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  About this Book


	Do you remember the Sky King TV show? 

	Who flew the plane in the shows? 

	Was Kirby Grant a “real” pilot? 

	How many “Songbird” planes were there? 

	What happened to the “missing episodes”? 

	What did Kirby Grant do after the TV series ended? 

	Did you know that Kirby Grant was a singer and concert violinist? 



Those of us of a certain age grew up with the Sky King television show. Those old black and white TV shows inspired many aviation careers. That includes many airline pilots, flight instructors and even astronauts.   

 
[image: image-placeholder]
I met and got to know Kirby Grant and his wife, Carolyn, after they retired to Central Florida in 1971. I visited Kirby as he was recovering from heart surgery in 1978.  He told me he was writing a book! The title would be the iconic words of the announcer at the opening of Sky King television shows. The title was to be “Out of the Blue”.  Kirby even mentioned the not-yet-started book in an interview on Good Morning America. You can view that interview and others on my Tim Trott Productions YouTube channel.  
After Kirby’s passing in 1986, Carolyn Grant told me that “book” had existed only in Kirby’s mind and intentions. Writing this book is the fulfillment of a promise I made to Carolyn Grant. 
Bill Fergusson was a Cessna sales manager. He was the pilot who flew the Cessna 310B for the later series’ flying sequences. Michael McMurtrey shared an interview he had with Bill.  
I also got help …and an “I knew Sky King” T-shirt… from Dale Fergusson, Bill Fergusson’s wife, who once had a page on BlogSpot.com. 
I must also express my appreciation to Amy and Steve Brown of Brown Flying School at the Sky King Airport. That airport is still  in Carolyn Grant’s hometown of Terre Haute, Indiana. They shared their memories and photographs of Kirby’s many visits there. I also met Stearman stunt pilot Walter Pierce. Walter shared his memories and personal impressions of “Sky King.” when they touring with Kirby in the Great American Air Show. 
The original  subtitle was “The Life and Times of Kirby ‘Sky King’ Grant”.  I realized Legend was more appropriate. And thus the title became “The Life and Legend of Kirby ‘Sky King’ Grant.”  The word “legend” is appropriate because of the mythology that surrounds the show. There are stories out there that are not true.  I will clarify some of those myths in this book and I might even reveal a few secrets.  
Legends tend to be a blend of fact and fiction. For example, we’re pretty sure that Davy Crockett did not kill a bear as a toddler of 3.  So, too, there are many conflicting references to Kirby Grant. One newspaper reported that Kirby Grant had died piloting his plane in 1986.  His death actually occurred in a traffic accident in the previous year. Carolyn sent me a copy of that newspaper ad. You’ll find a picture of it in the last chapter. That is only one of several instances where I found inconsistencies.  
Kirby Grant wore his iconic white hat long past his acting days. He was true to the traditions that white hat symbolized in American Westerns.  Kirby was the quintessential “good guy.”  He wore that hat to public appearances in his later life. I knew Kirby on a first-name basis but only met him a few times. I know him better after working on this book. I hope that you enjoy the story of the life and legend of Kirby “Sky King” Grant: the TV hero of generations of aviators. Those pilots found inspiration in the 1950s television series.  
I never got Kirby’s autograph because I never asked.  Somehow I never thought of it. You don’t ask for autographs from friends, and that’s how I thought of Kirby.  He was a guest in my house, and I in his.  
  
The Book Project 
After Kirby died in October 1985, I contacted Carolyn Grant. She told me that the “book” Kirby had described only existed in his mind and intentions.  Carolyn had moved to New Orleans to stay with a family friend, Larry Tate.  I sent her a Radio Shack cassette recorder and a box of blank tapes. She recorded her thoughts and memories on the cassettes over several months. She mailed them back to me, along with newspaper clippings and other things, and we spoke on the phone. She recorded over six hours of material, which I transcribed and kept with my notes.  Carolyn passed away a few years later in 1989, at age 61.   As with Kirby, the “Out of the Blue” project was something I had intended to do, but had not quite gotten around to doing.   But I kept meeting so many people inspired by Kirby Grant and the Sky King TV show.   
Years later, I had completed writing a couple of e-Books, and I decided it was time to get back to the Sky King book project. As my wife pointed out, if I kept putting it off, everybody affected by Sky King would be gone.  I searched for Kirby’s son, Kip, and found a mailing address not far from where I used to live in Central Florida. I recalled meeting him when I visited their home after Kirby’s heart surgery.  I mailed Kip a DVD of a few of Kirby’s TV interviews I had on VHS tape. He responded one Sunday night, and he invited me to meet with him on my next trip to Central Florida. I took him up on his offer and recorded an interview at his home, helping me to fill in some details. 
Steve Brown and his wife still operate the flying school that Herman Brown began at Sky King Airport in Indiana. At the time I spoke with them, they were going to be camping in Illinois, so we met them there.    
In my research, I found a a blog post by Dayle Fergusson.Dayle was the wife of the Cessna sales manager, the pilot of the Cessna 310B for the later episodes of the series. I also tracked down Michael McMurtrey. He had interviewed Dayle’s husband before his passing. Michael shared the transcript of that interview. He also had extensive research on the TV program and the aircraft associated with the TV show. Look for his book about the Cessna “Bobcat,” to be titled “The Big Book of the Bamboo Bomber” ... or something like that.   
 I found Ron Muerke through a Google search. Ron operates a Sky King memorabilia website. He has the copyright to most television shows. Ron was very helpful in filling in other missing pieces of the story.  
That list includes the following people, some of whom were mentioned above: 
	“Kip” Grant (Kirby Grant’s son)

	Carolyn Grant, Kirby’s late wife

	Dayle Fergusson (wife of the late Bill Fergusson, pilot)

	Walter Pierce (Aerobatic pilot with the “Great American Airshow”)

	Steve and Amy Brown (Brown Flight School/Sky King Airport)

	Cassie Yde (TVSCO)

	Michael McMurtrey (Author, The Big Book of the Bamboo Bomber)

	Ron Muecke (SkyKing.com)

	David Vanderhoof (the photo of Songbird III at Oshkosh, WI)

	and Paul Erickson who owns a restored Cessna 310-D “Songbird.”



I also must thank Wayne Ceynowa and the late Bob Jenkins for their assistance with my research.  
I hope you will enjoy the story of the Life and Legend of Kirby “Sky King” Grant. Kirby was a TV hero to a generation or more of pilots and astronauts. They found inspiration in the adventures of the cowboy pilot, who came “Out of the Blue of the Western Sky.”  







  
  The Early Years


Kirby Grant’s real name was Kirby Grant Hoon, Jr. He was born on November 24th, 1911, in Butte, Montana, and was educated at the University of Washington in Seattle and Whitman College in Walla Walla, Washington. 
Kirby was considered a child prodigy. At the young age of 12, he began a professional career as a violinist. He later graduated from the American Conservatory of Music on a scholarship. That was in Chicago, where he majored in violin, voice and drama. It was there in Chicago where he continued his career as a concert violinist, singer and actor.   
[image: (Kirby Grant at 12 years old. Source: PBS Television ]
(Kirby Grant at 12 years old. Source: PBS Television "Back Roads of Montana", episode 23)
In the early days of motion pictures, Chicago was where they made movies. Kirby made his screen debut playing violin in the film “I Dream Too Much” in 1935, which starred Henry Fonda. . Kirby often appeared under the name Robert Stanton in Westerns with George O’Brien before finding a niche as a crooner and orchestra leader in various films from 1941 to 1943. 
Kirby also performed on and off throughout his life as a radio and supper club singer and entertainer. Kirby once also dabbled in sculpture. 
As Kirby told it, he “didn’t go looking for Hollywood.” In the late 1930‘s he had been working as a staff singer for NBC Radio in Chicago when he transferred to California. As an actor, Kirby played leads in low-budget Westerns and other action movies.  His movie career was less than spectacular.   
Kirby played the part of Canadian Mounties in several movies. Movies like Trail of the Yukon, Call of the Klondike, Northwest Territory, Yukon Gold, and Northern Patrol. 
Kirby was the male winner of the Jesse L. Lasky “Gateway to Hollywood” radio talent search in July of 1939. The prize included membership in the Screen Actors Guild. That membership was under the stage name “Robert Stanton”. After several years he reverted to his birth name and middle name. The female winner of that year was Dorothy Howe, who became Virginia Vale. If the name doesn’t mean anything, you’re not old enough. Vale starred in several B-movie Westerns but took various other roles, notably in Blonde Comet (1941), where she played a race car driver.  
Kirby’s first wife was Barbara Van Brunt. He had dated Barbara for eight years while telling her, “you’re too young for me.”  Kirby and Barbara married in October of 1939. Five years later, right after the war, it seemed that his acting career was beginning to take off. That was when Kirby received what he described as a “Dear John” letter. Barbara had obtained a “quickie divorce” in Mexico.  It was the second of at least three marriages for Barbara.  Carolyn described it to me this way: “She ran off with Billy Halop, one of the ‘Dead-end kids.’ “  She died in January  1959  In an article in November of 1976, in the Lakeland Ledger said that Kirby returned home broke and divorced “with nowhere to go but up.”  
Carolyn Gillis was born in her grandmother’s home in Brockton, Indiana, and grew up in Terre Haute. She met Kirby when she got a job as a model and a dance teacher working at Wally’s Studio in Chicago, making $15 a day.
Chicago was the real hub of the motion picture industry, at that time. The studios often hired models as extras. Carolyn Gillis was one of the extras.  She met Kirby on a blind date. 
Kirby married Carolyn Jeanne Gillis in 1951 after dating for just ten weeks,  . It was a small wedding in the famous “Little Brown Church in the Valley”. It was the same place and the year Nancy and Ronald Reagan were married and where Kirby began singing in the choir. As Carolyn related, Kirby’s voice was such that everybody stopped singing to listen to Kirby. After a time, the pastor asked Kirby to sing in the church.  
Carolyn was born the day Kirby graduated from High School. It was the second marriage for both. Carolyn was married for “three or four years” in her previous marriage.  At their marriage, Kirby was thirty-eight, and Carolyn was twenty-two. She told him she was twenty-three.   That was still ten years younger than his first wife, Barbara. Remember what Kirby had said about Barbara’s age?  
Most of the following came from cassette recordings that Carolyn Grant sent to me after Kirby’s passing. 
Kirby had to do a picture at Big Bear the day after the wedding. His producer invited the couple to dinner at the Tail O’ The Cock restaurant on their
[image: Photo: Kirby, Carolyn and two daughters, Easter, 1956, courtesy of Kip Grant]
Photo: Kirby, Carolyn and two daughters, Easter, 1956, courtesy of Kip Grant
[image: (Photo: Carolyn Grant, the artist, courtesy of Kip Grant)]
(Photo: Carolyn Grant, the artist, courtesy of Kip Grant)
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