
 

 

SOME NOTES ON WALLY BYAM 

Wally Byam was founder of the Airstream Company, and more importantly, of the Wally 
Byam Caravan Club
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, an instrument of fun, education and international good will. Its off-

shoot is the Wally Byam Foundation, which opens the world of America and of trailering to 
the opinion makers of countries all over the world. It was the Wally Byam Foundation that 
lent the then Lynda Johnson, daughter of President Johnson, an Airstream so she could 
join in a National Geographic "dig."
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Such importance, combined with formalized life histories of the man now in print, give the 
impression of dignity so stern that it resembles the starched formality of a French king. 

Such was not the case. Wally was delightfully human.  

Synonomous 
 

Over a bottle and some cold cuts, while at a rally, he once told me that the only reason he 
used his name in publicity was that he had once quarreled with the man whose name was 
prominently connected with Airstream, and woke up that night in a cold sweat wondering 
what would happen to the company if the name and the firm were considered as one, and 
the "name" withdrew in anger.   
 
At that second, he said, he decided that Airstream and Wally Byam should be 
synonomous. 
 
Anyone who ever heard Wally addressing 2,500 caravanners, through a bullhorn, or 
leading a discussion, or telling his executives what was wrong with a certain aspect of a 
trailer, would never believe the truth about him, which was that this ex-newspaperman 
was a shy and introverted chap who preferred sharing an hour with a few friends to 
discussing world problems with kings, emperors and prime ministers as he did while on 
world tours.  

Ability 
 

Wally was very human. He enjoyed a wee drop o' dorrich, a lady's smile, . good foods, 
elegant restaurants, recognition, and the company of his friends. 
 
                                                           
1 The Wally Byam authorized the forming of the Wally Byam Caravan Club, the constitution and formation was done by Airstream owners, and the 

support, maintenance and organization was in the capable hands of Helen Byam Schwamborn, Wally's first cousin. 

2 The Lynda Bird Johnson trip began on the White Mountain Apache Reservation, and a Caravan of four Airstreams toured the Western United 

States for five weeks.  You may read more about this trip in the September 1959 issue of National Geographic. 



 

 

He was also amusingly self-centered, never hesitating to telephone a friend at any hour of 
the day or night if something of interest occurred to him, presuming that what he was in-
terested in would fascinate his friends.
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He had an amazing ability to select trustworthy and competent men to staff his plant or 
head his caravans when he could not make the trip, and a remarkable ability to instill loy-
alty in them.  

Typical Gesture 
 

Perhaps this was because he was loyal to them. At the last great rally he attended, in 
Colorado Springs, he took the time and trouble to introduce this writer, who was covering 
the affair photographically, to the assembly, yet he was suffering from a terminal disease 
at the time. 
 
It was a typical Wally Byam gesture. 
 
One of the few things in my life I regret is not accepting his offer to caravan around the 
world, or through Africa, with Wally Byam, acting as his photographer. 
 
No one who knew him, however distantly, can regret not knowing him better, for at heart 
he was a sentimentalist who was determined that he would sell people an object that 
would make their lives happier, and then show them how to use it. 
 
As the Wally Byam Caravan Club now has 17,832 members, has conducted 120 caravans 
in five continents, and has 102 Units in North America over 600 rallies in 1967, it is 
obvious that his dreams have come true. 

 

 ~Jack Kneass4  

 

                                                           
3 Wally also called Helen at different hours and they met half between Los Angeles and Gorman, CA. With typewriter, steno pad, paper, and scads of 

pencils.  These impromptu meetings came together when Wally was leaving on a Caravan, flying east for a meeting, or had confidential letters to 

issue. The meeting also gave Helen and Wally a chance to discuss issues.  The two them were able to discuss in confidence many pressing issues. 

Often they began their work early evening and worked until dawn. 

4 On the bottom of this article it tells us that it was published in a magazine called, Camping Guide, and appeared in the January 1969 issue.  

Jack Kneass was a very able editor, photographer and all around trailer industry character.  He was a friend of mine and I played chess with Jack.  
If I selected one article to memorialize Wally Byam, I might not look past this writing.  
 

This is from the Estate of Helen Byam Schwamborn. copied and released by Dale "Pee Wee" Schwamborn dated March 

20, 2010 (footnotes added by Dale) 


