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The clouds and rain of the last week finally moved off to the east, and 
the day dawned bright and clear. To the north the snowcapped peaks 
of the Alaska Range are silhouetted against the intense blue of the far 
northern sky. Visibility must be 200 miles at least. What we can see 
from our small perch aloft is only limited by the curvature of the earth. 
 Today Don Lee and I are headed eastbound for the remote 
Talkeetna Mountains in his tailwheel Tri-Pacer to experience off-air-
port training as part of Don’s bush flying course. 
 Alaska is sparsely populated, and very soon the few small cabins 
below give way to natural, undisturbed land. Below our wings there 
are few signs of human interference with the path of nature.
 Don knows some strips used by guides up in the mountains for us 
to take a look at. But first we’ll practice rolling our wheels, a phrase 
that I will hear again and again today. It’s Don’s way of testing a 

landing site, kind of halfway between a low 
pass and a touch-and-go. There’s no commit-
ment involved in rolling our wheels down the 
length of a landing site and then throttling up 
and flying away. 
 Just a few miles east of Talkeetna lies 
Bald Mountain, and perched atop Bald 
Mountain is an unlikely landing site. Rising 
3,200 feet above the surrounding flat coun-
tryside, Bald Mountain makes an excellent 
location for a cellphone tower. This would 
explain why I had four bars on my phone 
yesterday while standing on a gravel bar in 
the Susitna River.
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 The only flat area on top of Bald Mountain 
is the actual location of the tower and the 
associated buildings. To service the towers 
the owner has laid out a short, narrow, hump-
backed, gravel strip only 1,000 feet long. Don 
suggests we roll our wheels. 
 The runway is actually listed on the sec-
tional map. The Airport/Facility Directory 
warns of the gravel surface with rocks up to 4 
inches in diameter, and the possibility of bear 
or moose on the runway. I would imagine that 
the bear/moose warning must be present on 
just about every airport in Alaska.
 Coming around on final, the topography of 
the strip becomes evident. It slopes up notice-
ably until crossing the crown of the mountain 
and then it descends down the other side. 
Fortunately the summit of Bald Mountain, as 
you might imagine from its name, doesn’t have 
even as much as a shrub to impede our 
approach. With only a thousand feet of gravel 
we’ll need to put it right on the end. 

 The slope of the runway and the terrain 
that steeply falls away around the strip makes 
a glide path hard to define. Don tells me I’m 
high and pushes forward on the yoke to get 
the wheels on the ground. The big 29-inch, 
low-pressure bush wheels stick when they hit 
rather than bounding back into the air as I 
would expect and we roll down the length of 
the runway before launching back into the air.
 The big bush wheels serve two purposes: 
They allow us to roll right over large rocks 
and also provide flotation for landing in sand; 
both would be impossible with normal tires. 
The tail wheel, however, is still the weak 
point and must be protected at all costs. A 
broken tail wheel means a repair in the bush 
at best, or possibly a very long walk back to 
the nearest road.
 Leaving a trail of breadcrumbs is impor-
tant safety planning when flying in the bush. 
Before we took off, Don gave a quick verbal 
route of flight and expected time of return to 

the Flight Service Station specialist at the 
Talkeetna Airport. Due to the unique nature 
of the flying in Alaska, the FAA still staffs a 
network of Flight Service Stations to aid 
Alaskan aviators.
 Only raw country passes beneath our 
wings as we head up a broad valley. Below 
our aircraft the Sheep River conveys rapidly 
rushing glacial meltwater down from the 
high peaks ahead. The land below is bright 
green here in late August, but as we climb the 
pass, greens turn to gray, and gray to white.
 Don likes to talk about colors. Assessing a 
remote landing site is all about judging colors. 
Here, far above the tree line, green is soft and 
unsuitable for landing. Yellow or red lichen 
may look good from the air, but it can harbor 
wet ground. The color we’re looking for is 
light gray. Dry, firm land that can support the 
weight of an airplane.
 To the north of the Sheep River and 
west of Rainbow Lake there exists a broad, 
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Don Lee puts Jeff Skiles through the paces of bush flying.

relatively flat mesa with many possible 
landing sites. We fly over the mesa twisting 
and turning at low level looking over our 
options. We are looking for a lens of gray 
rock, long enough, straight enough, and 

level enough to land and more importantly 
take off again. 
 Don tells me about his philosophy of 
selecting a site. “Once I settle on a place, I try 
and talk myself out of landing there. You have 

to pick your spots; if it’s too 
short, not the right color, or too 
steep, I move on.” 
      At only 50 feet in the air 
many of the places that look 
good from altitude prove to 
have sizable rocks; we continue 
looking. There are many places 
that would be worth a try, but 
our mission today doesn’t 
require us to take any chances. 
If we needed to set down 
because of weather or to pick up 
people, we might try some of 
these spots, but as it is we roll 
our wheels on a few and fly on 
up the valley.

 A slight bend ahead reveals a glacier 
blocking our path, really two glaciers that 
spill off the mountains on either side. As I 
wonder what’s next, Don points out several 
smaller tributary valleys that feed rushing 
waters into the Sheep River, and tells me to 
follow one. (The second big valley on the left 
after Rainbow Lake, for those of you who may 
be following along on Google Maps.)
 Only about 5 miles long, this valley abruptly 
ends in a bowl in the mountains housing a 
small glacier. We are hemmed in by mountains 
on both sides, and with no exit ahead, I’m a 
little nervous about the ability to maneuver this 
ancient Pacer safely. The mountains are so 
large, and our performance is rather feeble at 
this altitude, but Don has been here before, he 
knows the terrain, and he knows his airplane.
 “I own 5 acres of land at the top of this 
valley. On that little ridge up there I built a 
small hut with emergency supplies,” Don says 
as he gestures ahead.
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 I can see a dark box atop a small ridge 
next to the glacier, but it’s hard to judge its 
size. Everything here is so vast, and with no 
frame of reference it could be a shoe box or 
an entire house. 
 Don wants to check out the glacier’s 
surface. If the fissures aren’t too large, the 
glacier can sometimes be used for landing…
even on wheels. But this late in the season, 
the warm summer’s sun can wreak havoc 
with the surface of the glacier. We fly up to 
the top of the glacier and turn and fly low 
over its surface back down the valley. The 
glacier slopes downhill quite dramatically 
and ends in an icefall. We are only 50 feet 
off its surface, and then at the icefall, the 
ground suddenly drops hundreds of feet to 
the valley floor.
 “If we were on skis, I’d try it,” Don says. 
“The skis could bridge the gaps between 
the fissures; it’s just a little too rough for 
wheels.” And so we fly off down the valley 
for the next site. Our course will retrace 
our steps down to the Sheep River, and 
enter the valley just to the west.
 The valley floor here is around 4,000 feet 
with a ridgeline separating us from the next 
valley at 8,500 feet. Don suggests hugging 
the rock wall as close as possible to get some 
lift and soar over the top. I’m not enthused 
about flying this close to solid rock, and we 
never quite get the benefit of the lift Don is 
talking about. We go the long way around.
 Don is taking us to a strip used by hunt-
ing guides just to the southwest of a small 
lake. Even here, well above the tree line on 
land that is quite mountainous, there is fre-
quent standing water showing the wisdom 
of Don’s ground color strategy. Even here 
you have to pick your spots. Just as when 
flying seaplanes, we judge the wind in 
these twisting valleys by determining 
which side of the shallow pools of water 
below contain slack water.
 Flying through a couple of passes we 
come across a strip delineated by some 
larger rocks along one edge. Sitting beside 
it is a lone Super Cub on 36-inch bush 
wheels. The occupants are nowhere to be 
seen, probably a guide and his client off 
hunting some of the Dall sheep we’ve seen 
as we flew by.

 Calling this a strip may be giving it too 
much credit. Really it’s just a flat place in 
the landscape. I fly up a small valley and 
reverse course to line up with the strip. 
The surface doesn’t look too bad, with the 
biggest rocks appearing to be the size of 
your fist. 
 The technique is to not finesse the land-
ing. Put it on the wheels, let the big tires 
soak up any tendency to bounce, keep the 
tail up, and get on the brakes. Still, it’s a 
rough landing on rocks. The short-coupled 
airplane bounces around like a cork in the 
ocean. Takeoff is  no better.
 Mount McKinley looms large in our 
windscreen as we head to the west. It 
seems as if you could reach out and touch 
the mountain, yet it’s still more than a hun-
dred miles away. To the north the peaks of 
the Alaska Range that are just as clear and 
even farther distant.
 We roll our wheels a few times on our 
return to Talkeetna, showing the vast util-
ity of aircraft in this outsized country. 
Flying with Don Lee has been a fantastic 
opportunity to hone my skills and rekindle 
a new excitement for aviation. Don empha-
sizes absolute safety, but he also imparts 
real-world decision-making skills to help 
analyze any situation. 
 I leave with a new appreciation for 
what can be done with an airplane operat-
ing outside my familiar environment. Bush 
operations force you to expand your skills, 
to use what nature gives you, to plan ahead, 
and make safe judgments. But mostly it’s 
just plain fun. I know that if I lived up here, 
I’d already own a Super Cub on 36-inch 
tires and I’d be rolling my wheels all over 
southern Alaska. 
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Below our aircraft the Sheep 
River conveys rapidly rushing 
glacial meltwater down from 
the high peaks ahead.


