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Every story has a beginning. This 
story began one Sunday afternoon 
in the Upper Peninsula as I was 
driving my pickup truck by the old 
Isle Royal Sands Airport in Hough-
ton, Michigan. Recently, the once 
barren stamp sand along the Por-
tage Canal shores from the turn-
of-the-last-century copper mines 
had been developed into a water-
front marina with lovely homes. 
My mind wandered, as it has a ten-
dency to do more frequently these 
days, to Houghton native Nancy 
Harkness Love. Despite being a sky 
chick myself, I had never heard 

of her until I was standing at the 
catalog order pickup counter at the 
Copper Country Mall J.C. Penny. 
I was wearing one of my Women 
Fly T-shirts. It features a sepia-tone 
photo of an angel-faced aviatrix in 
an open cockpit staring into the 
camera lens with doe eyes.

The clerk at Penny’s said, “That photo 
is on my mother’s piano…that’s Nancy 
Harkness. My mom was their maid. She 
knew Nancy when she was learning to 
fl y off the Isle Royal Sands.” 

Isle Royal Sands…Isle Royal Sands 
. . . Isle Royal Sands. My friend Nancy 
Klingbeil, the Houghton High school 

librarian . . . her dad—Leo Lucchesi—
was a cool old dude . . . still handsome 
. . . still a flirt . . . a pilot. He always 
gave me an “atta girl” whenever I 
clawed my way through a new rating. 
I looked at the big, expensive homes on 
the shoreline and wondered if he had 
ever fl own from the Isle Royal Sands. I 
wondered if he knew Nancy Harkness.

Later, I asked Nancy to ask him for 
me, just out of curiosity.

I was surprised at the answer to 
that question . . . and to other ques-
tions that I hadn’t asked. Later that 
week, I arranged to meet with Leo after 
one of my fl ight lessons.

Why is CMX where it is?
Because that’s what Caesar wanted!

MARCELAINE WININGER LEWIS
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Why is CMX where it is?
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When I entered the Lucchesi 
porch, the fragrance of garlic and Ital-
ian herbs made my nose smile. Mary’s 
(Federighe) Italian cooking wafted 
through the open doorway. She had 
been married to Leo for 61 years.

The Lucchesis are an affectionate, 
noisy, enthusiastic, passion-fi lled fam-
ily. Multi-generations of them were 
present for my interview with Leo. 
Grandson Chuck Klingbeil, retired 
Miami Dolphins nose tackle, was yell-
ing about light bulbs over the kitchen 
table that he was changing for his 
grandparents. Was he yelling, or was 
every one just deaf? Or were they 
deaf from all the yelling? Somebody 
poured coffee for me. It was strong 
enough for a tow bar to stand upright 
in. I was a little over-stimulated by all 
the energy in the house.

Nancy and Mary greeted me. There 
was loud laughter. Teasing. Chuck 
and his wife, Doreen, excused them-
selves and left. Three little white Mal-
tese dogs—Pete, Lou, and Jake—were 
jumping up and down, walking on 
hind legs, and vying for my attention. 
Somehow, amidst all the exuberance, 
86-year-young Leo told his story. . . 
with his loved ones chiming in, inter-
rupting him, arguing with him, and 
reminding him of parts of the Lucchesi 
oral tradition that he omitted. Nancy 
and Mary supplemented his saga with 
family albums and keepsakes.

Leo sometimes had trouble remem-
bering the types of airplanes that he 
fl ew for his dad more than half a cen-
tury ago. But many of us have trouble 
remembering what we flew a half-
decade ago! Nevertheless, Houghton 

County pilot Leo Lucchesi vividly re-
called his fi rst solo.

Years earlier, in 1921, Caesar (pro-
nounced Che-zah-ray), a visionary 
interested in transportation, recog-
nized that air travel would one day 
replace livery, and automobiles. So 
he obtained permission from the Isle 
Royal Mining Co. to fly off the Isle 
Royal Sands where he had built two 
airplane hangars.

According to Leo, “I worked at the 
Sands when I was 10-12 years old, pol-
ishing airplanes or painting hangars. 
Dad had me drive a truck dragging a 
railroad rail to smooth the sands for 
the runway.”

But Caesar loved the sky, and he 
often took young Leo on aerial ad-
ventures over the scenic Keweenaw 
Peninsula.

Leo continued, “As we’d fly, he’d 
say, ‘Leo take the stick or wheel.’ He’d 
say, ‘Stick back or stick forward. When 
you turn, use the rudder.’

“One day we were flying the Cub 
Coupe (Caesar’s fourth airplane). Af-
ter he landed, he said, ‘Pull over next 
to the hangar. Get into my seat. Take 
off. Circle and land.’ My heart was in 
my mouth. When I took off…I was 
singing; I was so happy. I fl ew toward 
Dollar Bay. I fl ew circles. Then I lev-
eled off at 600 feet on the east side of 
the Sands. I cut the engine, came in 
and landed, and taxied to the hangar 
and shut the motor off.”

But even on a special day, like the 
day of a fi rst solo fl ight, Caesar was a 
father who demanded a strong work 
ethic from his children, “My dad said, 
‘You know what to do. Fuel. Wipe off 
the oil. Wipe down the plane.’”

Leo was 16 years old in the mid-
1930s, and he had about 500 hours’ 
flying around the Upper Peninsula 
wilderness with his dad, Caesar Luc-
chesi. The plane was a Cub Coupe—
two-place, side-by-side. Leo had 
worked hard as a youngster growing 
up around the family business, South 
Range Oil and Gas Co. Perhaps he 
had to work even harder to earn his 
wings than many of us have.

Leo continued with his story of 
his early days as a student pilot: “My 

Since these interviews were conducted in May 2003, the author was able 
to assist Leo in having his lost airman certifi cate reissued. The FAA also sent 
him a copy of his complete airman fi le that included photos of him as a swash-
buckling young airman. Special thanks must be offered to Oklahoma City FAA 
staffers, who despite being short-handed (a number of FAA employees who 
are reservists have been called up for active duty to serve in Operation Iraqi 
Freedom), made the time to honor my request to assist the ageing airman. They 
searched their archives and found Leo’s fi le that had been lost for half a cen-
tury. Leo was touched and proud to receive his records shortly before he made 
his home fl ight in August 2003. Blue skies, tailwinds, and soft landings to you, 
Leo. Thanks for sharing your stories.

Leo Lucchesi May 18, 1917- August 18, 2003

Caesar’s son, Leo, who followed his fa-
ther into the skies. After WWII, he of-
ten fl ew clients from Michigan’s Upper 
Peninsula to Meigs Field in Chicago.

Leo as he appeared in 1939, on a trip 
to Key West, Florida.
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dad let me use the planes anytime I 
wanted with his permission. But so-
loing is not a license. I took ground 
school at Michigan Tech (at that time 
it was known as the Michigan Col-
lege of Engineering) and passed the 
knowledge exam. But I had to fly a 
cross-country solo to Escanaba for the 
practical test with a federal examiner.

“No radios were required at that 
time. To navigate, I followed the lake-
shore to L’Anse and used a highway 
map to fi nd my way to Escanaba.

“For my practical test, the federal 
man put me through a series of ma-
neuvers. I passed the test and flew 
home all in one day. I got my license 
from the federal government. It was 
about 1937-38.”

With sadness Leo added, “I had 
about 4,000 hours when my logbook 
and license disappeared. I believe it 
was in 1951, when I was recalled to 
active duty. My airman materials dis-
appeared then.” (See the accompany-
ing box.)

I asked Leo to explain to me how his 
dad, an Italian immigrant with little 
formal education, was able to become 
a pilot and own eight airplanes at a 
time in America when most Americans 
did not even own a car.

He responded, “In Italy, the Luc-
chesis had lived in the mountains. 
They were loggers. Caesar had come 
to America in 1899 to work in the 

Quincy Mine. There he became a 
foreman and went to work in the Bal-
tic Mine.”

Leo’s parents, Caesar and Gel-
somina (Jenny) Andreini, married in 
1904. He had 50 cents; she had $5. 
She was about 15 years old. They 
took a streetcar and honeymooned in 
Calumet. Jenny had come to America 
from Italy to help her brother who 
had been hurt in the Baltic Mine. Her 
brother had written to his family, ask-
ing her to come and do laundry and 
take in miners. Caesar met her there.

Caesar was an enterprising man. He 
was deputized as a sheriff in 1906. He 
maintained his deputy sheriff status 
until he died. He and Jenny opened 
a store in Hancock. Then they moved 
to South Range and opened a livery 
stable for horses.

In 1917, Caesar bought a bus for 
$6,000 from the White Motor Co. in 
Minneapolis. He paid in cash and sacks 
of half-dollars that he and Jenny had 
saved from the livery. Another cus-
tomer bought a bus that same day. Cae-
sar named his bus line Range Bus Line; 
the other customer named his bus line 
Greyhound. And so he began a bus ser-
vice, but the hostile Upper Peninsula 
winters threatened to close the bus line 
in the winter. Nevertheless, that didn’t 
stop him. At his own expense, as a ser-
vice to the citizens, he hired 50 people 
to shovel the road from Painesdale to 

the bridge in Houghton, and he kept 
the buses running.

Meanwhile, he went away to Chi-
cago and Minneapolis to learn to fl y in 
1917-1918. In 1921, he bought his fi rst 
airplane, a biplane. Leo emphasized, 
“My dad was very interested in trans-
portation. He knew that in the long 
run, airplanes would be a big thing.”

Then, in 1921 he read that the 
Army had a tractor with a plow blade 
for clearing snow—he hired the 
foundry in Ripley to cast blades all 
summer, and he made a snow plow. 

Leo’s brother, Geno, became an 
FAA-certifi cated fl ight instructor and 
opened a fl ight school. In 1930 a 16-
year-old native Houghton daughter, 
the child of a wealthy local physician, 
started carving out her niche in avia-
tion history with her fi rst solo fl ight 
in one of Caesar’s planes off his little 
Isle Royal Sands Airport, where the 
runway was kept smooth by drag-
ging a railroad tie across the surface. 
Within a month, she had earned her 
pilot certificate and then went on 
to become an early member of the 
Ninety-Nines, the International Orga-
nization of Women Pilots. Ten years 
later she would write to Col. Robert 
Olds to tell him that she knew 49 
women pilots—maybe even another 
15—who could ferry aircraft for the 
war effort. The wing of female fliers 
would become the WAFS: Women’s 
Auxiliary Ferry Squadron. That teen-
age girl was Nancy Harkness (Love). 
Caesar Lucchesi’s little airstrip in the 
geographically remote forests of the 
Upper Peninsula launched into the 
sky a kid who helped win a war and 
change the free world forever.

But what became of the bus line?
“Mr. Bill Schot, superintendent of 

the Painesdale Mine, came to our home 
once in a while.” He asked Leo’s dad, 
Caesar, how much he had invested in 
the bus line. At that time, the line had 
grown to about 10 buses.

 “Schot put a ‘spotter’ on the bus 
line. He observed, at one point, 72 
passengers on a 12-passenger bus from 
Painesdale to Houghton. He arranged 
for the State Highway Commission 
to prohibit Caesar from plowing the 

Caesar also owned a Monocoupe, which must have been plenty of fun to land in 
the crosswinds blasting across the runway at Isle Royal Sands Airport on the Ke-
weenaw Peninsula of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.
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roads and pressured him into selling 
his business for the price that he had 
quoted as his original investment.”

Caesar was upset, but he negoti-
ated with the mines and got them 
to agree to buy fuel only from him. 
Because of his bus lines, he had al-
ready established filling stations in 
Painesdale, Laurium, Houghton, 
Hancock, Lake Linden, Calumet, 
Baraga, Pequaming, Toivola, Copper 
Harbor, and Mohawk.

To promote his filling stations, 
big red Texaco Johnson Wings were 
painted on the cotton skins of his air-
planes. He became a charter member 
of the Civilian Air Patrol.

“He had a wholesale company in 
South Range and Ripley. The train 
brought in tankers—made big money 
for him. From 1927-1940 the bus line 
had prospered. He sold the tractors 
and plow for more than he paid for 
them. It was good. Buses soon went 
out of business.”

Caesar’s flying adventures per-
sisted, but not without mishap. “Dad 
crashed a Stinson in Iron Mountain 
because of fuel starvation. He called 
me and said, ‘Come and get Ma and 
me. Ma has a broken leg. Come and 
get us.’” Leo refused, encouraging his 
dad instead to hire an ambulance for 
his mother’s comfort. It was ironic 
that a pilot who accumulated his 
wealth through fuel sales would run 
out of gas. But wait, there’s more.

Frequently his dad would have 
young Leo fly business associates 
from Houghton to Meigs Field in Chi-
cago for lunch.

For instruments he had only a 
compass, ball and bank indicator, 
tach, and gas gauge. Leo used a road 
map and followed the Lake Superior 

shoreline to L’Anse, U.S. Highway 41 
to Green Bay, and the Lake Michigan 
shoreline to Meigs. A man met them 
there with a Chevy station wagon 
to take them to and from The Berg-
hoff, a downtown German restau-
rant. Most of the time, however, Leo 
would fl y Caesar’s business associates 
to Land O’Lakes, Wisconsin, so that 
they could gamble.

Leo recalled the challenges of cross-
wind landings on his dad’s Isle Royal 
Sands Airport; there was only an east/
west runway, and no radio communi-
cation was required. 

Despite his success, Caesar was re-
markably generous in sharing his love 
of fl ying, and he gave everybody air-
plane rides for free. In his lifetime he 
had an astonishing eight airplanes.

Because of the interest that Caesar’s 
aviation entrepreneurship on the Isle 
Royal Sands had generated, Hough-
ton County decided to build a county 
public-use airport. It was placed in 
Laurium. Caesar hangared a plane 
there, a Stinson 105. In addition, 
Caesar had the FBO at the Houghton 
County Memorial Airport (CMX), 
where he sold 80-octane fuel.

Caesar needed an airframe and 
powerplant (A&P) mechanic, so he 
sent his son Fred to A&P school to 
learn the trade.

One cold winter day, Leo pulled 
one of his dad’s planes out of the 
brick hangar at the Laurium airport 
and took off to enjoy the crisp Cop-
per Country sky. Because of the cold, 
dense air, the engine performance 
was excellent that day. But suddenly, 
something wasn’t right. The engine 
would idle, but wouldn’t run. Finally 
it quit altogether. There was no sound 
except the quiet swish of the wind-

milling prop. Fortunately, the air-
plane was on skis, and Leo was able 
to barely clear a fence and safely land 
the plane in a clearing. Shaken, but 
okay, Leo again examined the sight-
glass fuel gauges to check for fuel 
contamination. No dirt or water, and 
plenty of fuel. It turned out that the 
hangar roof had been leaking. Ice col-
lected and froze in the gas cap vent. 
With no vent to the atmosphere, the 
fuel fl ow dribbled to nearly zero, and 
the engine quit. 

Now, every pilot who has ever 
stood on the CMX ramp-gazing at the 
sky, or circled overhead in a holding 
pattern, waiting for the Lake Superior 
generated weather to clear, has won-
dered, “Why in the world did they 
build the airport here?” We are keenly 
aware that 90 percent of the time the 
sky is clear a short 30 miles south of 
Houghton in the L’Anse-Baraga area. 
Wonder no longer. 

Harry Cohodas, the owner of a 
prominent Upper Peninsula whole-
sale produce supply business, was a 
huge fuel customer of Caesar’s be-
cause of all the produce trucks that he 
had on the road. Through the years 
they became good friends.

Now, this is how business was con-
ducted back in those days—in a time 
where a handshake sealed a deal and 
airports were not positioned by en-
gineers or feasibility studies; instead 
they were positioned by friends: a 
Catholic and a Jew who trusted each 
other and conducted business with 
each other. 

Leo was at the airport with his dad 
that fateful day, the day that would 
affect future generations of pilots and 
passengers. He recalled, “Two men 
traveled to the Laurium Houghton 

Caesar owned eight airplanes during his lifetime, including this 
Cessna UC-78 Bobcat.

A Stinson 105 was also one of the airplanes owned by 
Caesar.



County airport to meet with my dad 
and ask him how he felt about the 
Canadians financing a project to 
build an emergency airport for the 
Canadians on the Baraga Plains about 
30 miles southeast of Houghton. 

“Caesar suggested, instead, that 
they build it at its present location 
in Oneco, halfway between Laurium 
and Hancock. He arranged for them 
to get together with his friend Harry 
Cohodas, who donated most of the 
land for the project.”

T h e  C a n a d i a n s  i n v e s t e d 
$15,000,000 in the construction of 
a 6,000-foot concrete runway. After 
the CMX construction was complete, 
Caesar built the fi rst hangar there and 
moved his FBO and airplanes to the 
Houghton County/Oneco Airport. He 
installed a 500-gallon tank and sold 
avgas. He flew around in the north 
country skies until the age of 76. 

I asked Leo, “Why did your dad 
want the airport at its present loca-
tion in Oneco rather than on the 
Baraga Plains?”

He looked at me with genuine sur-
prise at my lack of insight into the 
obvious answer to my silly question. 
Nevertheless, Leo, always the perfect 
gentleman, politely answered: “Well, 
Marcelaine, it was only a fi ve-minute 
drive from my dad’s house to his air-
planes at Oneco. It would have been 
over a half-hour for him to drive to 
his planes if they had been in Baraga. 
The Houghton County airport was 
built at its present location because 
that’s what Caesar wanted.” 

Although author Marcelaine Win-
inger Lewis has been designated a 
Master Instructor by the National 
Association of Flight Instructors, 
she refers to herself as a “student 
pilot” with commercial, instrument, 
and flight and ground instructor 
instrument (land and sea) cer tifi-
cates. She is also a sky diver and 
holds USPA master license number 
D-24581. She’s a teacher of at-risk 
youth in the Upper Peninsula, and 
ever y day she gets an education 
from her students on the ground 
and in the sky.




