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The unidentified interviewer asked Don Sheldon about his personal background and when he came to
Alaska. Don Sheldon said he was born in Colorado and grew up in Wyoming. He came to Alaska in 1938.
He just returned to Wyoming for a reunion for the first time in 36 years. He said he had the great
privilege to fly the skies of Alaska since 1941. He described his chores on their farm in Wyoming.

The interviewer asked Jim Greiner how he came to Alaska. Greiner said he was born in Wisconsin and
attended Michigan State University. He worked in Rochester, New York. He had been to Alaska in 1959-
1960 working for the Fish and Wildlife Service and he liked it. It was a lifelong ambition to come to
Alaska. He got the chance to move to Alaska when he got the job at the University of Alaska museum.
Greiner said he had heard of Don Sheldon and called him to ask about a trout fishing. Sheldon later sent
him a note with let’s go fishing written on it. Greiner said he went down and continued to go down
every year since the mid-1960s. Greiner realized that someone would make a book about Don Sheldon
at some point.

The interviewer asked Sheldon what he thought about someone writing a book about him. Sheldon
talked about high altitude flying and flying in Bradford Washburn for a survey of the Alaska Range. He
talked about what he was paid for his flying services.

The interviewer asked Greiner what his interest was in flying and writing. Greiner said he flies for fun
and enjoys it. He started writing magazine articles and had never written a book before. It was a
challenge.

The interviewer asked about the title of the book: Wager with the wind. Sheldon said a lot of the major
catastrophes of aircraft and climbing accidents are directly related to the massive exchanges of storm
areas over the mountain ranges of Alaska. When flying aircraft you have to lock horns with the
elements. His philosophy is to deliver the goods safely.

The interviewer asked how long it takes to be a really good pilot. Sheldon said he has had his share of
luck. Everyone who flies an airplane hopes to excel in a number of areas. You are not paid to make
mistakes as a commercial pilot. You are paid to make wise decisions. Even the wisest decisions can be
affected by situations such as mechanical and weather. He talked about pilot failure. You have to
determine what you want to do with the aircraft and have the backup knowledge that will allow to use
the aircraft to accomplish your mission. He talked about working with the Institute of Arctic Biology.

Greiner said Sheldon’s wife, Roberta, was the one who suggested the title. In 1960 the landing at 14,300
was a record for landing at that altitude in a fixed wing aircraft. Greiner asked what it was like landing at



14,300 feet. Sheldon said he has a low oxygen tolerance. He took oxygen with him for the landing, but
he didn’t need it. You have to have the bright light to land in this area with crevasses.

Don Sheldon said he served in the Air Force during WWII in a bomber crew. He came back and
established a fixed base operation in Talkeetna in the early spring of 1948.

The interviewer asked what interested him in starting the high altitude flying. Sheldon said it seemed his
cup of tea and he did have experience flying in the Air Force at high altitude. He liked a certain amount
of leverage.

The interviewer asked what kind of aircraft he was flying. Sheldon said he has tried various types of
airplanes. He thinks the single engine planes are the best. He mentioned several of the types of
airplanes he has tried and some of the problems flying them at higher altitude. He said stock model
airplanes properly handled can fly over the top of McKinley. His choice is a six passenger 188. He takes
into consideration the density altitude and tries to use the early, early morning when the snow
condition in crusted. At increased altitudes you are short of horsepower. For the Air Force cold weather
tests he hauled under ideal conditions.

The interviewer asked about the plane on the front of the book (Wager with the wind). Sheldon said it
was a stock model Super Cub. He said properly handled with a passenger and oxygen this plane can fly
over the top of McKinley. There is a regulation that requires oxygen use over 12,000 feet. He talked
about what happens without oxygen.

The interviewer asked how many aircraft he had. Sheldon said he had four aircraft with sixteen seats at
the present time. One has floats, one with retractable skis and one on cross country gear. These are six
passenger Cessnas. He has a Super Cub for the rough and tough and high altitudes.

The interviewer asked him what an average week was like and how many hours he spends flying.
Sheldon said this summer they put about 800 hours in six months. There’s liability for covering other
pilots. He decided to fly his four or five airplanes himself and maintain the airplanes himself. That way if
there are any mistakes it would be his fault.

The interviewer asked if he flew seven days a week. Sheldon said he didn’t feel the need to travel to
other places. He liked it right in Talkeetna.

The interviewer asked Jim Greiner how long it took to put the book together. Greiner said they started
the book over two years ago. They worked on it steady except in the summer when Sheldon was
working with the mountain climbers. There were 37 climbing expeditions in the Alaska Range. The actual
writing of the book took about a 14 months. They also took some time to gather the photographs. There
was a tremendous amount of correspondence. His wife typed up the manuscript.

The interviewer asked if this was done in his spare time. Greiner said yes in his spare time. He would
write four or five hours at night and work on the weekends. He said it was interesting and fascinating.

A caller wanted Don Sheldon to talk about the difference between a Champion and a Cub. Sheldon said
he is in favor of the Super Cub. He has owned various aircraft. He said there is no comparison in high
altitude performance with the Super Cub.



The interviewer asked if Sheldon did all the maintenance on his planes. Sheldon said he did most of it.
He has an inspectors rating. He enjoys tools and working on aircraft. He has a license to overhaul, but he
is too busy with his other activities.

The interviewer asked Sheldon about his wife. Sheldon said she flew around the world as a stewardess
with Flying Tiger Airlines. She works in the operation, raises a family and gardens.

The interviewer asked Greiner if he wanted to add anything. Greiner said they have had many requests
for an autograph party. He talked about the arrangements to do this. Rand McNally told him that they
have run out of books from the first printing.

The interviewer asked Don Sheldon for any final comments. Don Sheldon said you will never get lost if
you stay between the red and the green light.



