North Slope

At the end of March the editor told me to fly to Fairbanks and hire a bush pilot to take me up to Deadhorse on the North Slope to interview some Teamster officials about the latest labor beef with the pipeline truckers.  Two hours into the flight, the pilot of the DeHavilland turned around and said the weather was going sour and we’d have to lay over awhile at Beetles.  As we banked left I could see the towering cumulus over the Brooks Range had turned black and nasty.


“Sorry about this,” said the pilot, “but Fairbanks says this is real fast moving and may clear out in a couple of hours. “


It was inconvenient.  I hoped I could get a phone connection and reschedule.  Having just started at the Anchorage Times, I didn’t want to skunk my first out-of-town assignment.  It was dusk -- 2:30 in the afternoon - when Beetles came in view, a few dozen cabins clustered beside a hard-packed runway of snow.  As we descended the Beaver began to act up.  Outside I could see snow blowing across the runway.


“Thirty-knot crosswind,” said the pilot


He crabbed to compensate for drift, kicked the plane straight with rudder when we were over the threshold, and touched down on one wheel.  We rolled to a stop in front of the cafe.


Beetles is an isolated outpost in a wilderness of stunted Arctic spruce.  From the porch of the cafe I could see the first lights coming on in some of the cabins, and across the way a lone snowmobile raced along the runway, a ragged line of spruce silhouetted in the background.  The thermometer by the door registered 30 below.


While the pilot and the airport operator refueled the plane, I took a seat at the counter and ordered coffee and pie.  The waitress shook her head to my question about the phone.  Nobody had been able to call out for days.  “You can forget about that,” said the man next to me.  He was the only other customer, a Beetles resident, small, wiry, muscular, mid-fifties, wearing the usual red flannel shirt and a hunting cap the same color with the ear flaps down.


I ate my pie and he puffed on his Original Missouri Meerschaum made out of laminated corncob.  We fell to talking.  I commented on the strength of the crosswind.

“I seen it worse,” he said.  Now, if he hadn’t seen it worse, I would have picked up my bag and gone home, because in Alaska, nothing is so bad that it wasn’t three times worse a little before you got there.


The man ruminated awhile and then said.  “I once landed a Cessna tail dragger on this very field with a forty-knot, ninety degree crosswind.  And I did it from the back seat.  With a dead man and a frozen caribou in front.”


Like almost everybody else in Alaska I have a license, so I know that what he said had a lot of tall-tale possibility.  To land a plane in that kind of crosswind requires a whole lot of rudder pedal, which is difficult to apply if you’re sitting in the back seat.


The man noticed I appeared skeptical.


“I’ll tell you what happened,” he said.  “Two years ago about this time Ned Barnes and me went hunting up around Trouble Bar in Ned’s 170.  Ned landed on the bar and we had some breakfast and then set out hunting.”


“Around one o’clock I killed a big caribou and as we was dragging it back to camp we come across another big fellow and Ned popped that one.  One of these big boys must have weighed at least a hundred fifty, and the other about a hundred thirty.  It took us nearly hour to haul ‘em back to the river.  It was pretty dark by then and damn cold, and the carcasses had froze up hard as a board.


“It was late, like I say, and we was both winded, and I voted for staying overnight and going back in the morning after we rested up.  But Ned was in a big rush, because he’d told his wife he’d be back that night and anyway, it was only about forty minutes back to Beetles.


“But when we got to thinking about loading, we realized we’d made a big mistake. All we had with us with a little bow saw, which would have been all right to quarter the carcasses if we’d done it right after we shot ‘em,  but now they had froze solid, and cutting ‘em with the saw was impossible.   We needed an ax, but we didn’t have an ax.


“‘It’s all right,’ says Ned, ‘We’ll just set ‘em in the seats.’


“He was in a big sweat to get going, because that gravel bar only has about 800 usable, and we had a load, and he wanted to get off while he still had some light.

“Well, as I say, we had a load.  Ned himself weighed 200 or so.  Of the four passengers, so to speak, I was the lightest, so I got in the back and then we tugged and pushed the smaller carcass in with me.  Then we wrestled the other carcass into the right seat next to Ned.


“I’m telling you, we just did get in the air.  We wallowed off the end of that gravel bar with the wheels skimming along the water.  And the wind was blowing us all over the place.  But Ned kept the throttle fire-walled while we shot down the river, and pretty soon we had enough speed to clear the trees. ‘Ha, ha,’ says Ned, ‘I knew we wasn’t overloaded.’


The wind was playing hell with us a tree-top level, so Ned took us up to about a grand.  It was pretty darn dark now and no moon, so Ned says he’d better call ahead on 122.8 and have the airport put on the lights.


“He was just picking up the mike when he says, ‘Jeez, I must have pulled something.’   And a second later he says, ‘Oh my God.’  And then he dies.


“It must have been the strain of wrestling around with those two carcasses, along with the worry about the takeoff.  I knew he was stone dead, too, from the way he slumped back all of a sudden with the mike still in his hand.


“Ned fell back with his left hand still on the yoke, which pitched up the nose, and our airspeed was bleeding off in a hurry.  So I leaned forward real quick and banged the yoke down before we stalled out.  Then I give it full throttle because right then I was thinking altitude.  Get some altitude.


“It was a little smoother at two grand so I reduced power, trimmed up and tried to get oriented.  I couldn’t see lights anywhere, and because of the dark and overcast I’d lost the horizon.  So I went on instruments and got myself straightened out.


“All this time, mind, I was leaning forward over the front seat between a dead man and a caribou carcass. I knew it was something like 145 magnetic from Trouble Bar to Beetles, so I set the DG and steered it.  But I had trouble staying on course until I finally figured out that Ned’s right foot was jammed against the rudder pedal.  I must have been a little shook up.  Anyway, lucky for me, I moved his foot before he stiffed up too much.


“By this time my eyes picked up the horizon.  Then I called in and told the people back here what had happened.  Jim Hayes (he’s the man over there at the pumps with your pilot) Jim says to me, ‘The wind is gusting to forty know down here, and it’s dead across the runway.’


“Now that did worry me, because, naturally, being in the back, I couldn’t get to the darn rudder pedals.  With a lighter wind I’d have figured, well, I guess I’ll just ground loop and prang a wingtip, and I’d have settled for that.  The way it was, I stood a good chance of getting hurt, because, for one thing, I couldn’t keep my seat belt on while I leaned over the front.  I didn’t relish the idea of the plane flipping and rolling itself up into a big Christmas tree ornament.


“In another couple of minutes I picked up the airport lights and gave Jim another call.


“‘It’s worse now,’ he says, ‘gusting to about forty-five.  I wouldn’t try it, if I was you,’ he says.  I decided to fly around and burn off some gas while I thought it over, but in a minute Jim calls and says, ‘Listen, I got the weather and they’re calling for winds to seventy in the next hour.  You’d better come down.’


“Jim told me to try to land long so if I did flip I’d go into the drifts at the end of the runway.  He said he had everybody in town there to pull me out in a hurry.


“But by this time I’d already worked out an idea of my own.  It took me about five minutes of straight and level flight to get ready (as near as I could manage it), and then I swung around and set up my approach.  When I got down to the threshold it was a real rollercoaster.


“I chopped the throttle, put the left wing down into the wind, and then gave it full right rudder to keep the plane straight down the runway.  All I can tell you is that I landed pretty as you please on the left main, and came to a stop right in front of this very building, without putting even one little scratch on the fuselage.


“And when everybody come rushing up they couldn’t have been more surprised, because there I was, sitting in the back seat.  And I had just made a perfect crosswind landing.”


The Beetles man looked at me calmly as he relit his pipe.  Obviously, he expected me to ask him how he accomplished this miracle.  I didn’t disappoint him.


“Simple,” the man said.  “I just borrowed a leg from that caribou in the back set with me.  I used the little bow saw to cut off one of his forelegs.  When I bent over Ned’s shoulder, the caribou leg was just long enough to reach the right rudder pedal.  So after I cut the throttle on final approach, I handled the yoke with me left hand, and used my right to hit the pedal with the caribou leg.”


My pilot came in right then and said Anchorage radar had reported the front had moved over the range, and we could get through the pass if we hustled.  That meant I could get to Deadhorse in time for my interview after all.  I quickly paid for my pie and coffee, said good-bye to the Beetles man, and in another minute we were airborne and on our way to the slope.


But we left in such a rush that I never did get a chance to ask Jim, the airport manager, about the veracity of the man who said he landed a plane with the help of a sawn-off caribou leg.

