
ORAL HISTORY 76-54-30 SIDE B 

Don Sheldon  

1970s 

Fairbanks, Alaska  

Jim Greiner, interviewer 

Series: Don Sheldon tapes 

Don Sheldon said in November of 1945 his unit was decommissioned. He had been based in England.  He 

had arrived in England in March or April 1943. He had completed his 26 missions in August 1943. He 

stayed in England and was a skeet range instructor. Some of his friends went into training command. He 

decided to stay in England. In October 1945 they pulled out and returned to the states and were 

discharged. He had most of his flight pay. He had enough money to buy two Piper aircraft. There was 

tremendous press for new aircraft. They were back ordered. They made 20-30 aircraft a day. Jake Miller 

was the sales manager. He asked Sheldon to deliver some of the planes. He flew into various parts of the 

country and two into Mexico. On the first trip to Mexico he had to go through a point of entry. He had 

never been in Mexico before. He cleared customs in El Paso. He talked about how he had to get out of 

Mexico. When he was there he was introduced to Mexican food. The first time he tried the food in 

Chihuahua he watched the lady make tortillas. She cooked it over a flat rock. He described his reaction 

to the food. He tried cactus candy. He returned by Greyhound bus. He passed through Amarillo, Texas. 

There he saw a half a mile of aircraft and found out they were for sale. He got off the bus and looked the 

planes over. They were surplus liaison planes. One of them had 60 hours on it. He waited around a 

couple of days until they had an auction. He bought one of the planes for 1200 dollars and flew it back 

to Pennsylvania. He took the plane over to the west coast to visit with his sister. He was flying over 

Jackson, Wyoming and part of the fabric on the right wing tore loose. He had a hard time getting it down 

and landed in a dude ranch camp. He repaired the wings with burlap bags. At Riverton he made repairs 

to the wing. He made it to Moscow, Idaho to visit with his sister. Then he headed back to Pennsylvania. 

He flew the plane to Fairbanks in four and a half days. En route he had a spare engine in the back of the 

plane. He had been flying all day and part of the night. He crossed into Canada and stopped at the port 

of entry. He took off the next morning, dozed off while he was flying and flew until he was close to being 

out of gas. He was at 6,000 feet. He looked around for a suitable landing spot. He couldn’t see a sign of a 

road anywhere. He saw a tiny lake with a float plane. He circled around looking for a place to land. There 

was a farmer and mules plowing a potato patch on a steep site. The farmer moved his mules out of the 

way and Sheldon landed in the furrows he had been plowing. He didn’t damage the airplane. It took him 

three days and nights to smooth down suitable take off place. It was his first experience landing on a 

steep upward slope. He talked about what he does to land on a steep slope. After that he stays awake 

flying cross country. He went to Fairbanks in 1948. In April they had a wind that had torn up every 

airplane that was loose. Bud Seltenreich ran the hangar up there. They asked him about his intentions. 

They asked him to work there for a month to get some airplanes running. He welded on a Taylor craft. 

There was another damaged Taylor craft. Sheldon wanted to do the welding outside but he was told to 

leave it in the hangar and there were two fireguards to help. He was just finishing up when a spark 

ignited the headliner and caught fire. He and Seltenreich pushed it out of the hangar. He stayed about 

three weeks in Fairbanks. He decided to go down to Talkeetna. He eventually sold the plane in 



Fairbanks.  Some of his friends asked him to take them out to the mines. There was quite a demand for 

airlifts out to the mines.  

Sheldon said he got his mechanics rating from Williamsport Technical Institute in Pennsylvania. He had 

been waiting for his planes from the factory. He took a two year course in thirteen months. He left 

Pennsylvania in 1947. He talked about his different ratings.  

Sheldon said Dr. Maynard Miller needed help with his surveys of surface oil exploration. Herb Hailey 

who had been doing the flying had an accident with his plane.  

Sheldon said from time to time there has been interest up here in television series and movies. Warner 

Brothers came up to do Ice palace. He was flying with five planes. There were quite a troop of people 

with the movie operation. One of the locations was at the 7,000 foot level on the Eklutna Glacier. The 

director was very skittish about airplanes. He landed about fifteen people on the glacier. They spent a 

week of good weather in the area. One scene called for a crack up in glacier country. They took two or 

three days to stand a plane on end to simulate an accident. They were being careful not to damage the 

plane. They scattered wreckage around the plane. After they spent four days there and were finished 

shooting they had 500 pounds of camera equipment to take. Sheldon sent one of his pilots up to pick up 

the equipment. The landing was slick and he ended up going into a hole. Sheldon went looking for him 

and found him. He thought he could get the director and bring them back to film a real wreck. The 

director decided not to go. Sheldon said they removed the plane from the hole and repaired it there. 

Sheldon talked about the filming of the Wolfman on the Colleen River. They got some great action of 

wolves. He talked about the camera man who was fearless. They ran into about sixteen wolves on a 

moose kill. The camera man, Alonzo, went out and sat on the struts while Sheldon was flying. They went 

over to Walker Lake and Chandalar Lake near Bettles. He could see a bunch of people running around. It 

was the Meters crew. They were a colony living off the land. They landed in the area and the leader of 

the group was also a photographer. Meter had film about wolves which he sold to the cameraman for 

the film. Sheldon described how the colony lived.                

 


