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Sheldon said he will be telling a story about a group of five hunters in September 1965. He had received 

a call from someone with a very inebriated voice. The person on the phone said they were in Anchorage 

and they wanted to hunt everything. Sheldon said he would fly into Anchorage and pick them up in less 

than an hour. He was able to find Mr. Webb who had four pilots with him. They loaded everyone up and 

their gear and headed north. Sheldon planned to let them pick out a place after showing them around. 

The headed into the Iron Mountains. It is an extremely difficult area to get into. It has caribou, bears, 

moose and fur bearing animals including wolves and wolverines. It is rough country. He talked about the 

Iron River Ice Cap. The glacier is 11-13,000 feet high. It has been a trophy sheep area for years. In the 

last twenty years there have been sand bars cleared off for landing or landing might be possible on the 

high lakes with a float plane. Sheldon pointed out the wildlife to the group. They saw six or seven big 

trophy bears in the brown bear and the grizzly bear class. They were elated to be in such exceptional 

game country. They decided to stay in the Talkeetna watershed. They planned to begin the hunt at six in 

the morning. He dropped them off at one of the local hotels in Talkeetna. They didn’t get out until 4:30 

in the afternoon when Webb was in a condition to fly. The following morning they got Webb into the 

plane at six in the morning. They were setting spike camps in the high mountains with the float plane. 

They crossed the J River. There were about two dozen bull caribou. There was an old trapper’s cabin in 

the area. The area is full of fur animals. During the 1920s there were many trappers in the upper 

Talkeetna watershed. Fur was worth a lot of money. Two of the old timers who traveled by dog team 

from Anchorage to the Chickaloon Pass and into the heart of the Iron Mountains. They had cabins 

spread every twenty miles throughout the area. Sheldon said it is not unusual to get trophy sheep with 

an excess of curl of 42 inches. The game is in abundance because the hunting pressure is light due to the 

remoteness of the area. As they were flying to the headwaters of the Susitna River in the north end of 

the Talkeetna Mountains they noticed a large herd of bull caribou crossing the river. Usually they stay in 

the high mountains in the summer and start moving in the fall. One of their camps was going to be the 

old Elmer Simpco hunting and trapping cabin at the J River. They had planned to use the area to hunt 

sheep. They landed on the river on floats and Harry Webb got out as the plane was still moving and took 

a flying shot at one of the caribou at 300 yards. The caribou fell over and it was a 380 point, double 

shovel trophy caribou. On another trip they were landing on a lake about 4500 feet in elevation. Mr. 

Webb fell into about ten feet of ice water in the lake. After he dried off the hunt continued. For two 

weeks they hunted and had very good luck. They filled the hangar with caribou, moose, mountain sheep 

and bears. When it was time to leave the four captains told Webb he was to get ready in twenty minutes 

or Webb would have to fly on Northwest all the way back to the east coast. Webb wanted them to stay 

another day or two. They wanted to take their Lear jet home. On one occasion after being thrown out of 

a hotel Webb tried coming back through the window. Webb still calls Sheldon on occasion. Roberta 

Sheldon gave Webb his bill for the five hunters. Webb was looking at the total of the whole trip and 



thought it was the total for just one day. Webb decided to talk it over a glass of scotch. He handed 

Roberta the check and it was very large. Webb only took his last few caribou and left everything else. He 

decided to take the caribou on the Lear jet.  

Sheldon introduced his next story which took place in 1955. It involved an aircraft crash and a fishing 

expedition. East of Talkeetna are many streams with runs of salmon. Other game fish such as rainbow 

trout, Dolly Varden and grayling follow the salmon to the headwaters. They eat up the eggs at the 

spawning grounds and the spawn as they are hatched. In the process they become large. It is a great 

fishing area. There are five or six runs of salmon that come into the headwaters to spawn. The location is 

six miles east of Talkeetna. Many fishermen charter float planes and airboats. One aircraft flew in from 

Fairbanks with three aboard. They decided to put their fish in the floats of the plane. The aircraft 

attempted to take off in the late evening. It negotiated a 90 degree turn and went downstream about 

two miles. The plane was overloaded. The aircraft crashed over a 180 degree turn and continued into 

the river. The Talkeetna River is about 50 feet wide and swift at the location. The wreckage was in the 

middle of the river. The pilot swam to the shore. He wasn’t certain about the other two passengers. It 

was about 3:00 in the morning he flew into the area. He was met by the pilot who said he needed help. 

They got a different plane. It was dark and windy. Sheldon and a friend took sleeping bags and food and 

flew up the Talkeetna River. On a tiny sandbar in the middle of the river they found the lady passenger. 

They dropped the sleeping bags and food. They went back to Talkeetna and got the float plane. As they 

pulled up to the sandbar and the lady passenger was very happy to see her.  

Sheldon talks about weather related accidents. He said weather accounts for more than 80 percent of 

accidents in Alaska and elsewhere. Pilot error deals directly with discretion. He will address structural 

failure in the air. Fire in the air is equally bad. On one occasion he experienced structural failure when he 

was flying from Talkeetna to 76 miles north of Anchorage. He was in an empty aircraft. He ran into 

tremendous turbulence. There were up and down drafts. He heard a ripping noise which was followed 

by a tendency of the aircraft to turn to the left. He could see a change in the trailing edge of the wing 

structure. He was aware that the rear spar of the wing had pulled loose from its fitting. The wing was 

turning rearward toward the fuselage. The spar seemed to lift above the fuselage and the wing was 

trying to fold backwards. It was held by the two struts. The wing folded back several feet and there were 

structural failure sounds. The only way to hold the aircraft straight was to point it straight down. He was 

about 2,000 feet in the air at the time so he didn’t have a lot of time. He tried a few different tactics. He 

went into a violent turn to the left. He thought he could raise the nose right before he landed to avoid a 

crash. The terrain below him was covered in patches of tall spruce and cottonwood trees. He planned to 

judge the rate of turn and recover and miss the biggest clump of trees and slide into a swamp. In 

another turn he was within four or five hundred feet of the ground. His rate of descent was tremendous 

and as he attempted to raise the nose aircraft had a series of three snap rolls and he turned and 

overshot the area of swamp. He ended into a patch of cottonwood trees. They were four or five feet 

wide at the base. He exploded into the top of the trees in a snap roll. The plane was hung up in the tree 

trunks and gas poured from both wings. His ears rung from the concussion and he was practically 

drowned in gasoline. He was upside down and released his safety harness and kicked the door open and 

bailed out. He was forty feet from the ground. He thought the aircraft had burned but it had not. He 

landed without any serious injury. The engine was missing. It was in a big smoking pile in a snowbank.  

He had one brush with fire in the air in the Air Force. He was in a B-17 bomber in the tail gun position. 

They were over Germany in May 1944. In early 1944 they weren’t sure who was going to win the war. 



They encountered a German aircraft with 20 mm cannons. It attacked their squadron and explains how 

they usually flew in formation. One German aircraft near them was shot around the engine section. Oil 

smoke was flowing from that plane. Sheldon’s plane was hit and their no. 1 engine was on fire. They 

were shot full of holes. The pilot of their plane got the fire out but the engine smoked all the way back 

to England. There was other damage on the plane. They landed out of Norwich England. As they were 

landing three English fighter planes took priority. The English planes landed over and ahead of them. 

Sheldon’s plane overshot the runway and went into some oak trees. The trunk of one tree split the 

plane from the nose back to the wind sections.  

Sheldon said there is always rapport between the various participants of an expedition. Sheldon talked 

about one of Bradford Washburn’s expeditions. The engineer for the expedition surveys but must also 

be able to carry heavy packs and be a mountaineer. The mountaineer must have a working knowledge 

of snow and ice as well as other skills. One of Washburn’s expedition members was David Robin Fischer.  

He was an English engineer. Washburn was an accomplished scientist as well as being a photographer. 

He was also a joker. They were at the Ruth Glacier and wanted to use a 10,000 foot peak for a station 

and triangulation. They had to carry heavy loads up to the peak. They took a considerable amount of 

supplies with them. Washburn took the larger but lighter pack while Fischer took the heavy smaller 

pack. On the original proposal for flying to the Alaska Range Washburn offered Sheldon 100 for each 

landing. For a period of three years he landed at elevations up to 4 or 5,000 feet every spring when he 

took people for bear hunts. Prior to 1951 his upper limit for landing had been 5,000 feet. He had no 

opportunity or good reason to go higher.  He was eager to go on 100 dollar landings. He had a lot of 

aircraft and owed money on them. After landings progressed for two days Washburn convinced him to 

go on an hourly basis. Sheldon said it felt like he was taking advantage of the Boston Museum, but 

agreed to go on the base charter rate. Throughout the nine years of the survey and 21 years of high 

altitude flying he never damaged an aircraft. He did have a structural landing gear failure and was able 

to make a successful take off.          


