
JEFF SKILES
COMMENTARY / CONTRAILS

60 Sport Aviation August 2013

Narsarsuaq to Zurich
Flying the Ju 52 back to Europe, Part 5

PHOTOGRAPHY COURTESY OF JEFF SKILES

WE GET AN EARLY start for our long day of flying to Reykjavik. The sun 
is still hours from cresting the mountain beside Narsarsuaq when we 
take off at 6:30 a.m. While the old Junkers strains for altitude, it flies 
down fjords that are simply gorgeous in the morning light. 

Hans Moser takes a circuitous route trying to shorten the distance 
to the eastern coast by flying the edge of the ice sheet depicted on the 
maps. The charts have the heights of the peaks marked for about 50 
miles inland; beyond that, no information at all. Who knows how high 
the ice cap really is. The Junkers has a maximum engine-out altitude 

of 7,500 feet, so we are cautious about flying 
over the ice cap where the altitudes might be 
higher. Out on the ice cap itself we can see 
large lakes where the surface has melted, 
some more than a mile long. The surface of 
the water glimmers a deep blue in the sun 
against the dull white of the ice. 

The constant vibration of the Junkers 
is fatiguing us all on our fifth day in the 
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air. We will be exhausted by nightfall. 
The Junkers doesn’t have a heater, and 
here on the east coast of Greenland it is 
much colder. We bundle up as best we 
can, but we can see our breath in the 
cabin, and nobody thought to bring win-
ter clothing in August.

The eastern coast of Greenland is far 
more beautiful than the west and far less 
populated. Over the centuries, the sea ice 
has become so thick at times that the coast 
remains icebound even over the summer 
and the few settlements of people have 
died from starvation. Even today, there are 
only two settlements on the entire 1,500-
mile eastern coastline of Greenland.

As we fly up the east coast, the shore-
line changes from rocks with ice to ice 
with rocks. All the glaciers flow to the sea 
now. The area near shore is full of large 
icebergs that have calved off from the gla-
ciers—icebergs so big that you could build 
a whole town on top of them. The rocks 
are much craggier, and the ice cap seems 
to be overflowing the mountain ridges.

About 100 miles from Kulusuk, a very 
large bay cuts back to the west, and we fly 
out over the ocean. Very soon we can see 

whales spouting and the shadows of their 
enormous bodies below the surface. 

Hans Moser is flying and descends down 
to the water so that he can weave in and 
around the icebergs floating in the bay. We 
spot many more whales as we approach 
Kulusuk Island. 

Kulusuk isn’t much—a 3,000-foot gravel 
runway beside the sea, a small terminal, and 
a control tower. Avgas is difficult to find in 
the Arctic, but they have it here because 

Kulusuk is a common stop for small aircraft 
transiting the Atlantic. The line attendant 
tows out a little cart with a gas tank and 
extends a long power cord back to the termi-
nal to run the pump.

Kulusuk is only ice-free in the summer 
months, other than that it is inaccessible 
from the sea. Our fuel stop is short and soon 
we are in the air.

As we leave Greenland behind, we begin 
the open ocean legs of our trip. An uncharac-
teristic low pressure area is producing 
headwinds for our eastbound legs. With 
nothing to see we climb up to 4,000 feet on 
our leg to Reykjavik, Iceland, and very soon 
a solid cloud deck develops below.

The Junkers rattles on over the open 
ocean with nothing below but sea. The 
sightseeing is now behind us as our stops 
will be for fuel, sleep, and sustenance. 

There’s something about making landfall 
from the sea that’s exciting, and I suppose it 
doesn’t matter whether you’re in an airplane 
or a ship. With modern GPS navigation 
equipment you know land is there, but you 
still strain to see whether that cloud shadow 
really becomes a friendly shore or just 
another mirage. 

Here on the east coast of 

Greenland it is much colder. 

We bundle up as best we can, 

but we can see our breath 

in the cabin, and nobody 

thought to bring winter 

clothing in August.
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After five hours in the air we finally spy 
Iceland on the horizon, and in another 30 
minutes put the Junkers to bed and head to 
the hotel for a day of well-deserved rest. 

OVER ICELAND
Two days later, with the best of intentions, 
we are out of the hotel at 6:30 a.m. for the 
short ride to the airport, where we sit 

around waiting until 10 a.m. for the fog to 
burn off. Our flight today will carry us over 
the breadth of Iceland and on over the 
Atlantic to Wick, Scotland. 

Iceland proves to be a lot bigger than I 
imagined as we fly overhead. It’s almost 
entirely old volcanoes and ash fields. We fly 
by one that they say is apparently set to 
erupt soon, and by another that did in 2010, 

disrupting air traffic across the Atlantic for 
weeks due to the effects of its ash cloud. 
After an hour over Iceland, we’re out over 
the ocean again for our long grind to Wick 
with stiff winds on the nose.

We must go to Wick because it is here 
that we return the big orange Gumby sur-
vival suits that we rented in Goose Bay. I 
wonder how long we would have to wait for 
rescue should the worst happen. I haven’t 
seen anything that looks like air-sea rescue 
at the three airports we were at in 
Greenland, and there isn’t anyplace else they 
could be hiding.

What we must rely on is the dependabil-
ity of this old airplane, but we have flown 
more than 35 hours now without any kind of 
mechanical problem, a remarkable feat for a 
73-year-old aircraft.

Hans Moser and Kai Zimmer have also 
proven themselves to be absolutely excep-
tional pilots. Both have flown the “U,” as 
they call the Ju 52, for many years as volun-
teer pilots, Hans for 18 years now. They have 
been putting in long days, not only flying the 
aircraft, but also flight planning at night. 
Hans and Kai have handled the sometimes 
challenging weather conditions and flying in 
remote parts of the world with absolute 
safety and adherence to the rules, a truly 
remarkable job. 

After many hours of nothing but sea and 
sky, the cliffs of northern Scotland present 
themselves on the horizon. A patchwork 
quilt of green greets us as we fly over 
Scottish farms and meadows filled with 
cows and sheep. Wick is clearly a former 
World War II base with derelict abandoned 
hangars, most of the runways now closed. 
We land on the only one to remain, and five 
very tired men climb out of the Junkers after 
eight and a half hours in the air. 

Wick is a traditional northern Scottish 
town. Narrow streets, small stone houses, 
sheep. We stay at Mackays Hotel, the con-
struction of which must predate the 
Reformation. I am assigned a room so small 
that it can barely contain a twin bed within 
its paper-thin walls. The associated bath-
room is of slightly more ample proportions, 
so I unpack my suitcase in there. Mackays 
wears its advancing years in many ways. The 
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floors are fairly uneven, to the point that I 
feel like I am sleeping on the side of a hill. 
The toilet appears to be the prototype from 
which all modern plumbing has spawned. 
And, the coffin-sized elevator is, to use 
proper British understatement, a bit of a 
ride. I vow to schlep my bags back down via 
the stairs in the morning.

We have a very late dinner at Mackay’s 
pub of Scrabster haddock and Scotsman’s 
potatoes. While inventively named, this sup-
posed local delicacy turns out to look 
remarkably like fish and chips. The wonder 
of modern marketing has even spread to the 
far reaches of Scotland.

The mood turns rather melancholy when 
Hans Moser pointed out that this would be 
the last night of our fantastic trip. Everyone 
begins sharing their favorite memories of 
the last seven days. The places that we have 
been and the things that we have seen are 
truly remarkable. Hans Rahmann, who I 
think will be hearing those BMWs roaring in 
his sleep for some time to come, points out 
that the experience is even sweeter because 
we had to suffer a bit to achieve it. The 
European custom of dawdling at the dinner 
table long after the food has disappeared 
keeps us very late into the evening.

ALMOST HOME
Outside the windows the next morning, or I 
should say window (singular), we seem to be 
blessed with traditional Scottish weather. 
Where bright sunlight and a carpet of green 
greeted our arrival the night before, we now 
gaze upon glowering gray clouds and drizzle.

With five of us and only one car, the 
trip to the airport must be done in two 
stages. Hans Moser, Kai, and Tobias take 
the first shuttle. Fifteen minutes later, 
Hans Rahmann and I take our turn. We are 
taken right to the airplane, where we find 
the door open, the luggage sitting on the 
ramp, and the long pole with the hose loop 
for turning the props carelessly lying on 
the ground.

Hans Rahmann and I get about our busi-
ness of stowing the luggage and removing 
the various control locks. I turn over the 
engines as has become my custom, yet still 
no one has shown up. Hans and I make the 
quarter-mile trek to the ancient building 
that passes for an operations shack. We find 
the offices up on the second level, where Kai 
tells us that Tobias has gone to the hospital. 
He was pulling the engines through when 
one of the blades kicked back from the 
engine compression and severely gashed his 

hand. The trailing edge of the propeller 
blades near the tip are quite sharp.

We have an eight-and-a-half-hour non-
stop flight today, we lose an hour with the 
time change, and the Ju 52 can’t fly at night. 
Just like yesterday’s leg from Reykjavik, this 
delay is potentially threatening the comple-
tion of the trip. Fortunately Tobias shows up 
at the last minute with a heavily bandaged 
hand, and we are off by 10 a.m.

Clouds and drizzle abound, but we are 
over the North Sea and can fly as low as we 
dare to stay clear of the weather. The most 
direct routing takes us out over the water, 
making landfall again at the Netherlands—
five and a half hours later. Maybe we gave up 
that ocean survival equipment too soon.

We pass through Belgium and Germany 
on our way across Europe. At the southern 
border of Germany, two other JU-Air Ju 52s 
join up with us and escort the Junkers for 
the last 30 miles to its home base. All three 
fly in formation over Switzerland.

The three Junkers make a low pass over 
Dubendorf Airfield, and the other two Ju 52s 
break off to allow us to land. We park in 
front of the hangars, where a celebration has 
been arranged. Champagne glasses are 
thrust in our hands as we exit the U, while 
one of the JU-Air people plays an alphorn. 
Everyone wants to talk to us at once, and 
toasts are made to end an amazing flight.

Fifty hours of flying time, 5,500 miles, 
and eight days. Certainly the longest single 
trip I have ever flown in an airplane. Yet, if I 
had to boil the last amazing week down to 
one moment, it would be Narsarsuaq at 
dawn. The water stretched out beyond the 
end of the runway, the air chill, the morning 
quiet, a few small icebergs floating in the 
fjord. Out over the water, the far hillside is 
bathed in light from the sun’s rays just peek-
ing over the mountain behind us. On that 
very spot, that very stretch of shoreline, in 
985 AD, Erik the Red landed, formed a set-
tlement, and named this place Greenland. In 
a remote outpost very few will ever see, I’m 
looking at 1,000 years of history. Incredible, 
absolutely incredible! EAA
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