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Abstract 
Harry C. Neel played a critical role in the development of the Pittsburgh-McKeesport Airport in 
the 1920s.  In addition to owning the property on which the field was constructed, he also 
served as president of the airport.  After selling the airport in 1929, Neel took the money and 
purchased land in Pleasant Hills for the purpose of developing a cemetery. The Harry Neel 
Papers is primarily comprised of materials related to the foundation and operations of Bettis 
Field, including financial records, advertisements from events, photographs, and contracts.  The 
collection also contains some personal records, most notably a book of poetry authored by 
Neel. 
  
Historical/Biographical Note 
Harry Camel Neel (1882-1968) was an investor and land holder of Bettis Field (Pittsburgh-
McKeesport Airport).  Neel grew up on much of the property that eventually comprised Bettis 
Field, and he purchased the land from his aunt, Susan Rhodes, a few years prior to the airport 
development, which began in 1924.  The airport was officially opened to the public on June 19, 
1925.  Neel worked closely on this project with D. Barr Peat, who grew up on an adjoining farm, 
and Clifford Ball, who is credited with introducing air mail to Pittsburgh.  The airport was 
formally dedicated to the “memory of Cyrus K. Bettis, who was fatally injured when his plane 
crashed in the mountains of Western Pennsylvania,” on November 14, 1926. 
 
Neel was serving as president of the Pittsburgh-McKeesport Airport when the first U.S. air mail 
route flew into Pittsburgh from Cleveland, Ohio, in 1927.  That same year also saw Bettis Field 
play host to Charles Lindbergh’s Spirit of St. Louis.  On May 31, 1928, the National Elimination 
Balloon Races were held on Bettis Field; Harry Neel served as treasurer of the executive 
committee that organized the event.   
 
Neel and the other investors sold their interests in Pittsburgh-McKeesport Airport to Curtis 
Wright Corporation on June 15, 1929. The airport continued to accommodate private air traffic 
during the 1930’s after Allegheny County Airport opened in 1932.  Post-World War II, the field 
was sold to Westinghouse and became home to Bettis Atomic Power Laboratory.  Neel took the 
money from the 1929 sale of the airport to purchase land in Pleasant Hills on which he intended 
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to start a cemetery.  As of 2014, Jefferson Memorial Park, which has grown to over three 
hundred and forty acres, was being run by Harry’s son, John Neel. 
 
Scope and Content Note 
The Harry Neel Papers consists of materials which primarily document the development of the 
Pittsburgh-McKeesport Airport (Bettis Field) in the 1920s.  These materials include 
correspondence regarding the air mail program, the Pittsburgh National Balloon Race 
Association, and Pittsburgh Aviation Industries Corporation; financial records including checks, 
expense reports, and stocks; lease agreements; and newspaper clippings.  Additionally, 
photographs of the air field, as well as of various pilots and airplanes--some including labels 
with pilots' names and plane models; brochures for the Pittsburgh Institute of Aeronautics; and 
programs from the 1925 American Legion Air Meet and the 1928 National Balloon Race are all 
housed within the collection.  Featured within these documents are several records related to 
Charles Lindbergh’s visit to Bettis Field in 1927, including photographs of Lindbergh and the 
Spirit of St. Louis, a program from the official dinner held in his honor, and numerous 
newspaper articles related to his visit.  Three oversize photographs of the airfield and its 
operations are housed in a separate folder.  The bulk of the material in the collection centers on 
the period when Neel was a president of, and investor in, the airport, between 1924 and 1929.  
Also within the collection are selected personal records, such as a book of poetry written by 
Neel and a U.S. patent for sad-irons issued to Neel in 1912. 
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