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Sheldon said in the spring of 1941 they were on a riverboat trip and wound up in Ruby. The Civil 

Aeronautics Authority were building airstrips along the Yukon and Kuskokwim. They wanted to get 

transport airplanes into the Interior and the way to do that was with building some airfields. Some well-

known people were in the area like Oscar Winchell and Jim Dodson. McGrath was used as a hub because 

of the range of the airplanes. In the fall of 1941 the survey crew shut down in McGrath. Sheldon went to 

Anchorage and attended flight school at Merrill Field. Dick Miller was the flight instructor. Miller was an 

old military pilot. There were twenty students in his class. Sheldon said there was only one other 

student left, Ward Gay. On February 4, 1942 he had a private pilot’s license. He left for McGrath to 

continue on the surveys on the Kuskokwim and the Yukon.  

Greiner asked if he had any incidents when he was learning to fly. Sheldon said no except for two or 

three engine failures due to carburetor ice. He had to land. Later on while in McGrath there was an 

aircraft there he was able to fly. People were so busy you didn’t have time to do anything. They were 

working more than ten hours a day. E.I. Clancy, the engineer, had gotten one deferment after another. 

Sheldon said he wanted to join the Air Force and wanted to fly something. They were working on the 

north/south runway in McGrath at the time. Clancy told Sheldon to survey a sewer line. Greiner asked 

when Sheldon attended college at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. Sheldon said he was there from 

1939-1940. He talked about laying out the towers. The engineers figure everything out and Sheldon ran 

the levels. At McGrath he ran into Lars Johnson who was in the Air Force at McGrath. Johnson had a C-

47 and was going to Anchorage. There was bad weather at the time. The plane was going to leave at 

10:00 at night and Sheldon got a ride on it. Johnson took his sleeping bag with him on the plane to keep 

them warm. They had to fly at 22,000 feet without oxygen. They were trying to climb over the weather. 

They finally made it to Anchorage. He volunteered for the military. He had about fifty hours of flying 

time. He shipped off to the west coast. There were sixty of them taking qualifying tests. They hoped to 

go for Civilian Pilot Training. About that time they decided they needed bomber support and not fighter 

pilots because of what was going on in Africa. They were told they were going to B-17 gunnery school. 

Some of the gunners including Sheldon went through engineering school. They were sent to England. 

They were in training for about six months. On their sixth mission they were hit in their number one 

engine. It caught fire. The buzzer to bail never went off. They were hit on number three engine. They 

were going down from 30,000 feet. The pilot and co-pilot got it straighten out but it was difficult to 

steer. They got back to England and lined up on a field. The two pilots decided to land on the fighter 

field. It was a short field. Five spitfire airplanes went over the top of them and landed in front of them. 

They were out of gas and coming back from a mission and had to land. Sheldon’s plane stalled out and 

flew into some English oak trees. The one they hit went clear through and broke the airplane in half. He 

took two bags and padded himself. He could see about thirty feet of space in front of him, but wasn’t 



hurt. He bailed out of the plane at this point. One of other gunners was killed. The navigator was under 

the number 2 engine. The crash killed four or the ten people on the plane. Greiner asked what kind of 

engines were on the plane. Sheldon thought they were Pratt and Whitney 1200 series. They had a big 

military funeral. There were a lot of innovations during the war. They found they could tip the B1 plane 

instead of shooting it down. Sheldon talked about U2s and their damage. Coventry was heavily bombed 

in 1940. He wonders if they ever had it completely rebuilt. Sheldon discusses flak suits. They discovered 

that high velocity projectiles could penetrate through. Crew members were required if possible, to serve 

twenty-five missions when they were in Europe. They went through two airplanes and seven missions. 

Their second crash didn’t kill anyone, but it destroyed the plane completely. They had been severely hit 

and the landing gear mechanism was wiped out. When they returned, they landed and ended up upside 

down. It hospitalized some of the crew. Sheldon said the crash noise was tremendous and it seemed to 

last a long time. Sheldon was given the option of going to the South Pacific or the African Theater in 

1944. He was in England until July of 1944. He went on his 26th mission and was hit by German fighter 

planes. He talked about the way the fighter planes would hit a squadron of planes and what it was like 

being hit. He could see his tracers. He decided to stay on the gunnery range and be a skeet instructor 

instead of going to the South Pacific or Africa. In 1945 when everyone was going home, he had saved up 

a bit of money. He went to the Piper factory and tried to buy two Cubs. He was put down on a long list 

with hundreds of orders. The factory asked him to deliver planes while he waited his turn. He delivered 

27 planes including two to Mexico.  


