Run to “Big D”

“Big D” to us in the 12th was Ft. Greely at Big Delta, not Dallas, TX!  Situated about 90 miles SE of our base in Fairbanks, it was home to the Arctic Test Board. The ATB tested gear & equipment under Arctic conditions. (The command is renamed now, but still Arctic tests all Army equipment.) Later, during my 2 ½ year stay, the ATB had the only Caribou assigned USARAL. They also had one of two Otters other than 12th Aviation Company Otter’s assigned in the command. The ATB Caribou & Otter were not being tested, they were base support aircraft. The other Otter was based next to us in FBK at the 568th Trans Co. (GS) our next echelon of maintenance support.  (It’s Otter was lovingly called the  “Silver Salmon!” and spent part of it’s time on Edo floats.)


Big D was also a jumping-off place for the Army’s Cold Weather & Mountain School at Black Rapids, AK. The school was situated some 7-8 miles southwest of Ft. Greely, in the mountains. A major highway ran south to a junction at Gulkana, AK, then on to Anchorage. This was the only paved road that led to Anchorage from the north. Later, in the “oil era” a paved road was established between the two biggest cities in the state, Fairbanks & Anchorage.


Our mission that afternoon was to ferry a team of Inspectors to Anchorage. I’d already flown a couple of hours in the morning. When I returned to Ft Wainwright, Ops asked that I not fuel up until I was advised to do so. Not at all unusual, since we were not sure of the load we would be carrying out of Big D. Change pilot and off again, no big deal I thought at the time!


My pilot (unnamed, he’s an AOCA member!) pre-flighted 2208, and asked: “How much fuel was on board?” I told him that I was indicating minimums at three-point attitude; maybe had 20 gallons at most! You Otter drivers may recall, there’s a small unusable amount of fuel, something like 3-4 gallons that indicated on the gauge, but was indeed unusable! It was stretching it a bit to get to Big D!


We fired up, heading for Big D in the bright summer sunshine. It was a great day to be flying in Alaska! We dialed in Ft. Greely radio, to get landing instructions. I was flying right seat, and looked over at the fuel gauge. Suffering a bit of parallax vision, the needle registered negative fuel from my side! We asked for and got landing instructions. It’s going to be squeeky!


We’re lined up on the main for landing, when the tower advised us that we’d need to make a “go-round!”  There was a small heard of buffalo on the active; that’s right…right from the old West…buffalo! In the 20’s or 30’s a small heard was imported from Montana. They did well in that environment!  One bull became a local legend, demolishing more than a few compact cars; however, he lost an argument to a Peterbuilt! No more bull! (No pun either!)


Boost pump on, mixture full rich, prop to full-increase RPM! Give it some throttle as we headed for the bisecting runway. SOP!  As we were turning on the new base, the engine started surging, and the fuel pressure gauge fluctuated wildly! We were already on the most full tank, having used all the fuel out of the two rear tanks on our inbound leg. In a nose-down attitude, we got all that was available, drying the tanks completely.  

The engine quit; it’s amazing how quiet it becomes! We barely made the airfield fence and actually landed on the over-run!  (Later, after I left the 12th, I learned 2208 engaged a barrier IN FLIGHT at Galena with Bennie Garrett as C/E! Can you imagine that sensation?) 

Whooooeeee! Too close for me! This was the first time I’d ever experienced engine stoppage in flight! We had to be pulled off the strip; the post CO queried my pilot as to “why we tied up his airfield?” I put in 204 gallons of 115-145 octane avgas after we got our new load calculated!  The Otter was rated at 206 gallons full fuel! We were literally running on fumes!


When getting the new fuel load, it was determined that we could have left Fairbanks with full tanks, topped at Big D and proceeded with no problem. Later, when doing a Periodic Inspection, I purposely let my tanks get low on fuel so I could check my fuel gauge, etc. I did have a gauge error, but it was in my favor, indicating less fuel than actual. If you’re going to be off, that’s the best way to go, no doubt about it!

 Had that fuel calibration/gauge error not happened…..maybe that old bull buffalo may have had something else to trash along the highway!  He was a terror, and I’m sure that the bright Day-glo red on that brilliant white airframe would have attracted his attention! 

One thing I never did determine, ……..Anybody know if buffalo are colorblind?
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FYI: There are pictures of the later ATB Otter, 12th & other Otters on my Website at: http://www.geocities.com/otter12thavnco/index.html


Note: We only got 115-145 octane through the Alaska pipeline. We had to add a chemical TCP (trichlorethylphosphate, or lead) to cut the octane down for Otter use.








