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Series: Don Sheldon tapes

Interviewer said James Greiner has written a book about Don Sheldon. Jim Greiner is the curator at the
University of Alaska Museum in Fairbanks, Alaska. Don Sheldon is a glacier and rescue pilot with
headquarters in Talkeetna.

Larry Stevens asked Greiner why he wrote the book. Greiner said it was because of Don’s story.
Sheldon’s career is most notable and very exciting. The book almost wrote itself. He had thought about
a book for many years shortly after meeting Don. He never assumed he would be writing it. He had
never written a book before. He had written magazine articles, but he did not consider himself a writer.
The subject of the book came up and Don and Greiner decided to do it. It was a mutual venture. Many
other people were involved with the book. Bradford Washburn had an integral part of the book. He fact
checked, suggested book content, and also provided a group of pictures for the book. Larry Stevens
commented about the photographs. Greiner said a lot of the long distance photographs were provided
by the Anchorage Times. He and Sheldon went down to Anchorage and looked through their photo files.
Greiner talked about the Day Expedition rescue.

Larry Stevens asked Sheldon to talk about the rescue camp located at 10,200 of the Kahiltna Glacier
involved in the Helga Bading and John Day team rescue. Sheldon said weather is always a factor in some
of the mountain disasters and flying problems. In this particular case the John Day Expedition including a
party of four were making a climb of the western approach. John Day was an athlete and decided to
climb all the peaks of all the major continents in record time. The western approach climb started from
the 10,200 foot elevation. They were able to land under the auspices of a special permit from the
national park. It requires that you be a photographic, mapping, geological or scientific expedition to land
within the park. Other expeditions start at the park line which is approximately the 7,000 foot level on
the various glaciers. The John Day proceeded and were quite noticeable because they made 1,000 foot
climbs an hour with their heavy packs and proceeded non-stop to the peak of McKinley. The climb was
successful one way. They took pictures and shook hands. They were exhausted and the effects of high
altitude had taken a toll. They fell off the west approach for about a 1,000 feet. Fortunately they landed
in a 70 foot snowdrift below Denali Pass. They sustained fractures and concussions. Sheldon got a call
from a different expedition on the same approach. Dr. Wilson reported Helga Bading had cerebral
edema. Strange things happen at high altitude. Their intent was to render assistance. He could make an
airdrop to the John Day expedition. He dropped plasma, fuel and various supplies. He did note the
progress of the expedition with Bading coming down the west buttress which is 19,400 feet. He also
looked the area over for landing sites. He located a site at 14,300 feet. It was steep and full of crevasses.
Two days later he made a successful landing. They called in a helicopter to land at 17,000 feet to relay
members of the John Day Expedition who were all injured. Another aircraft crashed while they were



dropping supplies. Since May 1960 he has made 75 landings for the Institute of Arctic Biology using a
14,300 foot elevation for a base landing camp and for the rescue of the Micheko Sekita casualties.

Larry Stevens asked him if he was ever in a position where he had to be rescued after going out to help
someone else. Sheldon said he has. He has been weather bound. In the past 25 years he has had to
spend three days on the mountain weather bound. In the past summer he hauled 300 skiers and
mountaineers. He said you must choose your weather and it is extremely changeable.

Larry Stevens asked Sheldon to explain the meaning of whiteout. Sheldon said a whiteout is a
phenomena where you lose your reference of your usual ground references. This is critical in the
mountains because you’re hemmed in by tremendous spires of rock and ice with deep canyons. This
proposition of not being able to see may be caused by several types of whiteout. On the Colville you
may run into particles of water in high pressure air cells which freeze on your airplane. This hangs in the
atmosphere and obscures visibility. Larry Stevens asked if this interferes with radio transmissions.
Sheldon said that is precipitation static

Larry Stevens asked Greiner about questions he asked Sheldon when they were writing the book.
Greiner said he asked Sheldon about his worst landing. There were lots and lots of tough landings. No
single one stands out more than others. Greiner talked about cerebral edema. It was earlier called
altitude sickness. There is also pulmonary edema. Dr. Wilson was on the Bading group and treated
Bading on the mountain. He had researched the malady and described the syndrome of edema. It
doesn’t seem to be related to a person’s condition.

Larry Stevens said Sheldon rescued people on the highway. Sheldon said they hope to be available 24
hours a day for this. There are many construction, mining and hunting camps and they maintain HF radio
contact with them. The construction camps are a source of problems. The mountaineering accidents are
becoming more frequent. They use the resource they have, their airplanes.

Larry Stevens asked about an injury at a construction camp. Sheldon said there were five construction
camps working on the highway from Anchorage to Fairbanks. He had a member of a German expedition
and they were on their way into the Alaska Range area who was a doctor. While they were in the air
Sheldon heard on the emergency frequency a call for help. A construction worker had been run over by
a caterpillar tractor. Sheldon asked if the doctor could help. The doctor said yes and they landed on a
sandbar. The injured man was crushed on his lower body. The doctor splinted up the man. Sheldon
realized he wouldn’t be able to load the man into the airplane. Sheldon called his home base and they
relayed to a helicopter who picked up the man. They landed in Talkeetna and the man was transferred
to a larger plane for transport to Anchorage. Sheldon ran into the man six months later. He was still in
the hospital and walking slowly with a cane. The man said the worst part of the whole ordeal was when
the cook poured scotch down his throat. Sheldon said he has been involved with rescue since 1948.

Larry Stevens asked Jim Greiner to describe the success of the book, Wager with the wind. Greiner said
the book has taken off. Rand McNally printed 11,000 copies and they were gone in two and a half
weeks. They are now getting ready to print a much larger printing. It has been a tremendous success and
there is a lot of interest in the story.

Larry Stevens thanked them for joining him.



