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ed. In order to send a massive contingent of air-
planes and pilots to the Great War in Europe, the
military required great numbers of flight instruc-
tors. Ward was hired as a senior-grade civilian fly-
ing instructor and began working in Dayton,
Ohio, at Wilbur Wright Field, described by jour-
nalist Burton J. Hendrick as “the largest flying
school in the world and probably the best.” The
air service later assigned Ward to a training school
in San Antonio, where a contemporary described
him as an excellent instructor. He served for a
total of 16 months and proudly sent his
Minnesota family several photographs of himself
in uniform. Other Minnesotans ventured away
from their home state and found glory in air com-
bat in Europe; three men—Murray Guthrie of
Minneapolis, Martinus Stenseth of Twin Valley,
and George Furlow of Rochester—became aces.
Jimmie Ward labored far from the public eye.44

After the war Ward flew a few exhibitions,
making him one of the rare pilots who participat-
ed in both the pre- and post-war barnstorming
periods, but his career was virtually over. Even his
family lost sight of him, as he apparently severed
the connection he had reestablished during his
glory years. He moved from place to place during
his service in the Great War, and his whereabouts
in the ensuing years are not precisely known.45

According to Glenn E. Messer, an early exhi-
bition pilot, civilian aviation instructor during
World War I, and a friend of Ward’s, a “family
tragedy occurred which greatly depressed him.”
After his wife perished in a Kansas City fire, he
became “distraught and in a bad physical condi-
tion.” Ward traveled to Daytona Beach, Florida,
where Messer was racing automobiles and flying
float planes from the beach. Alarmed at his
friend’s mental state, Messer quickly telephoned
Glenn Curtiss in Miami, placing Ward in his care.
Curtiss provided shelter for his former protégé,
according to Messer, because the Minnesotan

had been “of great service.” Ward’s depression
deepened, and Curtiss finally had him committed
to the Florida State Hospital at Chattahoochee
on January 7, 1923. He died there from a cerebral
hemorrhage on December 3 and was interred the
next day in the hospital’s burial ground without
fanfare or relatives present. He was 37 years old.
His family told others that he had died in a sani-
tarium, and the St. Hilaire newspaper headline
simply read “Jens Wilson Is Dead.”46

Messer, a member of the Early Birds, an orga-
nization of aviators who had flown solo before
1914, said that none of Ward’s friends “knew any-
thing about his family connections” because his
“origin and his family were things that were never
discussed very much.” Ashamed of his working-
class, immigrant background, the aviator in 1911
had told Chicago reporters that he had been born
in the Windy City and his family had moved to “a
ranch” near St. Hilaire.47

In 1956 the Early Birds placed a monument
to pioneering pilots on Governors Island in New
York. For this occasion, Messer, representing the
group, located Ward’s three sisters in northern
Minnesota and told them that their brother’s
name was included. Hoping to “pay tribute to his
early accomplishments,” Messer wrote that Ward
“contributed a great deal toward the progress of
early aviation.” In this way, Christina, Thomena,
and Louisa learned about their brother’s last years
and membership in the Early Birds.48

Jimmie Ward’s short life and career were
meteoric. Unlike the permanent aviation star
Charles Lindbergh Jr., Ward merely flashed
across the horizon. Like a falling star that breaks
up and burns brightly before disappearing from
sight, Jimmie Ward, the “Shooting Star” from
Crookston, won no enduring fame. Nevertheless,
his feats as an early barnstormer earned him a
place among the daredevil pioneers of American
aviation history.

44 Burton J. Hendrick, “Teaching American Boys To Fly,” World’s Work 34 (Sept. 1917): 522; Morehouse, “James
J. Ward,” 4; telephone interview by the author with Glenn Messer, Aug. 30, 1994, notes in author’s possession; Allard
and Sandvick, Minnesota Aviation History, 27. For an overview of training, see Kennett, First Air War, 122–31.

45 Messer interview.
46 Glenn E. Messer to Mrs. Fred Hanson, Nov. 28, 1956; Messer interview; telephone interview by the author with

Theresa Andringa, Nov. 29, 1993, notes in author’s possession; Roseberry, Glenn Curtiss, 424, 425, 430–32; Martha
Griffin, medical record administrator, Florida State Hospital, to the author, May 6, 1994; St. Hilaire Spectator, Dec. 6,
1923, p. 1. Andringa believes that Ward married an actress; Messer concurred, leading to the conclusion that Ward and
Mauger had divorced, and it was his third wife who died in the fire.

47 Messer to Hanson, Oct. 8, 1955, p. 1, Nov. 28, 1955, p. 1; Chicago Tribune, Aug. 12, 1911, p. 18.
48 Messer to Hanson, Oct. 8, Nov. 28, 1955.

The photographs on p. 330–31, 336–37, and 339 are courtesy the Glenn H. Curtiss Museum of Local History,
Hammondsport, N.Y.; those on p. 333 and 335 are courtesy Theresa Andringa; and p. 340 is in the MHS collections.
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