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My co-worker at the library, a well-read lady named Maria, was the wife of George Heaton, a genteel and
well-spoken taxi driver in Portland, Oregon who was on the Library Board and had the longest Cadillac 
taxi in the world. He used to be called upon by the mayor and governor, who liked both him and his limo 
taxi. 

I recall George saw me walking once and gave me a ride to the bus stop. He was one of those people who
made you feel like something great when in his presence. He did this by oozing natural self-confidence 
coupled with a genuine curiosity about other people, and he came across as sincerely interested in you. 
He was afraid of nobody; he was a participator, a player, and a ladies' man. He spoke to every child he 
met and they instantly liked him. I've tried many times to describe his amazing persona. He was a taxi 
driver who worked the rough end of town, but he was also friends with the governor. What can I say? I 
only met him three or four times, but I worked with his wife 40 hours a week for four months, and he was
a people person, so he probably knew me better than I knew him. As for me, well, the short version is that
at that time in my life, four months at the same job was like, forever, dude.

At work, Maria would long-sufferingly listen to me go on about the suction-powered air car I planned to 
build, based on my fascination with player pianos. After several of my single-topic barrages of long-



winded obsessiveness, she'd eventually had her fill. She invited me to her annual Halloween spaghetti 
dinner so I could speak with her husband George. She informed me that George would like to tell me 
about his real-life invention, a real air car that he had built long ago.

So on Halloween of 1980, air car research history was made: I showed up in my "Average Boy" costume 
and after a spaghetti dinner that couldn't be beat, when he was good and ready, George took me into a 
little book-lined room in his humble wooden home and proceeded to fill my mind with ideas which 
became a blueprint for the next four+ decades of my research.

Halloween 1980 at George Heaton's house.

First things first: he told me to watch out for dirty air, explaining that one drop of oil in the wrong place 
could diesel and blow up a compressor. He must have wanted me to take his warning seriously, because 
he was trying to get me off suction and onto a scarier energy medium, compressed air. In this regard he 
mentioned that he had once been the vice-president of the California Fuel Dealers Association, even 
being called to testify before a congressional committee about the dangers of catalytic converters.

Now that he'd blown my wooden suction motor off the map, George proceeded in his quietly confident 
way to blow my mind. He said that as a young man in 1949 he and a friend had started out converting 
their motorcycles to run on compressed air, which they would refuel by driving them from gas station to 
gas station where they'd use the tire-filling hose to get to the next gas station. From there they graduated 
to converting auto engines to run on air by blocking the carburetor hole with a brass plate and putting 
compressed air into the engine through the spark plug holes. He told me that "a good cam man" could 
change the cam to run the motor as a two-cycle engine instead of the four-part combustion engine cycle.



I was already hooked, but then George dropped a big one: "Our air cars acted like a perpetual motion 
machine. I'm not saying they never ran out of air, but we drove them back and forth from coast to coast." 
I didn't even know what "perpetual motion" meant, but I noticed that just hearing the mysterious term 
made me feel skeptical.

And then he tried to tell me how to do it, but he claimed he didn't remember all the details. I have come 
to suspect that he actually didn't want to give too much information all at once to a hippie in an Average 
Boy costume, in the first conversation. George told me, "There's a way to put low pressure air into a high 
pressure tank." These words changed my life forever. He said he couldn't remember the details, but they 
used to put air into the tank in little spurts instead of a steady flow, and he said the air had entered the 
tank "at an angle or something". I was taking notes as fast as I could, but my notes disappeared long ago. 
George and his friend gave up on their project because they "weren't engineers enough" to properly 
control the pressure going to their engines, which kept blowing up. The last time George was driving an 
air car, it was across the Nevada desert when "a piston blew out the top of the engine, through the hood, 
and up into the sky," never to be seen again.

My relationship with George's family didn't improve when I quit my job at the library in a childish way; 
Maria would no longer speak to me and George made an excuse to get off the phone when I called him 
once to ask more questions, but I'd met  two of George's children that Halloween night in 1980.

One of these girls, Anna, who was about ten years old in 1980, had inherited George's outgoing 
personality. When I tracked her down online over 30 years later, she went out of her way to help me to try
and get a better grip on what kind of person he'd been. Since I was guilty of hero worship, I've tried to 
rely on Anna's version when describing him, but to be perfectly honest, Anna might be guilty of hero 
worship too. In spite of his human shortcomings, such as paying too much attention to her little sister, 
Anna and George were close and grew closer with time. When George's lifetime driving career was 
ended by his being run over by a truck, it was Anna who cared for him the last 20 years of his life. He 
died on January 21, 2006. Most of the photos on these pages were provided courtesy of Anna Heaton.

photos: (L) George on another Halloween. (R) 2014 Anna Heaton, me, Cynthia Heaton

George Lafayette Heaton Jr. was born December 21, 1926 in Madison, Ohio. The family also lived in 
Buffalo, New York and Mexico, and ended up in Sacramento, California by about 1966, where they 
stayed. Before that, George served in the Navy for a while, but when he tried to defend the honor of a 



lady by getting into a fistfight with another sailor, he was booted out of the Navy since the other sailor 
happened to be his superior officer.

It would be around this time that the air cars were built. I believe George was driving
trucks for a living around this time also.

While he was in the Navy, George had taken the time to marry a fellow soldier, Lois
Castle, and get her pregnant, not necessarily in that order. Their son was born in
Sacramento. In the course of my research, I was able to find this son, George's oldest
child, and reconnect him with Anna, his younger half-sister, who'd known nothing
about him except his name. I don't know how their reunion went and I guess it's none
of my business. George also had a set of twin boys with a Cuban woman, and he
raised a daughter Cynthia who had earlier been fostered at his request by one of his
older sisters. One day George showed up at his sister's house and took Cynthia home
with him. The family disagrees as to whether Cynthia is his daughter, and I guess it's
none of my business. George was the youngest of six children, and had no brothers.
This might explain how he learned the art of diplomacy. (In my case, having two older
sisters worked the opposite for me, so I guess what I probably needed was four more
older sisters, and then I would've been just like George.) 

In all honesty, I cannot fail to mention that George was something of a swinger. No
one has catalogued how many families he actually started over the years. He was a
relatively sedate family man in his 50s when I knew him, but his marriage to Maria
eventually ended in divorce.

That's about all I know about George, within reason, so here's a little background on
his unique and interesting ancestors.

George's father, George Lafayette Heaton, had been abandoned by his father Samuel
Jacob Heaton when George Sr.'s mother died young. George Sr. and his siblings were split up among 



various foster homes and Samuel, who was the oldest son of Joseph Heaton and Sarah Rebecca Runyan, 
moved to Arkansas where he started another family.

George Sr. was adopted by a single lady when he was three or four years old, and renamed Harry C. 
Wetzig, but one of his sisters eventually found him and told him who he was, so he had his name legally 
changed back to George Lafayette Heaton and eventually gave his son the same name. George Sr. was a 
railway conductor in Cleveland, Ohio, amongst other things. One day, the trolley he was working on 
stopped so he and the other employees of the trolley car along with a police officer could run over to a 
residence that was on fire. George Sr. (H. C. Wetzig) climbed to the top of a human ladder and rescued 
the family trapped on the second floor, then the trolley crew rescued the other two families from the 
ground floor.

 



George Sr.'s grandfather Joseph Heaton was born in 1820 in Richland County, Ohio. He served in the 
Civil War and was wounded by having one of his testicles pinched in the saddle when jumping a fence on
his horse, and later he was shot in the leg below the knee. He and Sarah were married in Kalamazoo, 
Michigan in 1852 and had six children. They settled in Putnam County, Ohio where Sarah's ancestors 
might have been among the first settlers, and one of Joseph's ancestors might have been the first to survey
the area. By the time Joseph died in 1916, the area was still so rugged that there was no hospital there. He
died a few years later than Sarah, both expiring in nursing homes for the indigent and buried in paupers' 
graves.

But before that, when Joseph was 90 years old and could still split a cord of wood in a day, he and his 
wife of 50 years set out on a journey worthy of a Hollywood movie.

It seems that, as a young woman before marrying Joseph, Sarah had
given birth to a child she couldn't care for, but of course she cared for
him anyway. Until someone named Enos Bradbury came along saying
he'd help her out by taking the boy off her hands for a period of time
till she could get back on her feet. He apparently lied about where he
lived and took the child far away to New Hampshire. Sarah couldn't
find him to get the child back when she married Joseph Heaton a few
months later, and spent her life wondering what happened to her son. 

Enos Bradbury and his older wife had no children, and they raised the
boy as "Charles H. Greenough". When the boy died at the age of 90,
we learn from his death certificate that Enos was his uncle. Charles
worked as a carpenter, never married, and is buried with the couple
who took him from Sarah Rebecca Runyan. Obviously there are a lot
of things I don't know about this whole theory, including whether or
not it is true. But since Enos Bradbury is an uncommon name and the
one qualifying individual I could find by that name did in fact foster a
child exactly the age of Sarah Rebecca Runyan's son, it's likely that I'm
telling the truth and it was Sarah who was lied to.

Until you got a chance to read this, I was the only person on earth who
knew what happened to Sarah Rebecca Runyan's lost child. And now
you know too. Aren't you glad you asked? My next plan is to get in my
time machine and go back and administer lie detector tests to everyone
involved. Now that would be some real accurate storytelling.

Which leads me to say that, because of my compulsion to study the
backgrounds of these air exotica inventors, I ended up becoming a
genealogist. And after that, I spent the last four+ years working full-
time to create a genealogy software project called Treebard GPS.

Well, you can't study air cars forever. Since no air car inventor will ever
tell you the whole story, you either figure it out for yourself, or you
find a new hobby. One thing I'm sure of: if you don't build it, it won't
work. And I couldn't afford to build it.



This chapter of Air Car Hall of Fame is 
dedicated to the Heaton women who helped 
me with this research:

Anna Heaton
Cynthia Heaton
Shanda Lomax
and especially to Maria for putting up with me... sorta.


