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Sheldon said he will be relating a tale of rescue, a Pt. Hope story and maybe a humorous 

mountaineering story. He said there was an Institute of Arctic Biology Cold Weather Testing for the Air 

Force and the Ordinance Department of the Army. They tested various types of cold weather gear. From 

1951-59 he airlifted Dr. Washburn’s survey of the Alaska Range. This involved great many landings on 

high altitude glaciers. During August 1950 he was contacted by Bradford Washburn, director of Boston 

Museum of Science. He was granted funds from National Geographic and other sources to map Mt. 

McKinley. He had flown with Dr. Terris Moore through 1950. Dr. Washburn needed to find someone to 

tackle high altitude glaciers to continue. They would map the peaks of the Alaska Range mainly Mt. 

McKinley, Mt. Hunter and Mt. Foraker areas. In 1960 the map with 200 contours was printed. It is the 

finished product of Dr. Washburn’s survey. When Washburn first needed air lifts he offered the rate of 

one hundred dollars a landing. At that time Sheldon had eight aircraft in Talkeetna. Landing on glaciers 

throughout the summer requires retractable skis. He was able to get the skis and on his aircraft in 1949. 

In the spring of 1951 they started from the base level of Mt. McKinley and continued with Geological 

Survey levels for all high points of the Alaska Range. About this time the mountaineers of the world 

heard there was access to the inaccessible high altitude glaciers. He was besieged by great numbers of 

international climbing expeditions Riccardo Cassin among them. He talked about Cassin. He had a wager 

with a companion industrialist from Italy. His crew of nine were trying to climb the South Face route. He 

talked about the differences between European climbing and Alaska climbing. Cassin and his group were 

trapped at 16,200 feet of the South Face of Mt. McKinley for three days in May. It was a tremendous 

storm. They froze their feet, hands and faces. Sheldon talked about the effects of frostbite. They 

continued to climb and made it up the South Face. They set all their pitons and negotiated the same 

route down. He was aware that they were probably having troubles because of their frozen hands. He 

picked up the group of nine at the 10, 200 foot level. It was the first climb of the South Face and it is 

called the Cassin route.  

During June 1971 a team of 35 members of the Outdoor Leadership Program started to climb the 

northeast approach of McKinley via the Muldrow Glacier route. At the 10,000 foot level they had an 

accident. Dr. Bullard was leader. Sheldon was dropping 5,000 pounds of supplies and fuel at the 10,300 

foot level at the base of the Harper’s Ice Fall. Sheldon was just wrapping up the airdrop. On one of the 

airdrop runs he noticed the scene of an accident. He said the glacier was much crevassed. The group was 

all roped together. They were supposed to pitch camp at the 10,100 foot level on the pressure ridge 

area. They would shed their packs and continue up to 10,200 foot level which was about one quarter of 

a mile up and begin their recovery of the airdropped material. Sheldon said when setting up tents in a 

dangerous place you normally remain roped up. Dr. Bullard had decided to take off his harness. When 

he removed the harness he plunged through one of the ice bridges and fell 140 feet. As he came by he 



noticed the commotion. It was apparent there was an accident. It took about ten hours to recover 

Bullard’s body. He was a very large man. The crew stamped out a sign for him to read. They wanted him 

to land, but it would have even been difficult with a helicopter. There were too many crevasses for him 

to land. He dropped a note and told the expedition to sled the victim down the glacier to the 8200 foot 

level where he might be able to recover him. There was a tremendous press to recover the body. The 

weather turned bad with three more days of storms. The accident happened about two in the afternoon 

on June 26, 1971. During the storm the expedition member sledded the body of Dr. Bullard to the 8200 

foot level. He was there on the 29th of June to pick up the body. The snow had not set up and he landed 

on a 15 percent incline. The plane slid backwards into a hole. The tail was hanging down into the 

crevasse. The members of the expedition dug with their snowshoes and tunneled a place for him to taxi 

forward and to escape sliding back into the crevasse. He was able to pull out. They spent about two 

hours mashing down a runway. A wind came up from the southwest and it threatened to blow the plane 

away. He elected to take off in a crosswind without the body. He returned on July 2nd with Genet who is 

an experienced climber. He has climbed Mt. McKinley fifteen times. He described Genet and said he has 

tremendous endurance. Genet had a sixteen man expedition for the west approach of McKinley. 

Sheldon said he was to take three other expeditions to the mountain. He left at three in the morning to 

recover Bullard’s body. They landed at the 8200 foot level. They were in a Super Cub. They also attached 

spruce planks to the plane to attach Bullard’s body to the outside of the plane. He landed in Kantishna 

and met three people. Two of them were with the Outdoor Leadership group and one was a ranger. 

They took the body to headquarters. He took the two remaining people up to the 8200 foot level on the 

mountain and picked up Genet. He returned to Talkeetna and continued to ferry other climbers to the 

mountain.  

About this same time the military was flying a refined aircraft from Whitehorse to Anchorage direct. 

There were five crew aboard. They crashed into the top of Mount Sanford which is off airways by about 

twenty miles. Sheldon had heard about the crash and knew that they planned to abandon the aircraft. 

Colonel Blair said they were going to discontinue the recovery because it was too dangerous. They had 

hoped to hover above with a helicopter. They suffered frostbite and the winds were unfavorable. They 

were concerned about wrecking the helicopter while hovering at 14,000 feet. Sheldon told Blair that he 

had someone who was a tremendous talent on rescue, a guide in Mt. McKinley Park. His name was [Ray] 

Genet. They contacted Genet and he got his equipment together. Genet chose Dave Johnson as his 

anchor man who was a member of the January 1967 winter climb of McKinley. They were air lifted to 

the 13,000 foot level of Mount Sanford. They had to climb down a rope ladder from the helicopter. As 

soon as they arrived tremendous winds started and for seven days they waited. They had dug an ice 

cave but they were covered up with snow. At the end of seven days they had to have the military pick 

them up. They hadn’t been able to light a stove to cook food for seven days. The helicopter picked them 

up for a two day recovery. At that point Dave Johnson’s wife was on the way to the hospital to give 

birth. Genet was in search for another anchor man.  

At this time a senior captain for Pan American Airways named Rex Post called Sheldon. Post was an 

outstanding athlete and mountaineer. Sheldon told him that Genet was looking for an anchor and Post 

came up to Anchorage. They flew up to Mount Sanford. They needed to climb about 900 feet almost 

straight up. As soon as the helicopter left another storm came in. This went on until the next morning. 

They started to set pitons heading to the military aircraft wreckage on the mountain. Genet noticed that 

Post was starting to slow down and he was breathing very hard. Post then developed a cough and 



slowed down even more. Post admitted that he didn’t feel too well. Genet put him into his sleeping bags 

and within two hours Post died of pulmonary edema. It was the middle of the night and Genet got a 

message to the Army to send in a helicopter. The helicopter removed them from the location. Ten days 

later Genet said he would do it alone. The military said it was too dangerous. After a couple of days they 

agreed to take him in alone. The weather was better and Genet successfully made his way to the 

wreckage. All crew members had died on impact and recovered personal belongings. The helicopter 

came in and removed Genet. In recognition of Genet’s work they offered him a position as a cold 

weather test expert. Since that time he has guided a dozen cold weather test expeditions at high 

elevations on Mt. McKinley.  

Sheldon said next he will be talking about the north coast of Alaska. It is a beautiful sight from Pt. 

Barrow in the month of May when the short sunlight strikes the icefields. You can see marine life. There 

are five species of seals. The north Chukchi Sea is a vast and shallow continental shelf. It harbors a 

tremendous amount of shellfish and other types of fish. You can readily see the leads in the ice and can 

often see whales. There’s also a lot of other wildlife including polar bears. He talked about the tom cod 

or candle fish. There are thousands of seals. About every twenty minutes they have to find a bubble or 

air under the ice or they saw holes in the green ice. You do not want to land on green ice while polar 

bear hunting. You need to land on ancient ice pack. The green ice tends to be shifting. The polar bear 

realizes that once every twenty minutes the seal has to come up for air. The sun shines from the 

southeast and beginning in late February the sun casts shadows from the northwest. The polar bear is 

left handed. Sheldon describes the way the seal saws through the ice. The polar bear approaches the 

hole from the northwest on the downside shadow of the hole. With his left paw the polar bear covers 

up his mouth. Sheldon described several theories why the polar bear does this. As the seal saws away at 

the ice flying ice sprays up. The polar bear knocks the seal out of the ice hole. Many hunters have visited 

the north coast to acquire a polar bear. There are two ways to hunt a polar bear. The state has 

discontinued the use of aircraft which was destructive. It is legal to hunt by dog team. The wind is a 

factor in the whole Arctic. If the wind blows from the northeast it indicates a high pressure area and fair 

weather. If it blows from the southwest it indicates near disaster because it will shift the ice floes. Great 

leads will open up. The dog team, clients and drivers may have a difficult time getting to land. He talked 

about polar bear hunting when it was allowed by plane. He feels like it was a good move to make this 

illegal. His last polar bear hunt was from Pt. Hope in 1960. He had four clients with him, Senator Baecher 

from Oklahoma, Howard Driggs and Driggs’ two sons. They got a nine foot polar bear after a two day 

hunt. Since there was a southeast wind they didn’t go out when the storm hit. He said you always fly 

with a second plane in the Arctic. [Floyd] Wheeler was flying the second aircraft. They heard a crash. The 

planes were tied down. Three days later the storm stopped and the hunt continued. Senator Baecher 

used a special gun which had been a gift to him. Baecher accidently shot the gun inside the plane.  


