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Don Sheldon and Roberta Sheldon record themselves talking about the mountain house,
1973

Fairbanks, Alaska

Series: Don Sheldon tapes

Sheldon talked about the building of the mountain house on Mt. McKinley. He used the Super Cub to
haul the building materials. Shortly after the building was in place and painted he was stopped by a new
inspector from the FAA department who wanted to know about Sheldon’s credentials. The inspector
told him it was illegal, dangerous and hazardous to haul external loads tied to airplanes. Sheldon said
properly done it wasn’t a problem. He had hauled houses for the USGS in the past all over Alaska. The
inspector told him if he ever saw him hauling material like that again there would be repercussions. The
inspector transferred out of Alaska shortly after that.

Sheldon talked about Hagen Christiansen not using his Waco with skis. They used one of their planes to
take Ward Wells and one of his companions into the Washburn camp. Sheldon had two aircraft on
retractable skis.

Sheldon talked about a plane crash on the Talkeetna River. Pilot Loshey had his pants torn off and he
was skinned up. The Fairbanks lady who was stranded on the river made it into Talkeetna. She went to
the Fairview Inn and bought drinks for everyone. She wore her sleeping bag through the whole thing.
She issued a blanket invitation to everyone to stay at her hotel in Fairbanks. When Sheldon went to look
for the City Hotel in Fairbanks he found out it had been moved. When they went to pick up the lady on
the river she told them an animal and then a bear came up to her while she was in the sleeping bag. The
drone of their airplane spooked the bear away. She was very happy to see them when they showed up.

Sheldon talked about the certificate he received from the U.S. Army after he saved eight men in Devil’s
Canyon on the Susitna River.

Sheldon talked about the Wilson expedition. They were landed at the 7,000 foot level. During the John
Day expedition he dropped medical and other supplies to their 17,300 foot camp. Sheldon talked about
landing at the 14,300 level. He had George Kitchen running cover who later made landings in the same
area. It was a steep unmarked area. He marked the area with burlap bags with rocks. The upper end
near the face of the west buttress was almost vertical. The first landing was a good one. He got on his
snowshoes and laid out a runway of willow wands with red flag markers. He told Kitchen to apply power
when he touched down. But when Kitchen landed he didn’t do this and slid down into an ice hole. It
took three hours to get him out and up to the take off position. Six climbers helped to get the plane
pushed up to the position. Sheldon said he picked up Helga Bating at 14,300 feet. The other four injured
people from the Day Expedition were relayed by Link Lockett with the helicopter. There were thirteen
rescue workers who had worked their way up. George Kitchen made five landings and took five rescue
climbers off the mountain with his own aircraft from the 14,300 foot level also.

Sheldon talked about Moses Village. It was an old CAA converted to an FAA station.



Sheldon talked about an emergency landing on top of Von Frank Mountain. It was not unlike a glacier
landing. He landed with skis. He landed on 12 feet of snow. When he got the plane tied down it was
important that the engine remained warm. He had five gallons of blazo and one of the Thermax heaters.
He placed the heater in the engine compartment and covered the nose of the plane with a big heavy
insulated nose cover. This was how the plane stayed warm when he was staying on top of Von Frank
Mountain for five or six days. He talked about the search and rescue team running a grid pattern. He
couldn’t see the plane, but he could hear them. He was calling back to McGrath and letting them know
when he heard the sonic boom of the plane. They could figure out where he was. He was able to talk to
the transport. He was told to stand by for airdrops of gasoline, but Sheldon told them he was obscured
by clouds and told them to come back tomorrow when the weather cleared. When it cleared off in the
night he could see McKinley by moonlight. He was about 150 miles further southwest than he had
anticipated. The following day the C-54 made a precision air drop of six five gallon cans. He did not have
any inclination to walk away from his plane because he had supplies for six weeks. The 30 gallons of gas
dropped from the C-54 came down in three parachutes. The six Gerry cans were full of dirty water.

Sheldon said Boyd Everett’s team consisted of 19 members who attacked the laterals of the south face
of McKinley plus the vertical route. Only one man of the crew sprained an ankle which was a great show
of competent climbing.

Roberta Sheldon talked about a rescue of Don Sheldon from Mt. McKinley after his plane was flipped by
the wind and demolished. A rescue helicopter picked him up at 2:00 in the morning. The chopper pilots
were trying to get the Japanese climbers to get into the helicopter, but they had come to climb Mt.
Hayes and that is what they were going to do. Sheldon had two black eyes and abrasions all over his
face. He had slammed into the instrument panel. Don Cuddy flew Sheldon from the mountain into
Gulkana. She commented about worrying about her husband all the time, but it is a controlled panic. It
is there, but it doesn’t show. She has learned not to let it get to her. It has taken her ten years to get to
that point.



