Archie meets Noel Wien; learns to fly

Archie’s first trip in an air-
plane was with another legendary
Bush pilot, Noel Wien, one of the
founders of the company that was
to buy Archic out: Wien Alaska
Airways. Noel came to Kotzebue
in 1927, bamstorming his way
across the Arctic. Interested in this
new form of transportation, Archie
screwed up his courage and paid
his money for that memorable first
flight asking Noel 1o “pour it on
and give me my money's worth.”
[15]

Noel did exactly that. Once
aloft be proceeded to scare the
living daylights out of Archie by
performing a series of barrel rolls
and loops watching in amusement
asaemor-stricken Archie gripped
the sidewalls of the plan so hard
his “fingers left dents.” [16]

For years, Archie relished tell-
ing of that first flight. “Wien
looped me ‘n Ipurty near fell out,”
be would recall with self-depre-
cating laughter. “Gosh, [ was so
scared [ couldn’t get my hands
loose from the sides of the air-
plane!” [17]

But far from convincing
Archie he should stay on solid
ground, the flight only sharpened
his desire to fly. Perhaps a more
persuasive reason Archie wanted
to leam to fly was that Hans Mirow,
the Nome pilot who was doing
most of the air cargo and passen-
ger hauling in those days, was not
proving dependable. Archie had a
let’ s-do-it-right-now personality.
When Mirow or his pilots couldn’t
keep to Archie's rigid schedule,
Archie decided to take matters in
his own hands and became a pilot.
(18]

But leaming to fly was not
that easy. Firs, Archie had to lo-
cate a plane in the “Lower 48",
have it disassembled and trans-
ported to Kotzebue where Archie
was spending quite a bit of his
time. Next, somebody had to teach
him how to fly the contraption.
Then, of course, were the associ-
ated problems of a consistent sup-
ply of fuel and spare parts. And
mechanics would be needed 1o
maintain and repair the aircraft.

These minor issues aside, the
aviation ventre had 10 make
money. Bush flying was nota prof -
itable business and profit margins
were then at best. To show a profit,
Archie would have to compete
head-to-head with seasoned vet-
erans of the sky like Frank Whaley,
John Cross, Frank Pollack, Hans
Mirow, and Jack Jefford, just to
name a few.

None of this deterred Archie
in the slightess He was going to
fly. He made the final decision in
Selawik in 1930, Jim Hutchison
remembered. Hutchison, who was
working as a reindeer herder then,
remembered that Archie had fallen
into conversation with Jim
Robbins of Pacific Alaska Air-

ways — a subsidiary of Pan

American — who had taught fly-
ing in San Diego before coming o
Alaska,

After the two talked about
avistion all night long, Archie
made up his mind w fly, not that
he needed much of apush. Robbins
suggested Archie learn in a Great
Lakes Trainer, an open cockpit bi-
plane that Archie considered ideal
for his purposes.

The next year, 1931, Archie
scraped together $4,000 and
bought a Great Lakes Trainer, He
spent another thousand to have it
taken apart and shipped to
Kotzebue. When it got to
Kotzebue, he and Jim Hutchison
had 0 replace the fabric because
that which was not rotlten was
badly ripped.

Now that he had a plane that
was serviceable, Archie needed a
sky-teacher. Leafingthrougha fly-
ing magazine, Archie came upon
an advertisement for a “flight-
trainer.” Chet Brownof Colorado.
He hired Brown by telegram and
Brown came North to what he
probably thought was the edge of
the earth.

For all his enthusiasm, Archie
was hardly a star pupil, even in a
class of one. It could not be said
that be was an average student of
aviation either. In fact, in all hon-
esty it could only be said that
Archie was one of the worst stu-
dents imaginable. For all his drive
and energy, he had a lerrible time
masiering even the most elemen-
tary aviation skills. After 60 hours

of training, seven times longer
than an ordinary student would
require, Brown was unwilling to
let Archie flysolo. Archie thought
differently. He was rgady to fly
solo. He wanied to fly solo and by
God! he was going to fly solo.

Finally, after much whining
and arm-twisting — not 1o men-
tuop a lot of practical jokes along
the way — Brown relented and
released Archie into the sky to fly
solo. But, aking a page from
Archie’'s own book of practical
jokes, Brown slipped an alarm
clock under the pilot's seat. It was
setto gooff 10minutes after Archie
left the ground.

“Go right up over town,” ad-
vised Brown suppressing a smile.
“Climb to a thousand and circle
around. And be sure to take your
ﬁnt...“

All went well as Archie flew
steadily for nine minutes and 59
seconds. Then, when the alarm
wenl off, the plane began wallow-
ing about the sky, as if a wild man
was in the cockpit — which one
was. A shaken Archie brought the
plane down quickly, managing to
land safely on the gravel bar in
Kotzebue Sound rather than on
the landing strip.

“Gosh I was scairt,” Ferguson
liked to tell later. “I thought [the
alarm) was some kind of a sig-
nal!™

Brown quite the same day.
Since Archie still needed more
training, he hired another pilot by
telegram, Maurice /King, out of
Davenport, lowa. Maurice, pro-

nounced “Mormis,” also came north
at Archie's expense, But even
under the tutelage of this second
expert instructor, Archie was still
unable 10 master even the mosi
basic of commercial aviation
skills,

Then along came Burleigh
Putnam who was working for the
CAA(Civil Aeronautics Associa-
tion), the aviation watchdog.
Burleigh gave Archie a few point-
ers toenable him to pass his com-
mercial license and “make him as
legal as possible.” Burleigh re-
membered going aloft in Archie's
Fairchild 24 10 weach him spins,
and Archie “pretty near went
through the roof of the airplane
whenit stalled,” Putnam recalled.
“He’dnever had anything like that
happen to him before.”

Little wonder that it took
Archie five years o get his li-
cense. Even then it was widely
rumored and quite possible true
that Archie bribed aCAA inspec-
tor topass him. [19] (That inspec-
tor, incidentally, waspgt Burleigh
Putnam . Putnam sadfastly main-
tained a reputation for being
squeaky clean.)

With his hands, at long last,
on his pilot’s license, Archie
quickly earned a reputation as one
of the worst pilots — if not the

worst — inthe Arctic. He quickly
became known and acclaimed as
the most erratic flyer in Alaska, if
not the United States. Every land-
ing he made, it was said of Archie,
was merely a “controlled crash,”
[20] He didn’t so much land as
armye. Other more earthy descrip-
tions of his lack of flying skills
were accurate as well, “More bull-
§——r than pilot,” said Ray
Peterson, a co-founder of North-
ern Consolidated and laler pan
owner of Wien Consolidaied Air-
lines. “Maybe he’s a pilo,™ a lot
of other Bush pilots used 1o say of
him, “but be shouldn't be”
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