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o:·n:or~ C'lpt~ George _ :Jil :ins Explorer 

:rolar flights today are common~)lece l·ii th three foreign airlines authorizea 
ily from the vJest Coast to Europe, one of thems Scandinavian Airlines Systems.? 
scheduling daily flights this summer and pan American a."ld TivA recommended to enter 
the field soono Hmvever, back in 1913-1916 flying over the Arctic regions vms only 
n. distr.nt dream for Capto George H~ l~illdns, famous polar explorer., As he trT:.dged 
through hoavy snow tmd over ico ridges vr.i th aching sv;ollon feet he 1-ras detorm:i.nod 
that some day!l from the comfortable cabin of a plano;~ he 1vonld view in one day 
n;.oro undiscovered territory than he could cover in 12 months Hith a dog team, 

vJilkins realized part of his droam in l926o Backed by the Detroit. News, h,:; 
:leaded a costly exp0di ti'on, heavily staffed with specialized assistants~ \Iii th tv;~~ 
big :F'okkors - a tri-motorod F-7 /3m, with 721 wing and vJright v·Jhirlwind engines!l 
christened the :dETROITER, and an F-7, with 631 v.ring and a spocial Liitlerty engine:~ 
the Ak~S~\N - Wilkins intended to explore the unkno1m territory beginning 50 reilos 
north of .Point Barrow., He vrould fill in mountains and land on tho incomplete maps 
of that time, take soundings from the icc whore no lnnd existed, determine tho 
extent of tho Continental Shelf northeast of Siberia 2nd got indications of wind 
and sea currontsEI As a climax ho -vmuld attDilpt tho spectacular top of the v,'Orld 
flit:ht from point Barrow, Alaska, to Kingls Bay, Spitzborgen 11 

?he 0X,)EJdi tion had a~ ominous start at Fairbanks 1-Jhen its press repr-osontativo.; 
?almc;r Hutchinson, acci::lentaily walked into a 1-Jhirling prop and •~-as instantly 
killcd0 Then both Fokkors cr!.lshod on the soft snmv runHay after testing, dcunaging 
the '~heeled undor-carriae:;eso Luckily no ono VIas hurt ".:lut the planes r0quirod 
.:Jxtcnsive ropairsc The ALASKAN \vas ready throe \,;ceks later sc \tJ"ilkins, v<ith Lte 
Garl B. Eielson~ pioneer Alaskan flior at tho controls, hoadod for Pto Barrmv-"' They 
flew at 6,ooor to clear tho Endicott I'1ountains, supposedly 5~000t high, yot climb­
ing to 9 ,ooo 1 thoy found that tho mounto.ins Hero still hir:hor,. .\ storm 1vas trccvinp; 
but the fliers roached Barrolir vd thcut mishap a 

After a fivG day delay due to stormy weather thoy flow back to Fairbanks, 
clearing tho Endicotts at 113 000 '• -vJilkins sketched. in many geographical features 
not shmvn on his govcrrlinont maps., T1vo mcro trips ~vorc madc to Barrow~ bringing 
fuel to that northern base for futuro tJ:xplorationse Heavy fogs and storms ended 
tho flying s0ason in the Arctic. The trip over the top of tho world to Spi tzbcrgc', 
;Jhich v;oulcl pioneer Arctic aviation trans;_; . .Jrtation leJ<)uld have to c.rait another year 

Early in 1927 VJilkins ::.gain hoackd north, this time 1-Ji th loss personnel. L 
stinson biplane,:; fine, for short fli;)'1ts, Has added equipment and all threo planes 
flow sa.foly from Fairbanks to B,;.,rrovJo ;,.ftcr several sorties EiGlson and \,;Jilkins 
he:adod tm-Jo.rd the unknown aroa north-northivest of Barrow~ s.:,vcrn.l l!.lndings Hero 
::.ccom.plishod VThoro Hilt;:ins took suundinp:s for drift ".nd curl~c::nt., In shallot-J 
soundings hu used the; n::mual scundinp ;:;o2.r to s:;et bottom sampl,Js and tomporaturC:s" 
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Four brass tubes fitted inside a coiled spring ~uth four corks attached were lowered. 
When snapper jaws were set apart~ tho corks wert raised; the jaws automatically 
released as the snapper touched bottom and the closing spring corked the tubes~ 

Tho Hind increased as a storm darkened the slryo Suddenly the engine sputtered, 
· caught, sputtered again and quite Eielson put the ship into an easy glide, Near 

ground-J,ovol tho air became more turbulent and tho plane pitched wildly, bouncing to 
a rugged landing3 out.of gas, tho tvro men rosi~~od themselves to walking to some 
nearby coast vlhen the storm abated.. Tho ico floe they i·mre on drifted eastward about 
tuo milos an houre on thu fourth day they started walking, scrambling over blocks 
of ice to a solid floe and for five days they crossed one lane aftor another of 
moving ieee Each night the men built a snow house for shelter which ~~s surprisingly 
comfortable9 NeW the lessons Wilkins had learned on his earliest polar expeditions 
meant survival for himself and his pilot-oompaniono Eighteen days after crash­
landing, tho two men roached Beochoy point ivhere contact was made with the rest of 
tho expedition~ Eiulsonis fingers were frozen but all responded to treatment except 
the little finger which was amputated later at point Barrow~ Wilkins• feet swelled 
for a week from cessation of extreme oxortione · 

Tho trip of mishap proved three things~ 1) approximate lirr!it of the Continental 
Shelf north of Siberia; 2) landings on pack ice ~ere possible; 3) experienced ~en 
without dog teams could walk safely over Arctic J.co~ sevorallator attempts to 
explore further were thwarted by increasingly heavy fogso3 Again the flying season 
in tho Arctic was over and again the flight to Spitzbergen was postponodG The 
Stinson was stored at Fairbanks and the dismantled Fokkors were shipped to seattleo 

t~daunted by two postponements of his top of the world flight, Wilkins headed 
south for Los Angelos with the intention of converting tho Fokkers into funds for 
another Arctic c.xpedi tiono Enrouto he stopped ovor at san Francisco$ rt was from 
his hotel windm-1 thoro that he saw a fast plano of clean design fly by!:) Impressed 
by tho monoplane~s lack of struts; conunon to most planes of that era, he felt that 
this was the ship to conquer the Arctico 

Wilkins inquired at local airports concerning the plane but was unsuccessful in 
learning its identityo It was August, 1927 and the Dolo Race was coming up so he 
decided to go to Bayfarm Airport and look over the entrantse There he savr the ship 
he had been seeking, Vega ls entered as the IIQolden Eagle 11 

0 (See page 51) ft More 
confident than &ver of succeeding with this .ship he placed his order for a Vega~ This 
was a stock model with 1ubstitution of skiis for wheels, a hatch on top of the 
fuselage aft of the wing in place of a standar.d door~ and two vlindows in the bottom 
of the ship for observation purposes~ It was powered by a 220 h.pG Wright J-5 
nwhirlwindtie BY this time he had disposed of the Stinson to an aviation company at 
Fairbanks, and he sold the Fokker DETROITER to Major Kingsford srrdthe Re-named 
THE SOUTHERN CROSS the tri~motor achieved world fame the following year on making the 
first flight across the pacific ocean from California to Australia. 

The Vega was towed from Lockhoedts Plant on Sycamore street, Holl~Nood, to 
Rogers Airport eight miles awaye Because Eddie Bellandie, a tri-motored Ford pilot 
of Maddux Airlines, had test-hopped tho naolden Eaglou and tockheedts Demonstrator 
X3625, it was only fitting tha:t he should fly Wilkinsr shipo on January 9, 1928, 
Eddie tc.ok off for a 20 minute test hop and upon landing his first comment was "She 1 s 
a pippin~n Lt. Carl Bo Eiolson, 1!Jilkins pilot, came to Los Angeles January 11~ 
1928 and was chocked out on the Lockheed 1cmonstratcr. He thon took off in X3903 
and put hor through her pc<acos, and cominr, in for a. landing barely missed tho high 
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tension wires that. bordered tho fiulcL, Not wishing to risk his ship needlessly, 
~vilkins moved to western Air EXJ?ross 1 Field which was 20 miles cast. Thoro ,Eielson 
had another narrow oscapGe He had. baroly climbou 100 f oot when tho engine quito He 
banked sha:rri)ly into the wind and carne down across tho furrows of a plowed field0 · JUst 
as he was about to touch down the engine caught and whirred smoothly as tho ship 
rolled to a stop., tater, Wilk1.ns disco\rerod that when tho gas tanks were nearly 
ompty, air would bo drawn through the vont in tho gas-gauge to tho main food line. If 
tho lower tanks were full or if the Uj?por tanks had a certain amount in them, this 

>-IOuld not be likely to occure · 

After 70 hours of testing, tho, plane vms shipped to Fairbanks$ Alaska, arr~v~ng 
thoro on Harch 19, 1928. The next day it vlas flovm north to Point Barrow, 500 .. miles 
nearer tho North Polop where more tests were conducted under polar conditions 11-ith 
temperatures ranging from 33 degrees above to 48 degrees below zero. It took two 
days for a crow of 33 Eskimos to cut a runway l!~t Hide and 5;000t lonp; through the 
ice and snow~ 

Early in the mor,ning of April 15th, with tho mercury at -2oo, Hilkins and 
Eielson climbed aboard, finally ready for their long journey across the Arctic sea to 
Spitzbergen, and eager to discover what existed in this area, throe-fourths of which 
had novor been e~)lorod~ Navigation became quito a problem because a chango of 
course was required every hour duo to the doiriation created by the nearness of tho 
Po:}.o 0 Flying, too~ wns a difficult feat at times when sky and earth blended in an 
even grayness, blotting out the horizono Yet they averaged 110 m~p.ho throughout the 
trip with clear weather most of the way,. 

on nearing their goal they flevl into hugo masses of storm cloudso suddenly a 
mountain loomed dead ahead but Eiolson swerved in time to miss ito Wilkins decided 
to land then since the storm grew more rnonacingo Tho gale 1-ias so strong that tho 
ship stopped within 30 feet after tho skis touched tho snow and in a short tL~o four 
feet of snow had drifted around the plane.1 frooziilg it fast to tho ieee. Because a 
wood-constructed fuselage does not transmit the cold so readily the men were fairly 
comfortable in the cabin~ living on emergency rations and waiting five days for safe 
flying weathorc 

supj_)lios 1-mre running low and there were only 20 eallons of gas left in the 
ship so the men started to clear a runway, a job requiring six hours of shovelingo 
·rhe plane was still frozen fast so i<Tilkins pushed tho tail around to free it while 
Eielson kupt the ship in 1notion to provEmt ro-froozing~ To get aboard · as soon as 
tho plane star·C,od off Wilkins had to run from the tail to tho stoiJS ·loading to tho 
hatch'~ Ho fell off on his first attemJ.YG but tho pilot was unaware of the fact until 
he circled and smv a black spot on tho snow which Wls the lonely figure of his 
companiono on the second try Wilkins hung out a rope laddor3 vihich he carried for 
such emergencies, from th e hatcho Again ho pushed tho ship fr ee, Eielson Qlllned the 
engine and the plano began to move. Wilkins had removed his mittens to get a better 
grip on th<::: rope ladder but when he grabbed at the ladder his fingers wore too numb 
to hold it so he bit thG rope with his t oe tho Tho ship gained speed, ready for 
take-off, when ho realized ho couldntt got into tho cabin before boc~ning airborne~ 
He let go his hold and was struck by the horizontal stabilizer and throvm in tho 
snow. After cleaning his eyes and mouth of snov. he chocked himself f or injuries;~ 
luckily finding nothing moro serious than all front tooth l oo sonede · 

Eiolson circled and savi his compcmion still on the snow so he landed again~ 
BY now half tho gas was sonc ;md Wilkins hLJ.d t o got aboard. this time" He had found 
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a piece of driftwood which he stood on end, leaning it against the fuselage. He then 
hooked one leg in the hatch and with the other he pushed on the driftwood. The tail 
skid had been placed on a block of snow so the ship was in flight position. It took 
a full minute, with wide open throttle and Wilkins straining every muscle, to break 
free from the ice. As the plane moved forward Wilkins pulled himself into the hatch. 
and fell exhausted on the floor. 

Minutes later, at a altitude of 3,000' the wireless towers of Spitzbergen were 
clearly visible, heralding the end of their journey. Since the gas supply was low 
the fliers chose to land at Green Harbor instead of King's Bay as they had originally 
planned. First to fly across the top of the world from North America to Europe, they 
had completed their 2,200.mile flight in 20 hours and 30 minutes. After receiving 
the very welcome warm hospitality of the residents of Green Harbor, Wilkins sent out 

· the news of their safe arrival. A flood of congratulatory messages and honors came 
in response from all over the world, including knighthood for Capt. Wilkins, bestowed 
by the King of England. 

SECREI'ARY'S REPORT 

We have, sooner than expected, reached the point where we cannot accept any more 
members for this calendar year. We now have 173 paid members, and this together with 
the double subscriptions paid for by some members, copies to libraries, and sample 
copies sent to prospective members who did not join, has completely exhausted our 
supply of 200 Journals. This means, of course, that until such time as we have the 
money ~o undertake a complete re-printing of the first four issues there are n2 more 
copies available to anyone. If you value your copy, therefore, don't lose it, give 
it away etc., as it cannot be rep~aced at this time. 

Complimentary copies of the Journal are now on file in seven libraries; the 
I.A.S. in N.Y. and Los Angeles; Air Britain, London; Royal Aeronautical Society, 
London; National Air Museum, Washington, D.C.; Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.; 
and the University of California at Berkeley. 

Important: Please send your 1957 dues in as soon as possible, the final date is 
February 1st, 1957. Since the next Journal is due to be printed February 15th we 
must have the money to go ahead before it can be published. Please be reminded that 
all memberships expire on December 31st. This is done to eliminate as much book 
work as possible, and to eliminate any form of staggered membership that requires a 
personal reminder to each member etc. The dues remain at $3.00, but please remember 
that we cannot put out four. issues as thick as this one next year. This is larger 
because our No. 1 was thin by comparison, and has 14 more pages than No. 3. 

We have much more material than can be squeezed into this issue, and again we 
want to thank the members for their cooperation in submitting articles. We would like 
to see articles from those of you who have not contributed anything so far, or at 
least a short letter containing information of interest to the membership. 

Our special thanks to John Sloan and Warren Bodie for the outstanding report on 
McCook Field P Numbers which they prepared for this issue. 

William T. Larkins, 26 November 19.56 


