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SIDE A

Don Sheldon said the survey of the Alaska Range finally got off the ground with the Boston Museum of
Science with Dr. Bradford Washburn in charge. There was also interest in the Wrangell Mountain area
and the Bering Glacier. The Bering Glacier is the largest glacier in Alaska. Dr. Maynard Miller was very
active on oil surface geology survey of the area. He flew with Cordova Airlines from the fishing village of
Cordova. It is a strategic location for the Prince William Sound fishing fleet. Miller was looking at the
geology of surface contacts which would determine the feasibility of oil in the area. The outcrops
appeared in the form of rock which the glacier flowed around. They took rock samples to determine if
the rock was sedimentary or suitable. They could determine whether under the Bering Glacier there was
a suitable supply of oil or to determine if the area had potential for further exploration. Down on the
beach at Katalla which is several hundred miles from the Bering Glacier there are oil seeps. They come
up from the shale rock and drain into the Prince William Sound. The pilot for Dr. Miller was Herb Haley.
He was involved in a fatal crash. He was carrying a load of dynamite. It did not detonate, but rather
turbulence on the approach. There remained the service Miller’s geology camps so Sheldon spent two
summers airlifting the various geology survey teams to all quadrants of the Bering Glacier.

At this time there was a great interest in the Army testing cold weather test gear. In the early 1950s they
had not found suitable footgear to deal with minus 50 temperatures. Major Hackett was an experienced
mountaineer. He took up three expeditions on cold weather tests on Mt. McKinley. In order for the
Army to have the finest cold weather gear a considerable test program had to be executed. Mt. Logan
was chosen. It is nearly as tall as McKinley about 19,000. It stands barely inside the Canadian border. He
described the Wrangell Mountain area. Below the jagged peaks are miles and miles of nearly trackless
glaciers. He has located tracks of animals at 10,000 feet. On one occasion he was curious about wolf
tracks. He followed them. It was between Mt. McKinley and Mt. Foraker. At 10,400 feet he saw large
timber wolves. He has occasionally seen grizzly and black bears crossing high ranges. He has seen birds
at high altitudes. The ravens are a constant threat to mountaineers food supplies. He has seen ravens at
16-17,000 feet. They are very persistent. He talked about storing supplies in large five gallon metal
containers.

Sheldon talks about Maynard Miller’s survey mapping strategic minerals in Alaska. He made over 100
landings in different locations. The elevations never exceeded 8,500 feet. They moved both crews in and
out with minimal delays. Major Hackett’s expedition had problems with logistics. The landing area was
about 10,300 feet. He talked about requirements for landing on glaciers. For high altitudes he uses 150
horsepower Super Cub with retractable skis. Usually the take off areas are restricted. He has a gross load
at 12,500 feet in a Cessna. Major Hackett’s base camp at 10,500 left a lot to be desired. They were at
May Creek in the middle Wrangells. There were 13 cold weather test members. The crew remained in
the area for a month. Usually you chose the weather for the airlift. He said usually the beginning of the



expeditions choose ideal conditions for flying. He talked about changes in the weather at high altitudes.
He discussed altitude and warming by the sun and leaving very early in the morning. When the
temperature rises the air become less thick. He used compressors to give have power at higher
altitudes. A great factor in choosing a landing on the glaciers is the presence of enough light to evaluate
the angles, crevasses, pressure ridges and wind conditions. Wind conditions can be noticed by action of
the snow on the high ridges. He can also look at the shadows as it flies over an area. He said the perfect
conditions would be dead calm, sunlight and no clouds. This seldom happens. Worst is down and
crosswinds during a take-off. He discussed landing under wind conditions. It is easier with an empty
aircraft compared to a loaded aircraft. Sheldon discusses taking off and landing in difficult wind
conditions. Ninety-five percent of the glaciers in Alaska are not suitable for landing. A great deal of
consideration must be made of the impending take off when evaluating a landing area.

During the early 1950s a large team of 14 climbers from California wanted to climb a series of peaks in
the Mt. Logan area. Sheldon suggested the UCLA team go to the old village of Chitina. They relayed to
May Creek located near McCarthy. Sheldon talked about the copper deposit in this area. The mine was
discontinued in 1938. A railroad hauled to ore to Cordova. Each spring the railroad bridge over the
Copper River would have to be replaced. The climbing team was relayed to May Creek in the heart of
the Wrangell Mountains. There is a new national park set aside for this area. The mountains are rugged
and it is great game country. May Creek was primarily a gold mining location. It is highly mineralized
area. A considerable value of gold has been mined in the McCarthy/May Creek locations. Evaluation
teams from geology companies are checking out the Wrangell Mountains for mineralization. Sheldon
said the first take off is important but the more important one is the landing. Their objective was at the
10-12,000 foot level of the Anderson Glacier. The weather was ideal. He used a one passenger Super
Cub. It required at least fifteen trips into the area. The distance was 180 miles round trip. The Super Cub
is not known for its speed.

SIDE B

Sheldon said he began the airlift from May Creek to the Anderson Glacier. He said this location would
get the climbing team to within striking distance of 14 peaks which had never been climbed at that time.
The airlift went smoothly. All the passengers and freight was divided into fifteen trips. He continued the
airlift throughout the night. The following day the airlift continued. Nightfall of the second day arrived.
There were rain squalls. He needed sleep, but he figured four more loads would wrap up the expedition.
It was an endurance contest. He was taking the fourth load at ten at night. When he arrived at the
landing area the climbing party was supposed to light flares but they went out. He held his heading and
hoped they got the kerosene soaked newspapers lit to light up his landing area. The paper wouldn’t
burn except for a few minutes. He was starting to get apprehensive that all the lights would go out. They
lit four at the same time and he was able to land. The last three landings were off all right. He went back
to McCarthy to refuel for his trip home to Talkeetna. While fueling his aircraft he fell asleep and fell on
his head and was knocked out. He was soaked in gas and lying underneath the airplane. He took out his
sleeping bag and went to sleep. He woke up at 6:00 p.m. the next afternoon. The mosquitos were
terrible and it was 95 degrees.

Five weeks later he returned to the Anderson area and recovered the UCLA group. One of the climbers
was Barbara Lily. She also later made a Mt. McKinley climb. Sheldon said she was an outstanding



climber. Without further incident he took all the climbers back. They have credit for at least 14 first
climbs in the Mount Logan area of the Wrangell Mountain Range.

Sheldon said he will take about an event that happened in 1948 that would change his flying endeavors.
During this time he had set up an air taxi operation in Talkeetna. He had two aircraft for two and four
passengers. He hauled freight to miners in the Cache Creek area fifty miles west of Talkeetna. He also
hauled freight to the Fairview area. Cache Creek was the older area. On one trip in July 1948 he was
returning two fishermen to Anchorage. They had spent three days in the area. They had two Blazo boxes
loaded with rainbow trout. As he offloaded the fishermen and gear at Merrill Field he was approached
by an individual named Robert Morrison. Morrison asked Sheldon where the rainbow trout came from.
Morrison was a commercial fisher from Honolulu. He was up in Alaska for several projects including
rainbow fishing. He was impressed with the size of the fish. Sheldon said if he got his fishing gear he
would show him where the fish were. Morrison was also property owner in Los Angeles and area. He
also owned property in Honolulu. Morrison’s wife was a professional dancer and teacher. Morrison was
impressed with the Talkeetna area. After his fishing trip Morrison said he wanted Sheldon to meet his
wife. Morrison wanted to move to Talkeetna. A friend of Bob Morrison had started a small business in
Anchorage and was also a gambler. He ran a card game on the side and got into trouble. The man gave
Morrison his business before he went to jail. Morrison looked for a buyer for the business and moved to
Talkeetna. Morrison asked Sheldon what kind of plane worked best on floats. Sheldon told him and
Morrison said let’s buy one. Sheldon was to pay the aircraft off on contract. One year after Morrison
arrived in Talkeetna they had eight aircraft all ready to go. They began to pick up road building
contracts. They hauled freight to the new roads being built in this part of Alaska. They hauled to the
Paxson, McKinley Park, Cantwell, and Wonder Lake Road. In August of 1949 he had a contract with the
Alaska Road Commission. He hauled about 95 percent of the freight and personnel. It was one of many
projects that helped him pay off his aircraft.

Flying in tough conditions and landing in areas where people hadn’t ever landed before was quite
abrasive to aircraft. You had to use good discretion. He talked about landing on sand bars. He said there
are many considerations in landing on glaciers especially at altitude. The temperature plays a great role
in whether you take off or you don’t. Many aircraft in Alaska have made a one way trip on the take off.
Sheldon talked about good planes for float planes. Lessons can be learned suddenly and sometimes with
disastrous results. On one occasion in the Iron Mountains he had a fifty percent loaded aircraft and was
unable to negotiate a turn or fly straight ahead and he did a classic spin. He went into the lake head first
with disastrous results for the aircraft. He and the passenger were able to swim to shore. Weight,
temperature, altitude and load considerations are important. Tremendous amount of aircraft have been
left scattered across Alaska. Sometimes the weather can exceed the capability of the aircraft. The word
for flying in the bush in Alaska is discretion. There are many sand traps to evade. Pilot error causes 95
percent of the aircraft disasters and maybe five percent are mechanical failures. Properly handled even
mechanical failures can be resolved with no damage to the aircraft.



