 1923, and Mrs. Schweer still lives in 

the home the couple moved into in 1928.  Prior 

to operating the airport, Arthur was involved in 
his family’s shoe store in Crete and later 

operated an appliance store and sold and 

delivered bottled gas.   After the airport opened, 

Mrs. Schweer took over the operation of the 
appliance and bottled gas business. 

  

Emma Schweer Recounts Days of Flight 
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Flying Into Homewood. . . . 

at the airport by airport instructors.  
The contract lasted the duration of 

the war and as one class of cadets 

graduated, another class 

immediately took its place. 

Following the war, the “port” 
returned to general civil aviation, 

but its future was to be short-lived.  

An early morning fire ignited by 
lightning destroyed the airport’s 

south hangar and killed its faithful 

watchdog, a Kerry blue terrier, on 

August 2, 1947.  A second fire on 
February 3, 1950, which started in a 

plane undergoing repairs, destroyed 

the remaining hangar and office 

building on the airport grounds.  The 

(Continued from page 2) fires, along with a declining interest in flying 

and the encroachment of 
suburbanization, led the owners 

to abandon the field and not 

rebuild.   

Though Washington Park Airport 

was in business for a little over a 
decade, it is a little-known, but 

an important part, of 

Homewood’s history and the 
village’s contribution to the war 

effort.   

 

At left:  A copy of Washington 

Park Airport’s advertisement in 

the Homewood telephone 

directory, circa 1947. 



by Elfrieda Heuer 

Editors’ Note:  The following is excerpted from 
an interview Elfrieda conducted on January 28, 

2001, with Ralph Tatgenhorst.  The photograph 

is courtesy of Ralph Tatgenhorst.   

THE TATGENHORST FAMILY 

Ralph Tatgenhorst’s grandfather, Ernst Die-

trich Wilhelm Tatgenhorst (“Dietrich”) was 
born in 1854 in Hanover, Prussia.  He immi-

grated to Homewood in the early 1870s and 

purchased a piece of land on the southwest cor-

ner of 175th Street and Kedzie Avenue (the 
south border of the 

farm abutting the pre-

sent South Suburban 

Hospital property) 
which proved to become 

a fertile, productive 

farm.  He and his wife, 
Maria Dorothea Eliza-

beth Strusz, sold the 

farm, equipment, and 

animals when they de-
cided to “move into 

town” and live in a 

small, single-story wood 

cabin at 18212 Martin 
Avenue for a short time.  

Needing more room as 

their family grew, they 

extended the outside dimensions of the cabin 
considerably, adding a second story to the en-

tire building.  (The picture shown here, taken 

in 1908, shows the completed structure.)  They 
also built a 25’ square building behind the 

house which served as a summer kitchen and 

dining room.  A hand pump well was dug in 

front of the house, providing a good and ample 
supply of water.  The family attended the near-

by St. Paul Evangelical Church in Homewood.  

In 1873, as one of the 26 church members, Die-

trich sold his only cow and used the money to 
meet his assessment for building the new 

church and obtaining a good church bell. 

The Tatgenhorsts had eleven children.  One of 

them, Minnie, married Fred Moecker in 1900, 
and purchased a house on Martin Street next to 

the Stolzenbach Butcher Shop.  Fred Moecker’s 

brother, George, was the employment manager 

for the Buda Company in Harvey.  A second 
Moecker brother, Henry, was clerk in the 

Homewood School District in 1897. 

Another of Dietrich and Maria Tatgenhorst’s 

children, Charles, was born in Homewood.  
Charles, who married Louisa Fakolet of Vienna, 

Austria, had four children—among them Ralph, 

born in 1924.  Charles spent his World War I 

army service in a munitions factory in Ohio 
where mustard gas 

was made.  Because of 

his involvement in the 

Development Division 
of the Chemical War-

fare Service, Charles 

was presented with a 

hard bound copy of the 
General Electric Com-

pany book entitled The 

Story of the Develop-
ment Division, Chemi-

cal Warfare Service.  

The text was originally 

part of a larger volume 
dealing with the activi-

ties of the National 

Lamp Works in fighting World War I.   

Ralph, too, served in the Armed Forces.  He was 

a U.S. Army electrician in an engineer group 
that maintained search lights and electrical 

equipment during World War II.  He served as 

part of a selected “headquarters group” directly 
under General Douglas MacArthur in the Phil-

ippine Islands and Japan until March 1946.  He 

was with the advance echelon sent to Japan 

just after the atom bomb was dropped and re-
calls that he was aboard ship when the treaty 

with Japan was signed.  Ralph recalls that the 

soldiers confiscated a big building—the Imperi-
(Continued on page 8) 

Ralph Tatgenhorst Reminisces 
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The Tatgenhorst home, 18212 Martin Avenue, Home-
wood.  Photograph taken after outside dimensions of 
original wood cabin were extended and second story 

added.  Circa 1908.   
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At the March HHS meeting, a committee was 

formed to nominate members for the four 
offices (President, Vice-President, Secretary, 

and Treasurer) and two vacancies on the HHS 

Board of Directors.  The officers’ positions are 

for a term of one year; each of the board 
positions is for a three-year term.  The terms of 

Board members Patricia Bannon and Barbara 

Van Antwerp expire with the end of this 

membership year. 

Thanks to Mary McDermed (chair), Marv 

Austin, and Skip Allison, who present the 

following slate for your consideration:   

President:  James Wright 

Vice-President:  Richard 

Knuth 

Secretary:  Karen Smith  

Treasurer:  Barbara Jenkins 

Board Members:  Patricia 

Bannon and Richard Condon 

A village trustee from 1997 to 

2001, Jim Wright is completing 
his second term as HHS 
president.  Jim is a lifelong 

resident of Homewood and a 22-

year veteran of the Homewood Fire 

Department.  He also authored the 1996 
history of our Fire Department.  He has been a 

member of HHS since 1983 and has served as a 

board member for nearly 20 years.  He is 
employed as an Insurance Claims Manager. 

Dick Knuth, a life member of HHS, currently 
serves as its Vice-President.  Born and raised 

in Door County, Wisconsin, Dick has lived in 

Homewood since 1984.  He is an active member 
of the Church of St. John the Evangelist in 

Flossmoor and the Sauk Trail Rose Society.  

Dick credits his parents’ participation in the 

Door County Historical Society with sparking 
his interest in local history. 

Karen Smith has served HHS as its secretary 

and as a member of the Board of Directors.  

Retired from Richard D. Irwin, Inc., she is a life 
member of HHS and is actively involved in 

Sigma Kappa Chicago South Suburban 

Alumnae. 

Barbara Jenkins, a 15-year resident of 
Homewood, holds an MBA in Financial 
Management from Governors State University 

and currently serves HHS as its treasurer.  She 

is retired as the Assistant Controller for R. S. 
Landauer in Glenwood and served on the 

faculty at Thornton Junior College (now South 

Suburban College).   

Board nominee Pat Bannon 
is an HHS life volunteer, 
having won the “Volunteer of 

the Year” award three times.  

Pat has served HHS as its 

secretary and has most 
recently served a three-year 

term on the Board.  She and 

her husband, Jim, are our 

Hospitality Chairs and are 
the owners of Bannon Floor 

Coverings in Homewood. 

Board nominee Dick Condon 
is an alumnus of Thornton 
Township High School and 

Marquette University.  He spent his career as a 

design engineer with Roper Outdoor Products 

and is retired from Panduit Corporation.  In 
addition to co-editing the HHS newsletter, he 

authors the Thornton Class of 1949 newsletter.  

He is a member of the Frankfort Area 

Historical Society and David Bradley Keymen. 

HHS’s Constitution and Bylaws require that 

the membership be notified of this slate.  

Although we had initially planned on issuing 

this newsletter after the May 9 officer 
installation, it was decided that a more cost-

effective option would be to notify members of 

the slate in this edition.  Information on the 

election of officers and the May Annual Meeting 
will be covered in the next newsletter. 

2001-02 Officers and Directors Slated 

Annual Meeting and Year in Review:  
Wednesday, May 9, 2001, 7:30 p.m.  

Officer and board elections will be 
held.  Please join us! 



HHS extends its sympathies to the family of 

Elsie Helgerson, who died on January 27 at 
Sunrise Assisted Living Center.  She was retired 

from International Harvester and a member of 

St. Paul Community Church.  HHS thanks 

Donald and Joyce Grier for their memorial gift 
to HHS. 

Thanks, too, to Adrienne Kirkeby for her 

memorial gift remembering Jerry Egdorf. 

Thank you to Barbara Nelson, daughter of the 

late HHS member Antoinette Ballard, for 
newspaper clippings and photographs; a copy of 

History of Homewood by Michael Hinko; and 

other publications on Homewood. 

We are also grateful to HHS member Carl 

Glassford for the five books published by 
Homewood’s High Tide Press. 

Special thanks to the Village of Homewood for 

its donation of copies of circa 1950s Sanborn 

Insurance Map Books; a Diamond Jubilee 
Banner; a Village Flag with an older village 

Memorials, Bequests, and Gifts 

Ideas, We Need Ideas for Meetings 

We’re always looking for meeting ideas, and this year is no exception.  If you have a 

suggestion for a meeting or an activity that HHS should sponsor, please contact Jim 
Wright at 708-957-0640 or Program Chair Mary McDermed at 708-799-5071.  We’ll 

keep them on file and implement them as time and availability permit. 

As always, the programs for the 2001-2002 membership year will be published in next year’s 

membership directory.  Be sure to send your renewal in as soon as possible to include your name in 

the directory and to get advance notice of the year’s events!   

Membership Renewal Time Is Here 

If the label on your newsletter reads “5/31/01,” 
your membership will expire with this 
newsletter.  Please complete the membership 

renewal form on the next page and return your 

dues as soon as possible. 

If your label reads “5/31/02,” then your 
membership has already been renewed.  If you 
have any questions about your membership 

status, please call Membership Chair Kris 

Condon at 708-957-9364. 
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seal; and photos from the 1939 cornerstone 

dedication of the Village Hall. 

Thank you to Anna Mae Wright for her donation 
of a yardstick from Schreiber Hardware and a 

shoehorn from Harold’s Shoes.   

HHS now has an original John Lass print of an 

Illinois Central steam engine, courtesy of George 
Murphy.  

Thanks to John Sailor for the Homewood dog tag. 

Thanks to Karen Smith for donating copy paper.   

Our collection now includes Dolores Lunn’s 

donation of World War II postcards from 

Homewood servicemen to her mother. 

HHS also thanks Skip Allison, Tom Kelly, Dick 

Knuth, William F. Mahar, Sr., Mary Murdoch, 
and Lois Krueger for their monetary gifts.   

Thanks, too, to Richard Hofeld, who shares his 

salary as Village President with many not-for-

profit organizations, including HHS.   



A Note From Your Editors. . . .    

Well, it’s time for us to wrap up the year as your 

newsletter editors.  We hope you’ve enjoyed 
what we’ve done; we’ve enjoyed the opportunity 

to do it. 

With the traditional end of the membership year 

comes an opportunity for you, too—an 

opportunity to renew your membership in HHS.  
Consider the benefits of your HHS membership: 

• A newsletter delivered to your door 

• A phone directory of members and 

programs 
• Free admission to the Dorband-Howe 

house 

• Advance notice of HHS activities 

But consider this, too: 

• Our newsletters’ size and content have 

both increased; that means newsletters 

are more expensive to produce and mail 

• When we have to send multiple reminders 

to members, it requires recruiting three to 
five new family memberships per year to 

pay for those reminders 

So. . . .  Now it’s your turn.  Please take a 

moment to complete the membership renewal 
form at the bottom of this page and return it to 

HHS by May 31, 2001.   

Here are some new membership benefits we plan 

to institute this coming year: 

• A directory that includes e-mail addresses 

• E-mail advance notice of meetings and 

special HHS events 

We hope you’ll continue your commitment to 
HHS.  Thank you for your membership and for 

your support this year. 

Kris Condon and Dick Condon, Editors 
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If your newsletter label says “5/31/01,” then this is your last newsletter, and it’s time to re-

new!  (If the label says “5/31/02,” then your membership has been renewed.)  Thank you! 

Please CIRCLE the appropriate membership category. 

Family $15   Individual $10  Senior Individual or Student $7.50 

Senior Family $12.50 Life Member $150 per member 

Today’s Date_______________   Optional Contribution_______________ 

Name_____________________________________________Phone (     )_________________ 

Street________________________________________________________________________ 

Town__________________________________________State________Zip_______________ 

E-mail address (if applicable)___________________________________________________ 

Mail check payable to Homewood Historical Society at Post Office Box 1144, 

Homewood, IL  60430.   

Is This Your Last Newsletter? 



Post Office Box 1144 

Homewood, IL  60430 
Phone: 708-798-1896 

HOMEWOOD HISTORICAL 
SOCIETY 

Dorband-Howe House Hours: 
Tuesdays and Saturdays, 1:00-3:00 p.m. 

Or by appointment 

Home Sweet Homewood 

2001-02 Memberships 
Due Now! 

HHS 

NON-PROFIT ORG. 
U.S. Postage 

PAID 
Homewood, IL  60430 

Permit No. 93 

Upcoming Meeting Sneak Peeks 
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Interested in the meetings for the 2001-02 year?  Then complete and return the membership renewal 

form as soon as possible!  Upcoming meeting topics include:  Prindiville Real Estate. . . .  Richton 

Park’s Diamond Jubilee. . . .  A Patch in History (Quilts). . . .  Recollections of Homewood 

(Panel Discussion). . . .  Touring the Century of Progress (1933) Through Postcards. . . .  “On 

the Street Where You Live” (Cedar Road East from Harwood). . . .  The Underground Rail-

road. . . .  The Calumet Corner Chorus at Christmas. . . .  Come and join us! 
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Ralph Tatgenhorst Reminisces. . . .   

al Finance Building—which was used by U.S. officers and lawyers to try war crimes cases.  This was 
the same building the Japanese planned to use when they “ruled the world” after their “war victory.”  

It is also interesting to note that this building was only four blocks away from the Imperial Hotel, 

which was designed by architect Frank Lloyd Wright.   

Ralph married Geraldine Raino in 1944 in Orlando, Florida, where Ralph was originally stationed.  

After his discharge from the Army, he worked as an electrical maintenance man in the “hot mill” of 
Acme and Inland Steel Companies in Riverdale.  Ralph and Jeri have two children, three grandchil-

dren, and two great-grandchildren.    

(Continued from page 4) 


