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Don Sheldon thought if he could get to 8,500- 9,000 feet on the north side of Iliamna his chances would
be better to find the missing plane. The wind was blowing. As he was turning he could see the wreckage
of a big transport plane scattered over about half a mile. Volcanic smoke was obscuring the view some
of the time. He made seven passes over the wreckage. He could see the tail numbers on the plane. He
got within 50 feet of the wreckage. He got too close and got caught in a thermal. He started to go down
and pulled out over the ocean. He called anyone on 3411 and the military contacted him. He gave them
the numbers and they said that was the plane. He got a citation for his work. There were no survivors on
the plane. For years he would come by there and he could still see the wreckage. This was on Christmas
Day in 1958. Sheldon said the statute of limitations for recovery of lost treasures is seven years. The
military put the wreck off limits. At the end of the sixth year he had a call from someone he knew. The
man was in Homer and had a job detecting base metals. The man wanted Sheldon to bring down his
planes. Sheldon gave him an estimate. He got the freight loaded with the big plane. The man gave
Sheldon instructions for flying. He then asked Sheldon to land at a cirque. Sheldon landed at 7200 feet.
The man’s metal detector started indicating metal. Sheldon asked him if he was going to try to salvage
the military plane. The man said well as long as we are here. Sheldon said not over his dead body.
Sheldon said he didn’t relish salvaging any unfortunate resource from the wreck. Sheldon told the man
he is in trouble already. The statute of limitations had not been met. Sheldon told him he could leave
with him or he could walk out. They had a battle of words, but the man ended up getting in the plane to
go back to Homer. The man had to pay for the flight, but he didn’t speak much to Sheldon after that.
Sheldon talked about some of the things on the plane.

Sheldon talked about an accident on Mt. Sanford. In 1941 at McGrath Pan American had a
communication shack. Layton Bennet was the person in charge there. Years later he and his family
moved to Gulkana. The scene of the Mt. Sanford crash was just east of Gulkana. One dark night
Northwest Airlines crashed into the east approach of Mt. Sanford. They could see the fire for miles and
from the CA station at Gulkana. The military took a look and put it off limits. It was in too dangerous a
place for rescue operations and there wasn’t a chance that anyone survived. Layton and his wife were
working for the CA station in Gulkana. Layton took off work and the Stinson disappeared. Both he and
his wife quit their jobs shortly after this. They bought a fleet of planes and moved to Haines. Sheldon
wonders if they found some of the treasures at the Mt. Sanford crash. There was speculation if Layton
had made it to the crash. Greiner talked about a plan by some people from Fairbanks planning on
parachuting into a crash site.

Sheldon said in early March 1963 he had a brand new airplane. He was taking some ice fishermen to a
place near Talkeetna. He stepped into the communication shack for a weather check. As he stepped in
the shack he heard a backup military frequency. He heard someone say fire, fire, eject, eject. Sheldon



asked what that meant. Bill Price tried to call the pilot back for his position, but he was gone. Price
contacted the military to see if they heard the message. The military came back and said the pilot should
be 100 miles west of Talkeetna. Price said don’t stand there. Sheldon had said he was all warmed up and
getting ready to take some fishermen out. The military said he was inbound from Galena. Sheldon left
and went to the head of the glacier. He was flying along and went to the Mt. Spurr area. He was flying
on a hunch. Twenty two minutes after he took off he could see a plane on fire. He could see the pilot
hauling in his big orange parachute. It was Major Markley. The burning plane was sending out a
tremendous mushroom of black smoke about seven or eight miles from the pilot with the parachute. He
made a pass over the pilot and the pilot was leaping up and down. Sheldon said the pilot was pointing
west. Later at a party in Elmendorf and ran into Major Markley. Sheldon asked Markley why his plane
was pointing in the opposite direction. Markley said he turned the plane upside down and ejected.

Sheldon talked about the Alsworth family. The Alsworths lived at Lake Clark. He is an excellent pilot. He
had a large family. One day the mail plane came in and a traveling salesman got off the plane. He was
thinking he was in King Salmon. The mail plane departed without the traveling salesman who wandered
around for a while and tried sleeping under some bushes. The salesman went over to Alsworth’s house
and asked if he was in King Salmon. One of the kids told him it was Port Alsworth. The salesman asked if
there was someone who could get him to King Salmon. The five year old said my brother can take you.
There was a T-Craft on floats and the salesman asked where the big brother who was going to take him
to King Salmon. The older boy said just wait a minute while | gas up the plane and then we’ll be all ready
to go. The salesman asked the kid how old he was. The boy said he was eleven. The salesman asked if he
was going to fly the airplane. The boy said yes sir. The salesman said there were regulations that said
you had to be 18 to haul passengers and have a private pilot’s license. The boy said his father wouldn’t
allow him to fly others until he was nine and now he was eleven. Sheldon said the boy went on to
become an outstanding pilot. Ten years later he crashed with two fish count biologists in Bristol Bay.

Sheldon talked about an incident in 1953. Sheldon talked about bad weather and accidents. The 1953
accident involved a C-47 military plane. They were flying low frequency range into Anchorage. They got
into icing and got a message out that they were in uncontrollable turbulence conditions and the plane
was loaded with ice. They couldn’t get out when they were overdue because of the ice and obscured
visibility. He went out later to search. He made about five emergency landings and returned to
Talkeetna. The bad weather continued throughout the night. He left in the middle of the day the next
day and an hour and a half later he ran into the end of a squall. About 5000 feet elevation he could see a
number of tracks. He could see three separate trails. This was near Chulitna Pass. At 3000 feet he could
see two people dragging a third person. They had opened their parachutes when the plane broke apart.
He dropped a note to them telling them to go straight down the mountain. He returned to Talkeetna
and picked up the flight surgeon. He brought food and blankets. They returned to the survivors through
rough weather. The soldier in the worst condition was cut badly. They made a lean to with the blankets
and another series of squalls came in. They had to stay the night. Sheldon had to work all night keeping
the ice off the plane. There were three others who also managed to survive the accident. The surgeon
worked on the injured soldier sewing him up. One of the soldiers said they thought they almost lost
their lives when they got on the ground. The soldier said there was a terrible ripping sound when they
were on the plane. The tail had come off and it vacuumed out the passengers. There were 16 on board.
Six of them survived. They ripped their parachutes and landed near each other. They thought they
would freeze on the ridge and decided to go down towards timber. When they stopped they could hear



something moving. There were six to eight big shaggy dogs circling around them. When Sheldon came
over they disappeared. Sheldon told them they saw wolves. They survived the night. The injured soldier
was coming around. He took the soldiers to Curry. While he was there he saw all the stuck airplanes. He
took the injured soldier to Talkeetna. He took the other two soldiers to the Curry hotel and landed on
the river. The last person to come back was the surgeon. While he was bringing the four people out a
helicopter went up to the area and found three other survivors at the 5,000 foot level. They found the
plane. It had signs of tremendous compression waves on the tail. They found nine of the casualties. One
English colonel was missing. They had a big search for him and didn’t find him. Sheldon was looking at
the wreckage and he saw some fox tracks. They found the colonel about a half a mile away.

Sheldon said on Christmas Day 1958 someone from Rescue called him. He said they were having
problems with a C54. The plane had left on Christmas Eve and never arrived in Shemya. The last radio
contact was from a point 150 miles south. They expected the worst. The weather wasn’t good. There
were multiple layers of weather. They asked Sheldon to take a Super Cub into the area to look around.
Sheldon said there were a lot of notices asking people to look for a missing plane and if they were in the
area to keep an eye out for the plane. He had a bit of luck finding some of the planes. Sheldon told
rescue that he would go out and look for the missing plane on Christmas Day. He headed to Trading Bay
towards Lake lliamna. There was blowing snow and it was windy. He talked about flying through the
layers. He got to the bay. The storm was buffeting Mt. lliamna. He circled around to see what he could
see. He thought the plane would be on the north side of the mountain.



