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INTRODUCTION

During my eighteen-year career fl ying 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 fl ew with the most adventurous of human beings often surrounded by an 

un-caged zoo of amazing animals.

I fell fl at on my face a few times, but always managed to get up and 

carry on with this incredible fl ying experience. These stories are a com-

posite 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!”
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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 fl aps 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 fl aps 

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 fi ghter 

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 
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Royal Canadian Air Force Station St. Hubert close to Montréal. In its 

heyday, as an operational air force station, it was host to 416 and 425 All 

Weather Fighter Squadrons fl ying CF-100s. From 1958 to 1961, I had 

the privilege of fl ying 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 fi ghter and interceptor 

squadrons in Canada and Europe.

As my navigator, Dan Buckler, and I walked into the fl ight 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 notifi ed in one week.

A chill went through my body as I remembered the rumours of cut-

backs. 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 fl oor 

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 

The CF-100 and Flight Lieutenant Hank Sands.
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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 fi nally 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 fi ve.

After two months of living off the meagre severance pay and allow-

ances I fi nally got down to the serious business of looking for work. I was 

angry and disillusioned. I had absolutely no interest in fl ying anymore. 

I looked at many different career options. I applied and was accepted 

into UBC on a Batchelor of Science program. I also fi lled out many 

Federal Government application forms, which included Customs Agent 

and Indian Agent. I even entered a Provincial competition to become a 

Conservation offi cer 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 offi ce 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 classifi ed section saying:
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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 gruffl y. “Meet me in my offi ce 

tomorrow at ten sharp.”

“Uh, where’s that?” I asked.

“Mary’s Café at Pitt Meadows Airport,” he said and hung up.

I drove out there fi rst thing in the morning. His offi ce 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 

fl y 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 café that 

served as his offi ce. If I was going to learn to fl y helicopters this company 

was the best bargain around.
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“After you graduate from my class there’ll be lotsa jobs waiting for 

you,” he said with all the confi dence of a car salesman. “Now let’s go 

take a ride.”

He led me across a fi eld littered with old Cessnas, Pipers and a weath-

ered 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 fl ying 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 fi xed wing aircraft and 

we had to replace most of them. Got her all fi xed up. Now it’s called a 

Bell 47 G1A. It has new hydraulic controls that make it much smoother 

to fl y.”

The helicopter sat on two sturdy metal tubes fore and aft of the en-

gine. 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 

fi lled 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 fi nding 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 
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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 fl at 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 fl ying 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 alumin-

ium 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 
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refuelling out of 45-gallon drums 90% of the time. There’s millions of 

them scattered all over the North. Most of the fl ying 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 fl ying 

around a lot with one or two tied on each side of the racks to give you 

extra fl ying 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 fi gure on fl ying 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 bot-

tom of the tanks to check for water before every fl ight,” 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 
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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 fl ew most 

of them, but this was the one I remembered best.

The cockpit was equipped with dual fl ying 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 par-

tially blocked by a small consol with about one tenth of the instruments I 

was used to looking at in a jet fi ghter.

“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 remov-

able, 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 fl ight fl ying over a quilt pattern 

of pastures and fi elds with row upon rows of vegetables and fruit trees.

There were also vast treeless fi elds where what looked like smoke 

drifted out of black holes. “Those are peat bogs,” he shouted over the 
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noisy engine. “There’s fi res 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 fl ying bug had caught me again. I was sure that my 

training would include other fl ights over this spot more than once.

On October 2, 1964, I climbed back into Lenny’s helicopter to begin 

training. Lenny fl ew us out to the middle of a large cow pasture. The ma-

chine seemed to fl y 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 fl y that was ever built. My Air Force 

instructor used to say, “If you can fl y this, you can fl y anything.”

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

I put my feet on the pedals, grabbed the collective and gently manipu-

lated 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? 
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This thing defi ed 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 fi rst. I would drive home rung out and dripping in sweat.

Slowly and painfully, my skill improved. I learned to hover in the 

same fi eld and later between the fi rst two cow pies that Lenny picked out, 

and fi nally more or less on one spot.

“Hovering is the fi rst and the hardest thing to learn,” Lenny told me 

and I believed him until I attempted my fi rst approach and landing.

In forward fl ight the helicopter behaved like an airplane, but getting 

from there to a hover was not a simple matter of closing the throttle, set-

tling 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 fl ying 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 ro-

tated 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 fi nally 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 
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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 fran-

tically next to the helipad, indicating he defi nitely wanted me to land.

I’d barely gotten settled on the helipad when he jumped into the heli-

copter 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 fl y 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 fl ying and Lenny was fi rmly holding the hand of the other one. 

There were lots of people pointing and laughing when we arrived back at 

Pitt Meadows.
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“Wash the mud off the skids,” were Lenny’s last words as he wan-

dered 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 li-

cence. Fortunately, I’d obtained that licence by taking a weekend course. 

Now I was $1625.00 poorer, but I was a licensed, qualifi ed 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 fl ying 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 fl ights, 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.
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CHAPTER TWO

HARD LESSONS

I started job hunting with the biggest and the best, Okanagan Helicopters.

Their offi ce was based at Vancouver Airport. After a quick interview 

the personnel offi cer 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, fi guring that I would have to con-

tinue looking around for other fl ying 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-fi ve 

helicopter fl ying hours under his belt.

“Go get some more fl ying experience and come back,” the owner of 

Northern Helicopters told me. He owned a dozen helicopters compared to 
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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 fl ew 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 fi nally 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 

fl owed out of the vast lake that it was named after. It was just fi ve 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 fi nd it as smooth and easy to fl y as those Bell 47s. This country is all 

rugged mountains and high tree lines with lots of bad weather to boot.”
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Don, with years of fl ying experience, had the responsibilities of run-

ning the base, fl ying his own helicopter missions and teaching me how 

to fl y.

I made my fi rst fl ight 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 fl y the 

beast. For the fi rst week I did almost nothing except fl y around with him 

and watch. Gradually, I was able to take on more responsibility. A second 

Hiller was sent up from Vancouver. I fi nally 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 fi res to fi ght.

Early in my training, Don lead 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.
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“If you notice there’s a fl oat on the edge of the trap door,” he con-

tinued, 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 fl ying 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-fi ve gallons of water was a drop in 

the bucket on a roaring forest fi re, 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 equip-

ment out to fi res 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 
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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 fol-

lowed 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 fi rst big slinging job on July 25th. Using both helicopters Don and 

I hauled tons of lumber, ski equipment and bushels of food from a clear-

ing 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 re-

lease 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 
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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 fi rst 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 fl ying 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 ever so slowly away from the helipad. Suddenly, a 

downdraft hit me and down I went, spinning and sinking out of control.

In seconds, I was back on the pad in one piece beginning to breathe 

a sigh of relief when I heard the rat-a-tat-tat of the main rotors chewing 
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a chunk out of the cabin. My young passenger didn’t say a word, but he 

sure looked shaken.

“Sorry,” was all I could think to say. We had no radio communication.

I spent a long day in a state of despair and shock, staring at the dam-

aged helicopter rotors. During my years in the Air Force, I’d never so 

much as dented an airplane, but now after only seven months I’d severely 

damaged a helicopter.

Finally, towards evening I heard the familiar chop-chop of a helicop-

ter arriving. Don circled over us several times then headed away waving 

at us to follow. We scrambled through thick brush and trees, guided only 

by the sound of the helicopter. The trees fi nally gave way to a treeless pla-

teau where Don sat in the helicopter with the engine still running, close 

to the edge of a steep slope. The two of us ran the distance and scrambled 

aboard the helicopter. What a relief to not have to spend a night in that 

cabin!

“Did you tie the rotor down and disconnect the battery?” Don asked 

as I climbed in beside him. “Yes,” I replied, relieved that he didn’t hit me 

with a barrage of hysterical questions.

He applied full power. With the collective full up, and power at the 

red line, the Hiller still wouldn’t leave the ground.

“Bad air,” Don shouted over the noisy engine. “Dead air. I think I’m 

gonna have to take you out one at a time.”

I hopped out and he took off with the young ranger. Even with 

the lighter load, the helicopter had to skim down the steep slope to get 

airborne.

The wind had died; it was cold and dead calm and at last I understood 

what Don had meant by “dead air.” Long shadows were creeping across 
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the long icy slope above me. It would be dark soon. I could still see a few 

fl ags and the deep ski-carved snow the ski team had left behind.

I was thinking that maybe I would be spending a night in the cabin 

alone when Don fi nally returned to pick me up. By the time I had my 

seat belt done up, Don had the helicopter up to full power. The helicopter 

didn’t budge. The dead air that he had mentioned was now even deader. 

I was beginning to think we would both end up spending the night here.

“Hang on,” he shouted, “you’re about to learn something new and it’s 

going to be hairy.”

He eased down on the collective which allowed both the engine RPM 

and rotor speed to increase to the maximum and a little beyond. Then, 

without warning, he jerked the collective up. The helicopter jumped into 

the air and dove off the cliff. In seconds, the rotor speed was down to 

minimum and we were screaming down the steep slope like a runaway 

skier, dodging the taller shrubs. My god, I thought to myself! I’d survived 

one crash today and am now going to die in another. I wanted to scream, 

but I kept it inside. Don didn’t need any distractions.

Finally, we had enough speed to get airborne and I was able to take 

my eyes off death’s door and look at Don. He was completely unruffl ed 

because he knew what he was doing. I certainly didn’t.

I learned my fate a week later. It was determined that the accident 

was a result of my inexperience and the unexpected downdraft. I was for-

given. The company decided that we needed a helicopter better suited to 

the high mountain terrain and sent us a newly re-built turbo charged Bell 

47B. It had the same narrow cabin as the helicopter I’d trained on in Pitt 

Meadows, but unlike the Hiller it was designed for better high altitude 
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performance. They said that it could maintain full power over halfway to 

the summit of Mount Everest if I should ever want to go there.

“There’s a staking rush up in the Bugaboos, lots of helicopters in-

volved,” Don told me when I arrived one morning early in December. 

“Think you can handle fl ying a couple of prospectors around in ten feet 

of powder snow?”

“Sure thing,” I said, glad to be off on something new.

Next morning, I took off with snowshoes strapped on the rack and 

lots of warm clothes.

The Bugaboo Mountain range between Nelson and Golden, BC, was 

famous for its long slopes of deep powder snow that attract the rich and 

famous every winter for helicopter skiing. It was also rich in minerals.

When I arrived in Golden there were already helicopters there from 

other companies. I was the only Okanagan pilot. We would fl y prospect-

ors out to stake claims each day. At night pilots and prospectors would get 

together, drink beer and gossip. We talked about everything except where 

we were staking each day. We were all friendly competitors wanting a 

bigger chunk of the land that surrounded a recently announced mineral 

strike. It was like the gold rush of old, except helicopters took the place 

of mules, horses, and rugged prospectors on foot.

The 11th of December dawned clear and cold. Tom Smith and Rick 

Follows, both experienced prospectors, were my passengers for the day. 

We took off early and headed straight for the area they wanted to stake. 

Never had I seen snow like this. Everywhere it was soft and fl uffy as 

sifted fl our and at least 10 feet deep. I tried landing in a big open meadow 

without success. As soon as the rotor blast hit the snow we were sur-

rounded by a raging tornado of blinding whiteness. Once the skis were 
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into the snow, the helicopter sank and sank until I was afraid that the 

tail rotor was going to dig into the snow and bend or break those fragile 

breakaway tabs that Lenny had fi rst shown me. I fi nally found a spot on 

the edge of a creek where the wind had crusted the snow up a bit.

Even then the snow was halfway up the bubble before I felt settled 

in, but the tail rotor was hanging safely over the creek. The men struggled 

in the deep snow, but fi nally got their snowshoes on, picked up the white 

4 by 4 stakes that were tied on the rack and trundled off to stake their 

claims.

When they fi nally returned the sun was getting low and the shadows 

were long and blue in the snow. Packs and snowshoes were quickly tied 

back on the racks and we all climbed happily into the warm helicopter. 

In a half hour or so we’d be back in Golden. By using full power I just 

managed to get the skids untangled from the snow and took off down the 

creek.

Immediately, there was a loud bang and the helicopter smashed into 

the creek bed on its side as if pounded by a giant fi st. I was on top with 

Rick beneath me and poor Tom was squished by the two of us. In seconds, 

the three of us scrambled out into the snow through the shattered bubble. 

We all seemed unhurt. The fi rst thing I noticed was a cleanly cut off dead 

snag that angled out over the creek. It had been well hidden in shadows, 

but it was obvious I’d hit it. As I looked at it in dismay, I lost the sight in 

my left eye.

“My god, I’ve lost an eye!” I remember screaming in shock and panic.

Tom came close and plucked a piece of plexiglas out of my forehead 

just above my eye. My blood had blinded me. A handful of snow quickly 

stopped the fl ow and I could see again. We stood staring dumbly at a fi re 
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burning in the red-hot turbo charger. Gasoline from a damaged fuel tank 

was dripping on it.

”Where’s the bloody fi re extinguisher?” I said to myself, climbing 

into the shattered cabin and looking about frantically. I fi nally found it 

strapped to the side of the instrument panel. With now frozen fi ngers I 

pulled frantically on the catch that held the extinguisher. It came off with 

a snap and I knew I’d have a good sized bruise where it hit my wrist. 

When I stepped back out through the bubble, Tom and Rick were no-

where to be found.

Wiser than me, they’d moved off a good distance to watch safely. 

They had decided that I’d earned the right to die if the helicopter blew 

up. The fi re was almost touching the damaged fuel tank by now. The next 

hassle was getting the pin out of the trigger. I did it, fi nally. With a bruised 

hand and an almost dislocated fi nger I pointed and pulled. The fi re was 

extinguished almost immediately.

I vowed to take a course on fi re extinguishers in the near future. I now 

realized that we all should have run like hell as soon as we saw the fi re, 

but ironically my foolishness not only saved the helicopter, it allowed us 

to retrieve our packsacks and snowshoes. We struggled through the neck-

deep snow to a sawmill three miles away. The mill was sealed up for the 

winter, but we managed to scrounge up some food and get a fi re going. 

First thing next morning, one of my fellow helicopter pilots picked us up.

He told me that when we hadn’t turned up last night the whole group 

of prospectors and pilots had gathered in the pub, not so much to drink 

beer, but to fi gure out where we were. And they were very successful, 

thanks, no doubt, to the previous night’s gossip.

The next day, Roy Webster fl ew in with an Okanagan Bell 204B from 
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Vancouver. This was a civilian version of the famous Vietnam Hueys so 

much in the news these days. Roy, a fellow ex-Air Force pilot, had been 

one of my instructors on the mountain course. It was a sad reunion. We 

fl ew into the accident site and I had the honour of hooking what was left 

my helicopter to the end of a long lanyard attached to the big helicopter. 

Don was right. I got a big static shock in cold blowing snow. The wreck 

was neatly deposited on a fl atbed truck waiting on the roadside a few 

miles away and I returned to Nelson as a passenger in the 204B. I was 

also a bit of a wreck.

I was grounded, which meant I wasn’t allowed to fl y until a decision 

was made on my status with the company. The call came from Vancouver 

on Christmas Eve just before quitting time. I was fi red.

It had been a bad year for Okanagan Helicopters. They’d wrecked 

more than half their sixty-fi ve helicopters before my episode and the in-

surance company was screaming for blood. It ended up being my blood. 

I headed for home realizing that I’d forgotten to wish Don a Merry 

Christmas. On the way, I picked up a bottle of scotch and took a swig. As 

I entered my mobile home the kids came running up to me all excited.

“Daddy, Daddy,” my son Jeff shouted. “Santa’s coming tonight.”

The Christmas tree lights were on and the usual Christmas cooking 

smells were everywhere. I decided to say nothing to anyone about the 

past day’s events until after Boxing Day, and prodded myself into a holi-

day mood. I even laughed at the thought that this might be quite a long 

holiday.

On December 27th, I went to the Okanagan offi ce attached to the 

front of the hanger. There was no one there and the offi ce was like a cold 
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stranger. I packed up my few belongings from the desk that had been in-

stalled for me just a few months before and threw my key on Don’s desk.

I opened the door to the unheated hanger and entered. The familiar 

smells of gas and oil were like perfume to me. The Hiller 12E that I’d 

learned to fl y in sat quietly on its wheels. I opened the door and climbed 

into the pilot’s seat for the last time. Tears welled up in my eyes, but I 

drove them back and left the hanger hurriedly. It would be embarrassing 

if Don turned up. In the following months, I only went to the hanger once 

to pick up my fi nal pay cheque.

The Unemployment offi ce in Nelson was only a few blocks away 

and it was open. Once again I began the long process of looking for em-

ployment that didn’t include fl ying. Many of the jobs that I’d looked for 

previously were still there. I was on the short list for a BC Conservation 

Offi cer and for a Federal Indian agent.

After a week of fi lling out applications, I knew I would soon fi nd a 

Jeff and Linda. My fi rst two kids.
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great ground position for life. By now the employment offi cer I’d been 

assigned to and I had become great friends.

“Look, Hank, you need to get some sort of job to keep you busy till 

we fi nd you a position,” my employment offi cer suggested. He found one 

for me almost too quickly.

The Canadian Pacifi c Railroad needed a labourer at the rail yard just 

a few blocks from the employment offi ce. I was hired at minimum wage. 

All I had to do was learn how to drive a wheelbarrow. Most of the men 

had worked here their whole lives.

“You need to buy the foreman a bottle on payday if you want to keep 

working here,” one of the more experienced wheel barrowers told me as 

I picked up my fi rst meagre cheque.

I never gave that foreman a bottle and I was never fi red. All in all, it 

was a pretty crappy job, but it put food on the table. Day after day, I would 

see the new helicopter that had replaced the one that I’d wrecked, fl ying 

low over the rail yard that was right next to Okanagan’s base.

Just after New Years, I was still dreaming that I might get another 

fl ying job. I sent out applications for employment to every helicopter 

company in western Canada. The few that answered said, “Unable to hire 

you due to your insurance status.” This was their polite way of saying, 

“You’re a high risk.”

Two miserable months dragged by and the low CPR pay had us eat-

ing hamburger instead of steak. I was no closer to fi nding a decent job. I 

was out shovelling what I hoped was the last March snowfall when my 

wife called me to the phone. It was Jim Lapinski, chief pilot for Klondike 

Helicopters in Calgary.

“Why don’t you come on over here? We’ll talk and take a fl ight test. 
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Maybe I can offer you a job.” We talked over the details and I hung up 

high as a kite with excitement. When I told Melba the glorious news she 

simply looked away.

I scrounged some time off from my CPR position and headed for 

Calgary. After introductions and some chit chat, Jim and I climbed into a 

Bell 47 G2 helicopter which was identical to the one I’d fl own during the 

Okanagan Helicopters mountain course. I was a nervous wreck. Once air-

borne and clear of the airport Jim turned control of the helicopter over to 

me. Fear grabbed me! The controls felt like total strangers. My hands felt 

like frozen bear paws on an ice-covered tree. I managed to do everything 

reasonably well until he asked me to do an auto-rotation. All I could think 

about was that snowy creek in the bugaboos, hitting that invisible snag, 

that helicopter mortally wounded like a mosquito hit with a fl yswatter, 

and me hurting.

I put the helicopter into auto-rotation, saw the ground roaring at me 

and froze. Jim grabbed the controls away from me just before we crashed. 

In mere seconds, we came to a skidding stop in a desolate prairie fi eld and 

settled into snow-covered grain stubble.

A small pack of grey winter-gaunt coyotes took off in all directions. 

It was all over for me, I thought. Yet, at that terrible moment I realised I 

didn’t want some boring ground job, I still wanted to fl y.

Jim gently took my hand, placed it on the cyclic and said, “I know 

you can fl y this thing, so let’s do it. I’m getting thirsty for a beer and don’t 

want to sit out here in the middle of nowhere all night. Now take off and 

climb to 500 feet.”

After several long moments I fi nally opened the throttle and lifted 
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the helicopter into a hover. Snow blew in all directions, but no trees were 

waiting in hiding to strike me down. I took off and climbed to 500 feet.

“Now I want you to auto-rotate right to the spot we just took off 

from,” Jim said, suddenly closing the throttle.

We were instantly heading almost vertically towards the ground at 60 

miles per hour. This time I fl ared the helicopter and did a perfect landing. 

I noticed that Jim’s hands weren’t far from the controls.

“You missed the spot by 50 feet,” he said with a smile on his face. 

“Let’s do better next time.”

After several attempts, I was within ten feet.

“Not bad,” Jim said smiling at me.

At last, I had my confi dence back. The helicopter fi nally felt like it 

was part of me again. Jim was a sensitive and decent man who recognized 

that the last time I’d fl own had ended up in a terrible accident. When we 

fi nally got back to the airport Jim lead me to his offi ce, sat me down and 

said, “I have to go talk to the president about you.”

Twenty long minutes later he came in and sat down quietly facing me. 

“We’ve called our insurance company and….”

He hesitated and I knew what was coming. My heart was pounding. 

This had been my last chance; the end of my fl ying career…. “We’ve 

decided to hire you. It’s going to cost us a bundle for liability insurance, 

but I think you’re worth the risk. Now let’s go get that beer.”

As we sat down for a celebratory beer, he said, “You were like a horse 

with a broken leg. A lot have to be put down, but some do survive.”

With a new red Klondike hat on my head and on a decent salary, I 

phoned Melba from the motel that the company provided for the night. 
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I couldn’t contain my excitement as I told her that I was once again a 

helicopter pilot, albeit on probation.

“Fine,” was all she said and hung up on me. That was when I realized 

that our marriage was in trouble. I couldn’t blame her. We’d been through 

hell since Christmas and she was quite tired of living with a helicopter pi-

lot, especially one who was now going to be away for months on end. We 

sold the mobile home in Nelson and moved into an apartment in Calgary.

I’d been hired by Klondike with the title of Helicopter Pilot /Engineer, 

which gave the company the right to put me in coveralls. The closest I got 

to a helicopter for several months was with a paint stripper. My home life 

with Melba was pretty miserable.

“I’m leaving you,” I fi nally told her.

She said some very bad things to me as I packed, but she and my two 

kids stood teary eyed at the door as I walked out for the last time.

On May 27, 1966, I put my car stuffed with my meagre belongings in 

storage. I headed for Fort Smith, capital of the Northwest Territories in a 

Bell 47 G2 for a three-month fl ying contract. It would be my fi rst real test, 

as a helicopter pilot, once again. I remembered Lenny’s old hackneyed 

fl ying expression, “There are old pilots and bold pilots, but no old, bold 

pilots.” I’d been a bold pilot and had almost got myself killed. Now, I had 

a second chance to become an old pilot.
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Helicopter Crash in the Bugaboos

A fl oundering beast buried deeply in the snow,

Gentle manipulation of each precise control,

Full power straining with the load,

Rotor blast a tornado by itself,

Thoughts of food and warmth just minutes off,

Takeoff slow then faster faster through the narrow draw,

A humming bird turned eagle after prey.

Crisp bugaboo cold and snow blue shadows,

Flickering light through wings

That move too fast to see,

An ice bound creek meandering below,

Receding fast beneath each tree,

A snag unseen ghostly hidden,

Reaching out with icy fi ngers,

To grasp this frail machine.

A metal rending crashing sound,

Sends this wondrous fl ying bird,

Unwilling into deathly throes,

To broken quiet metal.

Oh God, Will I ever try again!

Two men and I, bleeding bleeding,

Bitter cold, and wounds congealing,

Stiffening and aching bones,
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Wrecked in the Bugaboos.

The lifeblood sun too fast receding.

Three fearful men crawling through broken plexiglas,

Into neck-deep forbidding snow,

The dead bird machine, burning, burning

near snowbound men with nowhere left to go.

Will we be blown to peaceful forgiving eternity?

Warmed by the only fi re left in this dead bird,

Or left to die in the arctic quiet this night.

Oh God, will I ever fl y again?
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CHAPTER THREE

HENRY THE BUFFALO

“What were you doing up there?” I asked Bob Gauchie, who’d 

just gotten back from two weeks fl ying up in the Arctic. He 

was a Beaver pilot who was part of the team contracted to the Federal 

Department of Northern Affairs and Natural Resources for the summer. 

His welcome-back party was being held in the Fort Smith Royal Canadian 

Legion where Roger Sexty, a fellow helicopter pilot, and Bob and I felt it 

was our duty to keep the bartender employed and the beer in the taps from 

going fl at. As usual, the Legion was almost empty.

Fort Smith was the capital of the Northwest Territories with a large 

mobile population of Federal civil servants, and a steady population of 

First Nations people.

“Spent two weeks fl yin’ from lake to lake with a geologist. Just him 

and me,” Bob replied. “Tell you the truth I didn’t know exactly where I 

was most of the time. Sure glad he didn’t know that. There’s thousands of 

lakes up there and they all look the same. Got home by sheer luck.”
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We all rolled our eyes. We knew Bob was exaggerating. The de 

Havilland Canada DHC-2 Beaver he fl ew was fi rst built in 1948. It was 

a single-engine, high-wing, propeller-driven aircraft. Like its earlier rela-

tive the Norseman, it was one of the fi nest and most used bush planes 

in history. Though it was already classed as a short takeoff and landing 

aircraft, Bob managed to fl y it into potholes even smaller than what it was 

designed for. Bob was a little more than 10 years older than me and had 

been a WWII veteran. We’d both learned to fl y in the RCAF but our paths 

had never crossed. Now our paths not only crossed, but overlapped.

When wildfi res happened Bob would fl y the fi refi ghters and equip-

ment into the nearest lake and I would take them to the fi re. I was still 

pretty new at this and Bob always had a hint or two to make things easier 

for me. This far north, it almost never got dark in the summer and we 

would often be airborne by 5 AM after a night of partying at the Legion. 

Even at that hour, he always managed a smile on his face, a joke in his 

mouth and a twinkle in his eye.

“So what’s up with you guys?” Bob asked, sucking on another Legion 

beer.

“I’m going to herd buffalo tomorrow,” I said as casually as possible, 

not wanting to sound like a boy who was about to take his fi rst pee stand-

ing up.

“Didn’t know you could ride a horse,” Bob joked.

“These aren’t cows we’re looking at,” Roger answered. “Buffalo can 

run a horse into the ground so choppers are the horse of choice. I’ve got 

another job tomorrow so it’s Hank’s turn to have a go.”

Roger, who was sipping on a glass of wine instead of beer, was 

much older and more experienced than me. He was also quite a charac-
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ter, with the lean weathered look of a man from down under complete 

with Australian digger hat and uniform. The two of us were based in Fort 

Smith, which is right on the northeast edge of Wood Buffalo National 

Park. His primary job was working with the parks people and mine was 

forest fi re fi ghting. Our jobs often overlapped, but this was my fi rst crack 

at herding buffalo. I was sure it wouldn’t be all that hard.

“You need fricken’ chaps,” Ernie Grant, our ever loving mechanic/

engineer, said with a big grin on his face when I arrived at the base early 

next morning.

His head was bald, except for a little hair trying to survive around 

his ears, and his eyes bulged white in contrast to his full dark beard. He 

probably shaved once a year just to check for food. He had my helicopter 

fuelled and ready to go. It sat on a rough lumber pad a comfortable dis-

tance away from Rogers’s machine, which also sat on a rough hewn pad. 

We fl ew two almost identical Bell 47 G2 helicopters. These Bells had 

small, narrow cabins that could just about squeeze in two skinny passen-

gers and a pilot, and then had hardly enough power to get off the ground 

even at this low altitude. Like most of the Bell 47s, this model trundled 

along at about 70 mph.

Our base was on a very picturesque grassy knoll above the mighty 

Slave River. I took off over the steep cliff and headed for Haycamp which 

was a half hour fl ight over the park. The boiling frothy rapids directly 

below had given Fort Smith its Chipewyan language name, Thebacha, 

which meant, ‘beside the rapids.’ Just below the rapids, Bob’s Beaver 

was docked beside other aircraft in the calmer water. The rapids quickly 

turned into a lazy, meandering river, which made its way through the 

17,300 square miles of Wood Buffalo National Park straddling the  border 
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between the Northwest Territories and Alberta. The park, which was 

home to several thousand wood buffalo, moose, wolves, caribou, bears 

and many thousands of other smaller furry and feathery creatures, was 

also the last natural nesting ground for whooping cranes in the world. It 

was also home to about a thousand different species of mosquitoes and 

other annoying bugs.

Fifteen minutes into the fl ight, the landscape of sparse trees that 

popped up amongst seven-foot high grass turned into blue ponds dot-

ted with thousands of water birds. The ponds were surrounded by green 

meadows and swamps. A lone moose stood with his head half submerged 

in a swamp, munching on underwater greenery. A pack of black and white 

wolves fed off a small dead animal. There were buffalo everywhere, 

mostly in groups of a few dozen or so. If I spotted a dead buffalo today, I 

would have to abandon my herding mission, fl y back to Fort Smith, pick 

up a waiting biologist and return to the site as quickly as possible. He 

would perform an on-the-spot autopsy to see if anthrax or tuberculosis 

had caused the death. These two diseases were rampant in the park.

Haycamp appeared off in the distance. Miles and miles of strong fen-

cing stretched forth in the shape of a huge V. Where it came together the 

parks people had built an enormous 10-foot-high log corral. Rough-hewn 

outbuildings scattered here and there were quarters for a crew of equally 

rough-hewn men.

Peter Miller, the Crew Chief, who was a biologist, stood by the heli-

copter pad holding his hat fi rmly atop his head so the rotor blast wouldn’t 

blow it away. I landed and shut down beside dozens of fuel drums, that 

had been hauled in by truck in the winter, when the tundra was frozen 

rock solid. I topped up the two saddle fuel tanks, knowing I would need 
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every drop. I also carried two ten-gallon kegs on the racks which meant I 

could fl y about 4 hours before I would have to return here to refuel. I was 

sure the buffalo would appreciate the break.

My Bell 47 G2 fueled and ready to herd buffalo. 
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“So it’s your turn to have a go at herding,” Peter said as we shook 

hands. “Let’s go have a coffee and I’ll fi ll you in on your mission today.”

We sat at a small table just outside the cook house overlooking the 

corral where about 50 buffalo pressed against the rough logs looking rest-

less and jumpy.

Peter wasn’t a big man, but he was solidly built with a wind-weath-

ered face that looked both knowledgeable and intelligent. Pale grey eyes 

squinted at me in the sun.

“Yesterday, a cow carrying an unborn calf just kept running into the 

log fence over and over again until she broke her neck. Over the years, 

I’ve seen this happen many times. I don’t know of any other wild animal 

that would do this. We tried to coax her away with treats, but to no avail,” 

Peter said with a sad look in his eyes. “Everyone calls these park animals 

buffalo,” he added, “but they were originally a Wood Bison, which is a 

larger and darker relative of the Plains Bison that populated the prairie 

grasslands by the millions a few hundred years ago.”

As we sipped on our coffee, Peter went on to explain that the Wood 

Bison is also called a Mountain Buffalo and was the largest land animal 

in North America. They can reach over 9 feet in length, more than 6 feet 

tall and can weigh over a ton.

Peter further explained that in 1922 Wood Buffalo National Park 

was established to protect the herd. Shortly after that, about 6,000 Plains 

Bison were moved from southern Alberta to the park. Interbreeding vir-

tually eliminated the Wood Bison as a separate species. In 1893, there 

were less than 500 animals left in the park when hunting them was fi nally 

prohibited. So by 1900, the number grew to about 1500 and quickly in-

creased to a population over 10,000. Overgrazing and disease not only 
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killed off thousands of them, but threatened the caribou and moose popu-

lation as well.

“We’ve got a population of about 5,000 buffalo out there that need 

their TB shots. Unlike anthrax, tuberculosis is treatable with vaccine. We 

inoculate the young ones and the unlucky, older guys are butchered for 

meat which, in my opinion, is really only edible as jerky. Get yourself 

another coffee while I go and get you a map of the area,” Peter said and 

trundled off.

I fi lled my cup from the dented pot that sat on the equally bent wood-

stove. A huge pan of cold bacon left over from breakfast sat next to coffee 

pot. I was back at the table munching on some of it, when Peter returned 

with a full coffee cup and an old crinkled map that looked like a few buf-

falo had walked on it.

“Roger and I did some scouting yesterday. There’s several hundred 

buffalo scattered in the trees in this area,” he said, circling the location on 

the map which was about 10 miles south of our location. If you’re lucky 

you might get some in the corral by nightfall. Fly on down there and see 

what you can do.”

I took off and headed south. Even this early in the morning the sun 

was well up and hot. Soon, I saw mixed groups of buffalo gathering in the 

shade of birch and alder trees, or wallowing in the cool mud of swamps. 

I sped towards the herd, hovering so close, they could feel the wash from 

the blades. I made slow wide circles much like a cowboy on horseback 

would do, only going close enough to scare them into moving. Things 

went smooth as silk. In 40 minutes, I had close to 500 animals assembled 

together exactly where I wanted them. The bulls glared and snorted at me 
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and raised dust with their hooves while the cows sheltered their young 

calves.

“This is a cinch,” I said to myself as I hovered above them thinking 

about the thousands of cowboys and proud Indians riding on lathered 

horses who must have taken days to accomplish what I had done in min-

utes. All that I was missing was the roar of hundreds of restless hoofs, 

which were drowned out by my engine. I hovered in close to the largest 

group fully expecting them to obediently head north where the corral 

waited. Not one buffalo moved. They simply shuffl ed around like a bunch 

of nervous school boys at a junior high school dance.

“Oh, oh,” I said to myself. “Maybe this isn’t going to be as easy as I 

thought.”

It was then that I noticed a huge bull off by himself, standing dead 

still but for a hoof gently scuffi ng at the ground. He was much bigger and 

darker than the rest and I wondered, “Could this be the last pure Wood 

Bison that Peter had said was all but extinct in the park?”

I moved in close to him. As the windblast ruffl ed his black mane, he 

simply stared at me with a defi ant gleam in his eye. His mouth was mov-

ing and I imagined him saying, “I’ll move when I’m good and ready,” 

although he was probably just chewing a bit of grass.

“OK, Henry,” I shouted using my childhood name, “when you get 

tired of eating dust, you’ll move.”

I remembered my Uncle Henry who I was named after. He died fl ying 

a Spitfi re in the Battle of Britain. “You’re as determined and stubborn as 

your uncle and all those brave men who fought in the Battle of Britain 

and saved a nation,” my English father used to say when I was young. He 

came from Yorkshire, England, in the 1920s.
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It was as if Henry The Buffalo had read my thoughts. He gave me 

a beady annoyed look and trotted off north. The whole herd followed, 

leaving me tagging along. By noon I’d only managed to get about half the 

herd to the fenceline leading into the corral. Henry would lead a group of 

fi fty into those blasted copses of trees and four would run out the other 

side.

“You aren’t going to wear my chaps out.” I shouted, more determined 

than ever to get some of them into the corral. Towards the end of the 

day, close to 500 buffalo had dissolved into the canopy of trees. Henry 

was the only one left. Now he was running next to the fence and I had 

him trapped. The miles of V-shaped fence gradually closed in. Men were 

waiting at the gate ready to lock him in the corral. I remembered Peter’s 

chilling words. All the old buffalo would go to the meat processing plant. 

Henry suddenly came to an abrupt halt, turned and stared at me.

“I’m going to get you in that corral before nightfall and they’re going 

to make you into hamburger,” I shouted hovering in so close that we were 

virtually face to face.

The wind, the noise, and my smug face seemed to bother him now. 

Drool dripped from his mouth, lather and sweat had left a sheen on his 

dark body. Now, I saw exhaustion in his face and he was shaking uncon-

trollably. I’d been fl ying for almost eight hours and had been pushing 

this solitary animal for most of it. He must have been as tired of running 

as I was of sitting. I was every bit as sore in the saddle as the old Texan 

cowboys must have been and no doubt Henry hurt more. The heat from 

the July sun and the dust from hundreds of hooves had left me feeling like 

a sweating mud pie.

Suddenly, he turned and darted into a large patch of trees.
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“You sneaky old bugger,” I said laughing, in spite of my annoyance. 

“Come out and fi ght face-to-face.” I circled the large grove, but there was 

no sign of him.

We both needed a break so I landed beside a crystal blue pond a short 

distance away and shut down. That big bull wasn’t going anywhere. The 

rotor slowly came to a stop. A waft of wind rustled the tall grass and 

rippled the pond. Water lapped musically against the gravely shoreline. 

The rotor thumped rhythmically on the mast. Geese honked and ducks 

quacked at me from a safe distance. I dragged what was left of my sand-

wiches from my lunch box and munched on them. Mallards saw the bread 

I threw on the ground and moved closer. Even though it was suppertime, 

the Sun was still high on the horizon and it was hot. Condensation dripped 

from the canvas water bag hanging on the skid. I gulped down large 

mouthfuls of water and poured some on my head to try to cool down. 

Then it occurred to me that I was sitting right beside a swimming pool 

and I sure didn’t need a bathing suit out here. I stripped naked and jumped 

into the pond. The water was deep and cold and soon revitalized me. I 

swam towards the ducks, sending them noisily into fl ight. I’d done a fair 

bit of skinny dipping in my life, even shared it with a female companion, 

but it had never felt as good as this. Within a few short minutes I heard a 

snort behind me. I gasped out loud and almost choked on a mouthful of 

water as I turned back towards shore. There, standing dangerously close 

to the helicopter, was Henry sucking up water from the pond. I treaded 

water trying not to make waves. Fear gripped me, making goose bumps 

from the cold water stand out even more.

No longer did I have the power of the helicopter behind me. It was 

now a 2000-pound animal against a 160-pound skinny dipper.


