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Dedication

To my wife, Linda, naturally! You are
always there for me. Also, thanks to a long list of family and
friends who helped me along the way.

 


 



Introduction

During my eighteen-year career flying
helicopters, I spent almost a year airborne holding onto the
controls of many different types of "choppers." Northern Canada was
my home for most of that time, where I flew with the most
adventurous of human beings often surrounded by an un-caged zoo of
amazing animals.

I fell flat on my face a few times, but
always managed to get up and carry on with this incredible flying
experience. These stories are a composite of tales based on the
truth. I've taken a fair amount of leeway with the human
characters, even embellished them a bit, but the bears, wolves,
moose, buffalo and other creatures performed pretty much as I've
written.

Hopefully, there are still lots of
people alive out there who are in these tales. Some of them might
say, "I didn't behave that way." Or, "It didn't happen quite the
way you've written it." But one thing is for certain -- they will
all say, "That sure did happen!"

 


 



Chapter One: In the
Beginning

The airspeed indicator read 260 knots
and I was 1000 feet above the end of runway 06. The old CF-100 jet
interceptor groaned as I put it into an eighty degree hard turn to
port and popped the dive brakes. In seconds, I was 180 degrees
downwind with the airspeed rapidly falling below 200 knots. I
closed the dive brakes -- huge claw-like flaps that opened on the
top and bottom of the wings and which almost turned the aircraft
into a rock. If they failed to close, my navigator and I would have
just seconds to eject. Simultaneously, I dropped the landing gear
and flaps while continuing my steep turn and descending rapidly. At
200 feet, I quickly levelled the aircraft, reducing airspeed and
landed smoothly on the runway.

At last I was once again holding onto
the controls of a jet fighter after a three-year ground tour as a
radar controller at Beaver Bank, Nova Scotia, a small base 25 miles
north of Halifax. I taxied towards the hanger and the long line of
parked Electronic Warfare Unit [EWU] CF-100s at Royal Canadian Air
Force Station St. Hubert close to Montreal. In its heyday, as an
operational air force station, it was host to 416 and 425 All
Weather Fighter Squadrons flying CF-100s. From 1958 to 1961, I had
the privilege of flying the grand old bird out of 409 Squadron at
Comox, BC. St. Hubert was also the permanent home to Air Defence
Command Headquarters which controlled all the RCAF fighter and
interceptor squadrons in Canada and Europe.

As my navigator, Dan Buckler, and I
walked into the flight operations room with our helmets under our
arms, we noticed a large group of our fellow pilots and navigators
crowded around the operations bulletin board looking at a typed
memorandum. Curious, we elbowed our way through the grimly silent
group. The memo was dated Tuesday, April 14, 1964 and read as
follows:

Attention: All
Aircrew

It has been determined by
the Federal Government that we have an excess of aircrew in our
command. Therefore it is our intention to release 500 aircrew from
the RCAF within three months. 250 will be in an 18-month seniority
bump created by a build-up of aircrew during the Cuban crisis, and
250 within two years of retirement. Those scheduled for release
will be notified in one week.

A chill went through my body as I
remembered the rumours of cutbacks. A few days before this, Dan and
I were returning from a late night of Montreal pub crawling when we
noticed that every light on every floor of the huge Air Defence
Command Headquarters building was on.

"Something bad is happening up there,"
Dan had said, giving me one of his intuitive looks.
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We'd both survived a three-year tour on
different radar sites and were on temporary duty here, waiting to
be recycled back to the new CF-101 Voodoos, the American airplane
that had replaced the CF-100 as Canada's operational interceptor.
Both our wives and children were in Ottawa waiting for us to take
our training and settle down on one of Canada's many airbases. For
months, I had been staying at St. Hubert all week and driving to
Ottawa on weekends.

One week later, all of us watched as
the names were posted. I couldn't believe my eyes. Both Dan and I
were on the list along with almost a third of the EWU crew. In
three months, we would be thrown out with a mere three months'
extra pay and allowances. Those who weren't on the list were all
thinking, "When will my turn come?"

One day I was planning a long career in
the Air Force and the next I was trying to decide what to do with
the rest of my life. Dan, who ended up in Calgary and became a
lifelong friend, pretty much said what we all were feeling at the
time, "To go from an RCAF Flight Lieutenant to peon status is hard
on my fragile self-esteem and ego." We had both been Flight
Lieutenants.

I finally decided to return to the city
where I was born -- Vancouver, British Columbia. My wife Melba, my
two kids and I ended up living in a run-down RV Park in
Mallardville, a small community outside of the big city.

Due to the severe housing shortage in
Ottawa, I had purchased a 10 by 50 foot motor home for my family to
live in there. It had been towed from Ottawa at Air Force expense,
but they refused to pay for the three blown tires. I felt like one
of those tires. Linda, Melba's daughter who I had adopted, was
eleven years old and my son Jeff was five.

After two months of living off the
meagre severance pay and allowances I finally got down to the
serious business of looking for work. I was angry and
disillusioned. I had absolutely no interest in flying anymore. I
looked at many different career options. I applied and was accepted
into UBC on a Batchelor of Science program. I also filled out many
Federal Government application forms, which included Customs Agent
and Indian Agent. I even entered a Provincial competition to become
a Conservation officer and managed to get on the short
list.

"I'll get you a job as a deck hand and
you can work your way up to captain of a tugboat in no time," my
mother said. She was office manager of a company that did all the
hiring for the towboat industry. No doubt I would have landed one
of these quiet uneventful careers if it weren't for a small
advertisement in the classified section saying:

Helicopter pilot training --
Northwest Helicopters -- Pitt Meadows, B.C.

Lenny Peters, president of the company,
answered the phone with a brisk, "Ya!"

There was giggling in the background,
which must have been his secretary and staff.

"I want to look into helicopter
training," I said.

"I'm pretty busy right now," he replied
gruffly. "Meet me in my office tomorrow at ten sharp."

"Uh, where's that?" I asked.

"Mary's Cafe at Pitt Meadows Airport,"
he said and hung up.

I drove out there first thing in the
morning. His office was a well-worn stool in the little restaurant
at the small Pitt Meadows airport. The waitress was skinny and mean
and the coffee was awful.

Lenny arrived at 10:30 dressed like
he'd just come off a very proper golf course, but he soon lit up
the greasy space with words of awe about the helicopter
industry.

"Flying airplanes is hours of boredom
with moments of sheer terror.Flying helicopters is hours of sheer
terror," Lenny said. "If you want to fly them, you'd better marry
them."

I was to learn that Lenny was full of
these kinds of trite expressions. He even managed the old saying,
"There are old pilots and bold pilots, but no old, bold
pilots."

He owned the helicopter sitting outside
this grungy airport cafe that served as his office. If I was going
to learn to fly helicopters this company was the best bargain
around.

"After you graduate from my class
there'll be lotsa jobs waiting for you," he said with all the
confidence of a car salesman. "Now let's go take a
ride."

He led me across a field littered with
old Cessnas, Pipers and a weathered Second World War B-25. All were
tied to the ground with frayed wire attached to cement blocks. Any
decent wind would have sent them all flying on their own. The
helicopter glistened like a Nile jewel amongst this collection of
relics.

"She's like brand new," Lenny said
proudly. "Used to be a Bell 47 G1, but my last student dumped it
off a raft into 20 feet of water. Helicopters have ten times the
moving parts of a similar-sized fixed wing aircraft and we had to
replace most of them. Got her all fixed up. Now it's called a Bell
47 G1A. It has new hydraulic controls that make it much smoother to
fly."

The helicopter sat on two sturdy metal
tubes fore and aft of the engine. Welded to these tubes were skids
that looked to be made of the same material. A roughly 2-foot by
6-foot steel frame made of welded tubing was strapped to the cross
tubes with clamps. Tie down hooks were welded to the tubes much
like hooks on a truck box. The inside of the frame was filled with
heavy nylon netting.

"These cargo racks were probably
invented during the Korean War to carry injured men," Lenny said.
"If you've ever watched the M.A.S.H. TV series this machine
is very close to the model they used. Every thing has to be loaded
evenly on both sides. I have no doubt that they never had a problem
finding two injured men at one time. When two big men and the pilot
sit in that cabin there's absolutely no room for anything else.
Everything has to be tied to these cargo racks with lengths of
braided cotton rope because it's strong and holds a knot. Each is
cut to a length that is just short of tangling with the tail rotor
should it come undone. Also designed to help keep the tail rotor
out of trouble are those bear paws on the back of the skids." He
pointed at two flat metal pads shaped like elongated delta wings.
"They're named after snowshoes and serve the same purpose in snow
or soft ground. The tail rotor is the most fragile moving part on
this helicopter. Let me show you."

I followed him back to the tail rotor
where he pointed at a small metal tab on the tip of each blade. "A
high patch of grass is enough to bend these tabs. If they're broken
off the tail rotor is scrap metal along with a lot of other moving
parts."

I was beginning to wonder about flying
helicopters.

"What's that for?" I asked as we
returned to the side of the helicopter. The look he gave me made me
feel like I'd just come out of kindergarten. Tied to the nylon net
was a hand pump. It had a long rubber hose with a hooked nozzle on
the outlet and a long pipe stem sticking out of the
intake.

"Bet you Air Force guys never put fuel
in an aircraft," he replied a little sarcastically.

He was right. I'd watched lots of Air
Force aircraft being refuelled, but always from a comfortable
distance. Then he opened a small aluminium door on a compartment
built into the tail rotor boom just behind the engine. He took out
a large galvanized funnel lined with something that looked like
leather and an odd looking wrench.

"That pump is used to refuel the
helicopter. This funnel is lined with chamois to help keep out
water and dirt," he said in his all-knowing voice. "If you want to
become a helicopter pilot you'd better be prepared to be refuelling
out of 45-gallon drums 90% of the time. There's millions of them
scattered all over the North. Most of the flying you're going to be
doing will be in the middle of nowhere where there's no
airports.

"And those drums which weigh close to
400 pounds are usually lying on their sides to keep the water out
so you better have a strong back. This bung wrench is used to open
those drums, if you're lucky. You're also going to see lots of
10-gallon drums. In fact, you're going to be flying around a lot
with one or two tied on each side of the racks to give you extra
flying time. It's easier and faster than slinging a 45-gallon drum
under you. Last year, I ended up on a job that had 200 ten-gallon
drums. Couldn't budge the lids so had to cut holes in each drum
with an axe. I prayed every time I hit that axe with a hammer. One
spark and I would've been heaven bent."

He then pointed to the two round saddle
tanks high above the engine. "Speaking of fuel, these two tanks
hold 43 gallons of fuel altogether and the helicopter burns about
15 gals per hour. There's a cross feed so they both feed into the
engine evenly. You can figure on flying about two and one half
hours depending how much power you're pulling.

"The fuel gauges aren't too accurate so
you'll be using a dipstick to check your fuel level. You'll also be
opening these drain cocks on the bottom of the tanks to check for
water before every flight," he added turning a valve that sent gas
pouring on the ground.

"Airplanes usually cough and sputter a
bit when they get a little water in the engine. Helicopter engines
simply quit. Now let's take a look at the cockpit."

"Great," I said, not knowing if it
was.

I was to learn later that this
helicopter was indeed a very close relative to the one on the
M.A.S.H. TV series. Bell Helicopters built about 18
different versions of this helicopter. In the following years I
flew most of them, but this was the one I remembered
best.

The cockpit was equipped with dual
flying controls. Lenny slid in on the left side and me on the
right. It was like sitting inside a big balloon. The view through
the plastic bubble enclosing the cabin was only partially blocked
by a small consol with about one tenth of the instruments I was
used to looking at in a jet fighter.

"The two pedals by your feet control
the pitch on the tail rotor," he said. "This control column between
your legs is called the cyclic. It tilts the rotor in whatever
direction you move it like a plate on a slippery table. The way you
keep it from sliding off the table is by pulling in power and
increasing the pitch on the rotors. The long lever on your left is
called a collective. It has a motorcycle-like twist throttle to
control power and RPM.

"Raising and lowering the lever
controls the pitch to the rotor blades. The controls on the left
are permanent and the ones on the right removable, giving you room
to carry two passengers."

I took one look at the narrow cabin and
wondered how two grown men could squeeze in.

"Pretty simple, aye?" he added. I
thought it was anything but simple. He started the engine and the
rotors slowly wound up. As he applied power and lifted off the
ground I had a wonderful feeling of defying gravity. In just a few
seconds, we were in forward flight flying over a quilt pattern of
pastures and fields with row upon rows of vegetables and fruit
trees.

There were also vast treeless fields
where what looked like smoke drifted out of black holes. "Those are
peat bogs," he shouted over the noisy engine. "There's fires
burning deep down in that muskeg that will never go
out."

I couldn't believe my eyes when we
suddenly came upon a group of naked men and women playing
volleyball in a large clearing surrounded by high trees.

"That's 'Sunny Trails,' local nudist
colony," he said with a grin as he circled slowly over them. They
were so intent on the game they never even looked up.

I was hooked. The flying bug had caught
me again. I was sure that my training would include other flights
over this spot more than once.

On October 2, 1964, I climbed back into
Lenny's helicopter to begin training. Lenny flew us out to the
middle of a large cow pasture. The machine seemed to fly by itself
with almost no movement of his hands and feet. There was no
intercom radio. All communications involved shouting over the
engine noise.

"This is going to be a cinch," I said
to myself. I had trained on a Harvard, one of the nastiest planes
to fly that was ever built. My Air Force instructor used to say,
"If you can fly this, you can fly anything."

"Are you ready?" Lenny shouted over the
roar of the helicopter.

I put my feet on the pedals, grabbed
the collective and gently manipulated the cyclic.

"You have control," he said.

I had anything but control! I felt like
I was standing on the edge of a skyscraper with one foot on a huge
rubber ball, one hand rubbing my belly and the other patting my
head. It's lucky there weren't any cows in that pasture or they
would have been running for their lives. I felt like a knight in
shining armour that'd lost his lance. How had it looked so easy?
This thing defied all logic and left my haughtiness in one of the
cow pies that I bounced off several times. One hour per day was all
I could manage at first. I would drive home rung out and dripping
in sweat.

Slowly and painfully, my skill
improved. I learned to hover in the same field and later between
the first two cow pies that Lenny picked out, and finally more or
less on one spot.

"Hovering is the first and the hardest
thing to learn," Lenny told me and I believed him until I attempted
my first approach and landing.

In forward flight the helicopter
behaved like an airplane, but getting from there to a hover was not
a simple matter of closing the throttle, settling on the runway and
stepping on the brakes. It was more like landing with the wheels up
on a hard runway. Huge amounts of power and control movements were
required to bring this errant flying machine to a stop in a hover.
Then you had to get the shaky brute on the ground.

"Let me show you an auto-rotation," he
shouted out of the blue one day, pushing the collective down and
closing the throttle. The engine was still running, but the rotors
were free-wheeling. It was much like shifting to neutral in an
automobile and coasting. I was used to gliding in airplanes with
engines at idle, but nothing prepared me for this. We were falling
like a rock.

At the last second, just before I
thought we were going to crash, he rotated the machine violently on
its tail and levelled off. We hit the ground skidding and thumping
over the wet grass and cow pies.

"Now you know how it's done we won't be
doing any more of them," he said when we finally came to a stop in
one piece. I sensed he was as shaken up as I.

It was only years later when I became
an instructor myself that I would learn that in the helicopter
world, auto-rotations separated the men from the boys.

It took me about two hours longer than
most of the trainees fresh off the street to go solo. No doubt it
was because I had to unlearn a whole bunch of Air Force jet pilot
habits, but from then on it was all downhill.

Unlike my Air Force instructors, Lenny
rarely followed any sort of lesson plan. In fact he did everything
on impulse. One day I was busy doing solo practice circuits over
the airport when I saw him waving frantically next to the helipad,
indicating he definitely wanted me to land.

I'd barely gotten settled on the
helipad when he jumped into the helicopter and shouted, "We've got
an emergency rescue mission. Take off and head for Sunny
Trails."

"My God," I thought to myself, "one of
those overweight volleyball players has had a heart
attack."

The emergency turned out to be a couple
of cute female skydivers who'd ended up drifting into a swamp less
than a mile from the nudist colony. When we arrived they were
standing up to their well developed bosoms in muddy water. We
landed on the only solid ground for a mile around and they waded
towards us dragging their chutes behind.

"Guess you'll fly them back to the
airport and come back and get me," I said.

"Heck no," he replied. "They can sit on
the skids."

I hate to think what would have
happened to Lenny's licence if one of them had fallen off. It would
have been the girl on my side because I was doing the flying and
Lenny was firmly holding the hand of the other one. There were lots
of people pointing and laughing when we arrived back at Pitt
Meadows.

"Wash the mud off the skids," were
Lenny's last words as he wandered off with the two girls,
hand-in-hand.

And that's the way things went.
Somehow, I managed to get the 25 hours required to add helicopters
to my existing civilian commercial licence. Fortunately, I'd
obtained that licence by taking a weekend course. Now I was
$1,625.00 poorer, but I was a licensed, qualified helicopter
pilot.

"Now you can start earning some of that
money back," Lenny told me. "I haven't been feeling too great
lately and I have a few flying jobs that you can do for me. I'll
start you off on easy stuff."

I was elated! I could build up some
hours while I looked for a more permanent position. Hopefully, I
wouldn't wreck his helicopter like his previous student had
done.

During our training flights, Lenny had
complained daily of stomach pains and I thought that I was the
cause of it. Within a week poor Lenny was in the hospital. He died
suddenly from cancer a month later. This left me with no job and no
reference, but I knew that wouldn't be a problem. Hadn't Lenny said
that helicopter companies were crying for pilots? It was time for
me to start looking.

 


 



Chapter Two: Hard
lessons

I started job hunting with the biggest
and the best, Okanagan Helicopters.Their office was based at
Vancouver Airport. After a quick interview the personnel officer
glared at me and said, "Why did you train with that guy and then
come looking for a job with us?"

'That guy' was Lenny, obviously not
held in high esteem by Canada's largest helicopter company. I think
I blurted out something like, "Well, I didn't know any
better."

I left that interview discouraged,
figuring that I would have to continue looking around for other
flying jobs. There were numerous small helicopter companies
scattered all over the Vancouver area and I hit them all. I soon
found out that there were lots of jobs out there, but no one was
interested in hiring an ex-military jet jockey with a mere
twenty-five helicopter flying hours under his belt.

"Go get some more flying experience and
come back," the owner of Northern Helicopters told me. He owned a
dozen helicopters compared to Okanagan's 65 or more. How was I to
do that? Weeks passed and no jobs turned up. I was ready to take my
mother's advice and work my way up to captain of a tugboat when I
received a phone call from the chief pilot of Okanagan
Helicopters.

"We've decided we might take you on,"
he said.

After we sorted out the details, I left
the phone and danced joyfully in circles with my kids.

I began advanced mountain training on
Feb 16, 1965 in Kamloops (in BC's Interior) with several other
pilots. We flew Bell 47 G2s almost identical to Lenny's machine.
Not long after course completion I returned to Vancouver to get the
great news that I was transferred to Okanagan's base at Nelson in
BC's Kootenay region.

A week later, with my family stuffed in
our Morris Mini Minor, I headed for Nelson. We followed a short
distance behind our mobile home which was being towed by a nice
older man with rusty truck. A big sign on our roof read, 'WIDE
LOAD.' After a very long day, we finally arrived in
Nelson.

The mobile home had blown two more
tires and left a big piece of its rear bumper in a dip of the road
at the Castlegar ferry crossing. We set it up in a small RV park
with a nice view of the Kootenay River, which flowed out of the
vast lake that it was named after. It was just five minutes drive
to the base. I was ready to start my new career.

"This is a Hiller 12E," Don MacKenzie,
the base manager, told me as he showed me the helicopter which sat
on four little removable wheels in the rough built hanger. "It's a
good workhorse, but you're not going to find it as smooth and easy
to fly as those Bell 47s. This country is all rugged mountains and
high tree lines with lots of bad weather to boot."

Don, with years of flying experience,
had the responsibilities of running the base, flying his own
helicopter missions and teaching me how to fly.

I made my first flight out of Nelson on
the 14th of May. Don was right on all counts. The machine was a
good workhorse, but it was like going from a Cadillac to a tractor.
It took a couple of hours to learn to fly the beast. For the first
week I did almost nothing except fly around with him and watch.
Gradually, I was able to take on more responsibility. A second
Hiller was sent up from Vancouver. I finally had my own machine and
I thought I was up to every task assigned me.

Our biggest customer was the BC Forest
Service. The Kootenay Lake area east of Nelson was prone to thunder
storms and lightning strikes. That meant forest fires to
fight.

Early in my training, Don led me into
the corner of the hanger where a rusty 45-gallon drum sat with its
top cut out.

"This is a Monsoon Bucket," he said.
"It was invented in the mid 1950s by Henry Stevenson, who owns a
machine shop just a few blocks from here. We worked together for
several years to get it operational."

Three steel cables were attached evenly
to the rim, joined together to a single 20-foot cable that ended
with a steel ring. The trap door on the bottom had an electric
solenoid that was attached to a heavy rubber extension cord that
ran the full length of the cable and could be plugged into a socket
next to the cargo hook.

I was already familiar with the fact
that all Okanagan helicopters had electrically operated hooks
attached close to the centre of gravity beneath the machine to pick
up and automatically release sling loads. A second button was
installed on the cyclic to open the trap door in the
bucket.

"If you notice there's a float on the
edge of the trap door," he continued, turning the barrel on its
side to show me. "The trick is to hit the water hard enough to
close that door. Then, you hover backwards tipping the bucket on
its side. Once it's full of water, away you go. One word of warning
though. When you're ready to release the water over a burning snag,
make sure you don't accidentally pull the cargo release button by
mistake and lose the whole works."

It took me half a day's flying to
master this contraption. Don was right! The trap door was hard to
get closed and locked and it was easy to get the two switches mixed
up. Forty-five gallons of water was a drop in the bucket on a
roaring forest fire, but it was very effective on lightning
strikes, provided water was close by. Fortunately, there were lots
of lakes and ponds in the Kootenays. When we weren't hauling men
and equipment out to fires or using our Monsoon bucket, we were
taking forestry crews out to the mountain tops to cruise and
evaluate timber resources.

The steep slopes and avalanche paths
that supported only slide alder and huckleberry were usually the
only openings big enough for us to land men. The lower, more
protected slopes were so heavily forested there was almost nowhere
to land.

Often we would have to hover with our
skids sitting on a big rock with the rotors just inches from the
slide and have the men jump out. Don was more up to this task than
I was.

Early on in July, we got the exciting
news that the National Ski Team was going to take summer training
on the ever-frozen north slope of the Kokanee Glacier and they
would use us exclusively for transportation. The glacier, which
kept its snow cover year-round, was just 30 miles east of Nelson
and was at the highest and most forbidding part of Kokanee Glacier
Provincial Park.

Established in 1922, this was one of
the oldest parks in the province. Around the turn of the century,
discovery of small veins rich in gold and silver ore caused a local
mining boom. Many of the park's trails were originally built by
miners hauling ore and supplies. An old mile-high log cabin, which
was nestled in the trees below the ski slope, served as a temporary
cookhouse for the team who lived in tents while permanent buildings
were being built. The miners who had built the cabin had followed
an age-old commonsense tradition. They cut the trees down and used
the logs to build the cabin in the area where they fell. It was
only a matter of cutting out the scrub brush that had grown up over
the years and we had a helipad right next to the cabin, maybe a
little too close. I was to do my first big slinging job on July
25th. Using both helicopters Don and I hauled tons of lumber, ski
equipment and bushels of food from a clearing close to an old
walking trail that wound its way from the highway, at the edge of
Kootenay Lake, directly to the cabin. It would have taken the
pioneers all day to make this trip with packhorses. The round trip
by helicopter took 20 minutes.

We used ten-foot-square, orange,
braided-nylon nets with quick release hooks on three corners and a
5-inch steel ring on the fourth. The three snap hooks were attached
to the ring once the net was loaded. A second 5-foot lanyard also
with a snap hook and ring at each end of it would be snapped to the
net. The ring was now ready to be hooked to the helicopter. A dozen
nets were used with a crew at each end ready to load and unload
them.

Helicopters are expensive to rent, so
time was of the essence. The only time we landed was to refuel,
which was about every 45 minutes. Aviation gasoline gas weighs 7.2
pounds per gallon so we kept the tanks less than half full to
improve performance. A trained crewman hooked the ring to the
helicopter while we hovered above him. He was always prepared to
get a static shock because the air was cold and dry. Don told me he
had heard of men getting knocked out from static shock from large
helicopters in cold, dry blowing snow.

At the cabin, we simply released the
load and headed back for more. It took eight hours to deliver
everything they needed. It was piled in heaps beside the cabin. The
team skied for a month. We kept them supplied with food and
transported skiers with sprained ankles and such back to
Nelson.

The ski team moved out on the first
week of September. Even at this early date, signs of winter were
everywhere and there had already been a dusting of new snow at the
mile-high site. We spent a long day flying the team and all their
equipment back to Nelson.

"Someone left their skis behind," Don
told me on the 9th of September. "Pick them up on your way to
Lardeau."

The cabin was pretty much enroute to
the BC Forest Station at the head of Kootenay Lake, where I was
transporting one young assistant forest ranger. I landed on the pad
next to the now-deserted cabin for the hundredth time.

We quickly found the skis and a few
other items, tied them on the cargo rack and took off. A cold wind
descended down the slope. It took full power to climb
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