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During the second week in June, my parents 
decided to pay me a visit.  Since they had never 
been here, my living in Alaska gave them an op-
portunity to visit a place they had never been.  Dur-
ing their visit we drove my Blazer up the George 
Parks Highway, visiting Tal-
keetna, Denali National Park, 
Fairbanks, then drove south 
on the Richardson Highway 
visiting those points along 
that highway.

During our visit to 
Denali National Park we 
took a bus ride 66 miles into 
the park to see the wildlife 
and also Mt. McKinley. 
(“Denali” is the Athabaskan 
name for Mt. McKinley, and it means “The High 
One”)  What we didn’t do is hike the several trails 
around the entrance area.  Since I like to day hike 
and was intrigued by those trails, I decided to re-
turn to the park to do that.  During the second week 
in July, having repacked my Luscombe with the 
necessary survival and camping gear, I took off for 
Denali National Park. 

I took off from Merrill Field and headed west 
across Knik Arm, part of Cook Inlet, then headed 
north for Denali.  I would be traveling 170 nm, a 
two hour flight.  When you drive there, you first 
have to head northeast from Anchorage along the 
Glenn Highway toward Palmer, then head west and 
north.  The driving distance is 237 miles and takes 
5 to 6 hours.

After crossing Knik Arm you are clear of the 
Elmendorf AFB airspace, and you can 
head straight north.  There are no ter-
rain problems until you get past Tal-
keetna, about 70 nm.  If it’s a clear 

day you can see Mt. McKinley, and you can fly 
toward that, but I couldn’t see it on this day.  Most 
pilots in Alaska have either GPS or ADF to help 
with their navigation.

North of Talkeetna you enter a broad valley 
with mountains on either 
side, and you are no longer 
flying direct, but rather fol-
lowing either the Parks High-
way and the Chulitna River, 
or the Alaska Railroad and 
the Susitna River.  The Chu-
litna River has a much 
broader valley, so I followed 
that.  As you approach 
Cantwell, this valley becomes 
known as Broad Pass, and is 

well named.
Just north of Cantwell though, you have to 

turn left and leave Broad Pass and enter another, 
called Windy Pass, which is much narrower.  I 
suppose it has that name for a good reason, but it 
wasn’t too windy on this day.

Denali National Park has been called the most 
accessible National Park to the lightplane pilot, 
because there is a really dandy gravel airstrip right 
inside the entrance to the park, just a short walk 
from the Park Hotel.  This was my destination.  

As I entered downwind for the airstrip, I de-
scended to pattern altitude and slowed to about 65 
indicated.  As I passed abeam the approach end of 
the runway, I flew over an area that dropped down 
into the lowest part of the river valley.  All of a 
sudden I noticed I was rapidly losing altitude, then 

that my airspeed had dropped to 50.  I 
may have unconsciously pulled back 
on the stick as an initial response to 
losing altitude, but then noticed I was 

Flight to Denali
As most of you know, I lived in Alaska between 1996 and 2002.  I wrote this story in 1997 and 
sent it to the newsletter editor of the Carbondale, IL EAA chapter.  He never used it, so this is 
the first time it’s been in print.                                                                                  Pete Wiggin

The entrance to Windy Pass
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starting to lose aileron response as the valley floor was rising to 
meet me, and immediately knew I was too low and too slow.  Throt-
tle to the firewall.  The initial reaction of the airplane to having full 
power applied was that the nose up attitude increased even more 
than it was.  I turned away from the canyon wall and toward the 
airstrip as I gingerly moved the stick forward to increase the air-
speed.  Suddenly I was at a more appropriate airspeed and climbing 
at 500 feet per minute.  All this happened in much less time that it 
took to tell you about it.  I make an uneventful 
landing and taxied to parking.

After a short walk to the train station (next 
to the airstrip) to use the phone and close my 
flight plan, I returned to tie down the airplane.  
A US Government vehicle pulled up, and a 
man got out to greet me.  I figured it was some-
one from the National Park wanting to make 
sure I paid the entrance fee, but it wasn’t.  This 
fellow was from the Fairbanks Flight Standards 
office of the FAA, and I was being ramp 
checked!  He looked inside my airplane and 
wanted to know if I had a fire extinguisher on 
board.  When I admitted I didn’t, he said I 
should seriously consider getting one.  He 
wanted to see my pilot’s license and medical certificate, and my 
airplane’s FAA registration and airworthiness certificate.  He then 
took a couple of minutes looking over my airplane.  I don’t know if 
he was looking for evidence of unairworthy parts or repairs, or just 
admiring my airplane.  At any rate, he was satisfied with what he 
saw.  He then offered to give me a lift to the Park Visitor’s Center.

I  spent the day hiking the trails I came to hike, and at 7:00 PM 
went to a ranger program at the auditorium in the Denali Park Hotel.  
During this program a thunderstorm came through with heavy rain.  
My original plan was to camp in the backpacker’s campground, but 
I didn’t much care for the idea of setting up camp in the heavy rain.  
After the ranger program I went to the front desk of the park hotel, 
and was fortunate to get the only vacancy they had.  Apparently 
someone had just canceled.

The next day I did some more hiking and then started planning 
my return trip.  As I looked toward the south I could see a haze in 
the sky, something that looked like fog or light rain.  As I was 
standing on the airstrip looking at the sky, a plane landed that said 

“K-2 Aviation” on the side.  K-2 Aviation is a single engine air 
charter and flightseeing service out of Talkeetna.  This fellow was 
trying to get to Kantishna to pick someone up, but couldn’t get there 
because of poor visibility.  I asked him about the weather in Windy 
Pass.  He said the problem was that, because of wildfires south of 
McGrath, smoke was obscuring visibility.  The visibility in Windy 
Pass was never less than about 7 miles, but to the west, where he 
wanted to go, it was much worse.

With that information I went back and filed a 
flight plan, then prepared for takeoff.  As I pre-
flighted the airplane, a thunderstorm started 
brewing to the north.  I took off southbound 
with that storm not very far to the north, but it 
wasn’t moving and I quickly outflew it.  As I 
flew south, the visibility was indeed slightly 
obscured by smoke, but it wasn’t bad.  I entered 
Broad Pass, and the visibility started getting 
worse, because of the smoke.  When I was 
about 25 miles south of Cantwell the valley 
about 10 miles in front of me was completely 
obscured.
About this point the Alaska Railroad and the 
Parks Highway part company, with the Alaska 

Railroad going east through a mountain pass until it reached the 
Susitna River, and then follows that river to Talkeetna.  I followed 
the railroad through the pass, partly because of the smoke obscura-
tion in the Chulitna valley, and partly just because it was a different 
route.

The Susitna river valley was narrower than the Chulitna valley, 
and the scenery was more amazing to me.  The mountain sides were 
steeper and quite inaccessible.  The valley was a V-shaped valley, 
with no place to make an emergency landing if something went 
wrong.  The mountains effectively blocked the smoke, so the visi-
bility was good.

Soon I was over Talkeetna, the two rivers came together to be 
one, and the valley widened out to 50+ miles.  Now I was using my 
GPS to navigate to Big Lake VOR, where I gave Anchorage Ap-
proach a call for the arrival into Merrill Field.

After landing I taxied to the fuel pump, and put 19.4 gallons of 
100LL in the tanks for a fuel burn of 4.8 GPH.

I‘m thinking my next cross-country flight should be to Homer.

This is what it looks like out the window 
when flying through a mountain pass 

such as Windy Pass

Here is the photo of McKinley Park Airport 
from AirNav, looking north 

This picture is from the FAA Alaska website, looking west.  
The broad valley in the background is the interior of Denali 

National Park
http://www.alaska.faa.gov/fai/images/TANVLY/INR-c.jpg
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This article comes from the Custom Aircraft Building Tips handbook, published 1967, available on the EAA website.

How About a Trip to Gaston’s
I just found out the Annual Arkansas Chili Cook Off contest will be held this year on Sept. 12, 2009. Flying into Gaston’s, AR (3M0 - three 
Mike zero) is the easy way to get there. Two years ago the folks at Gaston’s were happy to transport free of charge our group of seven or so 
flyers to and from the Bull Shoals State Park where the event is held . It is a fine and interesting grass strip as anyone who made this trip can 
confirm. Chili samples and other foods were great also. Lots of locals to be seen as this event is akin to Evansville's Fall Festival. 

—Larry Helming

Skylane Labor Day Fly-in
Kenny McAtee and a few others are planning to have a fly-in, cook-in, eat-in event at Skylane on Sunday, Sept. 6. Included in the plans are 
spot-landing contests, bomb-drop contests, and perhaps some other flying events.

John Bassemier is donating a Big Green Egg smoker for the afternoon, and so the main entrée for the afternoon meal will be smoked pork 
butts. Kenny will have his 1929 John Deere powered ice cream churn for making home-made ice cream, Ralph Trautvetter will no doubt 
fire up the gas cooking grill, and everybody else is asked to bring a covered dish—a side dish or dessert—to complete the meal. The eating 
will begin at 3:00 PM.  (Note:  This is not a Chapter 21 sponsored event.)

Thorp T-18 Seminar
This might be of interest to the chapter. If anyone wants to learn the basics of plans building a metal plane, here's a good start. I think there 
is a dinner Friday night at Patty's if you need another excuse to go. KY Dam Village Lodge is just past the dam on the left.

—Bob Moehlenkamp

If you’re interested in a "Back to the Basics" seminar/forum, make plans to be at the KY Dam Lodge Friday, October 9th by 8:30 AM. With 
Jim Paine's blessing, and through the cooperation of the KY Dam Lodge, Don Doubleday, Erich Pfalzer and Marc Bourget, will give a fo-
rum/seminar about the T-18 from 8:30 to about 1:00 PM.

Planned topics will include: what’s in the T-18 plans set and how to use them; general sheet metal layout and fabrication techniques - in-
cluding bend radii and second degree curve layout; tools - from basic to exotic; rib forming - both hand forming and "slip-ring and die" 
techniques will be shown/explained. There will be plenty of time for questions! 
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Upcoming Chapter 21 Events

EAA Chapter 21

11688 Heim Road
Chandler IN  47610

Address Service Requested

Send  Your  Dues  Payment  To:

Pete Wiggin — Newsletter Editor
eaa21nleditor@hotmail.com

                                                                                                                                                    

EAA21 Chapter Meeting:   Wednesday September 9th,  7:00 PM,  Skylane Airport
Skylane Airport (3EV) located at 2029 Allens Lane, 3/10 mile east of St. Joseph Ave, Evansville, Indiana

Dates Event Name Location Distance

Sep 5, 2009 Fly/In Cruise/In Marion, IN 205 miles 
Sep 6, 2009 Skylane Labor Day Fly-In Evansville, IN 0 miles
Sep 12, 2009 Chili Cook-off, Gaston’s Resort Lakeview, AR 296 miles
Sep 12-13, 2009 Putnam Co. Airport Appreciation Days Greencastle, IN 119 miles
Sep 19, 2009 P.A.P.A. Fly-In Breakfast Mayfield, KY 105 miles
Sep 26, 2009 Wood, Fabric and Tailwheels Fly-In Hanover, IN 125 miles 
Oct 1-3, 2009 Midwest LSA Expo Mt. Vernon, IL 72 miles 
Oct 3, 2009 Fall Classic Fly-In Lebanon, TN 145 miles
Oct 3, 2009 Paoli Mun Airport Aviation Day Fly in Paoli, IN 72 miles 
Oct 9, 2009 Thorp T-18 Seminar Gilbertsville, KY 79 miles
Oct 11, 2009 EAA Chapter 67 BBQ Fly-in Noblesville, IN 164 miles
Nov 7, 2009 EAA Sport Air Workshop Indianapolis, IN 139 miles 


