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Nuuk, formerly Godthab, the capitol of Greenland.

Iqaluit to Narsarsuaq
Flying the Ju 52 back to Europe, Part 4
IQALUIT IS OVERCAST AND maybe 50 degrees this morning as we
prepare the aircraft for departure. As has become my custom, I
go about removing the Rube Goldberg-ish exterior control locks
from the various control surfaces. Someone had to put a lot of
thought into these. I get my long pole with the loop on the end
and begin the work of pulling through all three engines. Clearly
there are disadvantages to the role in the crew that I have
selected as the swarming mosquitoes have found helpless, and
perhaps hapless, prey. They are inventive creatures and have
devised a new point of attack for me: the top of my rapidly
balding head.
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We leave the town of Iqaluit behind, all
square box houses, reddish sand, and gravel.
Once again we roar across the land at treetop
level. Hans Moser and Kai have spent their
lives in airline cockpits at high altitudes, and I
think flying right off the deck is their idea of
excitement. Baffin Island looks like a badlands
of iron-rich rock, lichen, and water as we fly
so low that I could easily make eye contact
with any person whom we might come upon,
but of course, there is no one.
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As we approach the coast the land becomes
quite mountainous, and fog begins to obscure
the rock. I hear the engines power up as we
climb for sunshine. Occasionally the fog dissipates below and I see glimpses of some pretty
high rocks before they are swallowed in clouds
again. It is not long before we break out in the
clear at the coastline. Baffin Island doesn’t end
at the sea so much as it transforms into a huge
archipelago with countless islands of mountainous rock sticking high out of the water.
Every new island looks like Yosemite Valley
with a high arctic version of El Capitan or Half
Dome. Sheer rock cliffs abound where a stone
thrown off the top would drop 500 feet into
the sea. The natural harbors are often choked
with icebergs tinged aqua blue. After another
half-hour, the islands end and we sail out into
a sea of blue.
It should be a short four-hour flight
across the Labrador Sea to Nuuk, Greenland.
Greenland has the reputation of being the
arctic nexus of bureaucratic rule, and not
knowing what to expect, I busy myself getting my passport and paperwork ready.
Nuuk is Greenland’s capital and, with
almost 15,000 people, its largest city. We
are only planning a short visit to refuel
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Greenland doesn’t seem to
care who might fall from the
sky to step on their shores.
before continuing on to Narsarsuaq on
Greenland’s southern tip. We could go
directly to Narsarsuaq, but we wouldn’t
have the range to reach any other runway
should a landing not be possible. The
weather forecasting and reporting in
Greenland is apparently somewhat suspect, and no one wants to risk stretching
our fuel without an alternate airport, so
we go to Nuuk.
In the cabin Hans Rahmann is reading
the morning newspaper from Iqaluit. The
paper is written in both Inuit and English.
He tells us the lead story talks of the excitement in Iqaluit about the opening of a
shopping mall with 24 stores in Nuuk.
“Now,” crowed the Iqaluit paper, “Nuuk is
only a short two-hour airline flight away; no
longer will we have to go to Ottawa to do our
shopping.” That should be a cause for

excitement because, from Iqaluit, Ottawa
is 1,300 miles away.
While it is a four-hour flight to
Greenland for us, we can see the mountains long before. Almost like the teeth of
a comb the peaks began to peek up above
the thin blue line of the horizon and grow
ever larger as we approach. The west
coast of Greenland is a 500-mile-long
mountain range and the stark beauty of it
is hard to give justice to with mere words.
The mountains rise right from the sea.
And the water, like everywhere in the
north, is variations of teal and deep azure.
The color of the water is very much like
the Caribbean. Not at all what I expected
in the north.
Nuuk sits on a rocky highland sticking
out into a vast harbor. Tall, picturesque
mountains surround the area. The buildings
below are brightly colored square boxes in
red, yellow, and blue. Very much like in
Iqaluit, but where Iqaluit seemed drab and
dirty, Nuuk appears modern and clean. The
airport ahead is the only flat spot in the area.
The runway is formed by the leveled off top
of a hill and is only 3,000 feet long; fortunately we need far less.
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Rivers of ice flow down from the Greenland Ice Cap.

Obviously I needn’t have worried about
customs. Where Canada at least requires
you to call on the phone and tell them that
you have arrived, Greenland doesn’t seem
to care who might fall from the sky to step
on their shores.
After fueling the Junkers, giving cockpit tours to the Greenlanders, and posing
for pictures, we take off for Narsarsuaq,
450 kilometers to the south. We must
arrive in Narsarsuaq before 5 p.m. because
all of Greenland is on bankers’ hours, and
if you show up late, it gets very expensive,
very quickly.
The Junkers climbs high this time as we
parallel the mountain range defining
Greenland’s western shore. Here and there
glaciers flow down from the ice cap ending
in glacial lakes at lower elevations or in a dry
riverbed of alluvial fill. The ice cap is well
back from the sea and at first is not visible
behind the coastal mountain range.
If the weather in southern Greenland is
good, we will fly more inland and let down
into the fjord housing Narsarsuaq. This will
save us a little time over the coastal route
where we would have to go farther south
and fly up the fjord.
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An estimated 10,000 aircraft
landed in Narsarsuaq on their
way from Goose Bay
to Reykjavik and beyond.
As we continue south the ice cap
becomes easier to see as the mountains are
not as high and the ice is closer to the shoreline. The ice cap is a huge mass of white,
deposited over thousands or even millions of
years. The surface is cracked and little rivers
flow over it. Occasionally we see large fields
of crevasses below.
With excellent weather, Hans Moser
and Kai hug the very edge of the ice cap, but
they are reluctant to fly over it. Hundreds
of miles north the ice cap is upward of
10,000 feet high. Down south it is lower,
but who knows, really, since the charts give
no indication. Rather than get caught with
a rising white landscape below in a lowperformance airplane, Hans and Kai, ever
the professionals, take the safe route. We go
the long way around.

In the cabin Tobias opens the door to
take pictures unfettered by the reflections
off the Plexiglas windows. Hans Rahmann
just stares out at the magnificent view.
Greenland itself, and certainly the
Narsarsuaq area, is strikingly beautiful. We
fly over deep blue fjords filled with icebergs
floating out to sea, and everywhere the land
is, well, green. This is why I came on this
journey, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to
see parts of the world very few people ever
get the chance to experience.
We fly up the fjord toward our goal in an
absolutely pristine blue sky, passing a small
hamlet below, the first that we have seen
since leaving Nuuk several hours earlier.
What do people do down there? How do
they make their living? Fishing, I assume?
We continue down a particularly picturesque fjord with Narsarsuaq waiting at the
end. Rounding the last turn, the runway
appears ahead, built on a glacial moraine.
In the Inuit language, Narsarsuaq means
“the great plain.”
The runway starts at the end of a fjord
and slopes uphill, nestled beside a large
ridge of land. The approach chart warns
pilots to watch out for icebergs on approach.
Fortunately they’re not a problem for us, and
soon the wheels brush the pavement and we
taxi to the ramp.
This was once a major U.S. Army Air
Force base in World War II. In 1941, months
before Pearl Harbor, the Army dropped off
teams to carve a runway out of the alluvial
fill. They laid down steel matting for a surface, and Narsarsuaq became a fueling stop
on the North Atlantic ferry route to the
European theater. An estimated 10,000 aircraft landed in Narsarsuaq on their way from
Goose Bay to Reykjavik and beyond.
The Navy named the field Bluie West
One, “Bluie” being the code word for
Greenland, “West” denoting the western
shore, and “One” because it was closest to
the southern tip. The flight crews headed for
Bluie West One would be briefed for hours
about the approaches to the airport sitting
50 miles up a fjord with walls sometimes a
thousand feet high. Many tributary fjords
branch off, luring aircraft away from the correct path. Make a wrong turn and you could
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Glaciers often end in
fjords where the ice
floats out to sea.

be in a box canyon too narrow to accomplish
a 180. All of this is complicated by the fact
that the weather in southern Greenland
often is abysmal, with low overcast decks
capping the mountains.

Where once it had a population of 4,000
servicemen, now Narsarsuaq is a sleepy little
airport supporting a total population of 158.
With the advent of aerial refueling and the
development of Thule Air Base to the north,
the United States abandoned Bluie West One
in 1958, and for today at least, the Junkers is
the only aircraft here.
As the props spin to a stop, we set about
readying the Junkers for tomorrow by fueling, adding oil, and putting the canvas covers
over the windows. We must leave early
because we want to travel 350 miles up the
coast to Kulusuk for fuel and then on to
Reykjavik, Iceland.
Unfortunately, we’re in Greenland.
Remember what I said about the “nexus of
bureaucratic rule”? The airport doesn’t open
in the morning until 8 a.m., and departures
are not normally allowed prior to that. We
have 900 miles to travel and would like to
get an early start.

A visit to the control tower produces an
expensive option. An early departure could
be facilitated by payment of a service fee.
The cost to have a controller come out and
open the tower at 6:30? One thousand
American dollars!
We all pile in the van for the short ride
to the hotel, maybe a quarter of a mile,
while Hans Rahmann prepares us for the
accommodations. The hotel we are staying
at is constructed from one of the original
Army barracks built during WWII. As Hans
says, “The rooms look like a dormitory, but
they charge you like the Hilton!” Still, it is
comfortable enough, and better options
seem to be sorely lacking.
As we dine on a seafood buffet—and what
else can one expect in Greenland—we make
plans for a big day tomorrow. EAA
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AIRCRAFT TOOL
SUPPLY COMPANY
ATS Pro Differential Pressure Tester Kit

2EM-KIT

I don’t have to tell you how aggravating it can be to
reach down into the cowling to get to those spark plug
holes for a quick leakdown check. It’s a real pain to get
the hose to reach the spark plug hole without contorting your arm into a pretzel. Well, we feel your pain...
You don’t have time to waste fighting your tools, so
we paired up our top of the line ATS 2EM Differential
Pressure Tester (with Master Orifice) along with our
new Spark Plug Port Extension Tool to make your life
a whole lot easier. Order this kit now and you'll never
dread doing another leakdown test again.
www.aircraft-tool.com
Toll Free: 1-800-248-0638
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