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FAR BELOW THE NOSE of my Cessna 185 the
runway looks like just a scratch on a small plateau 500 feet above the fast-moving waters of
Big Creek, Idaho. Its undulating length stands
out clearly against the yellow grass plain.
The Airport/Facility Directory advertises
Soldier Bar as 1,650 feet long and 15 feet wide.
That assessment seems charitable from my
perch aloft. It also warns of steep canyon
walls in all directions, a 4-degree downward
slope to the east, and a sharp dogleg in the
west third of the runway. The A/FD goes on
to recommend that aircraft should land on
Runway 25 and take of on Runway 7—goarounds are not recommended. There are
two large humps evenly spaced down the
runway that can launch the unsuspecting
back into the air at minimal ﬂying speed or
even worse.
My ﬂying companions are up for an
attempt. The wind is light from the east. A
tailwind but wind direction generally isn’t
the deciding factor for runway selection in
the backcountry. Most strips are one way
due to terrain, and you generally land
upstream. Often your only option is to land
with a tailwind or not at all, a Hobson’s
choice to be sure.
The Husky that is part of my group has
successfully touched down and is rapidly
taxiing to the end of the little dirt strip.
The Cessna 170 is next and is a speck 2,000
feet below, picking its way up the canyon
rock walls towering on either side.
I’m not feeling particularly brave today,
but there is nothing to be lost in trying an
approach. The throttle comes back to 11
inches of manifold pressure, and I pull the
ﬂaps to the full 40 degrees. I have more
than 3,000 feet to lose as I descend downstream and the canyon walls rise around
my wingtips.
A LONELY GRAVE

Soldier Bar was named to honor the lone
fatality in the war between the U.S. Cavalry
and the Sheepeater Native Americans. Pvt.
Harry Eagan was unlucky enough to be
shot through both legs, and he died shortly
thereafter on the surgeon’s table after a
skirmish in 1879. His grave lies at the
east end of this desolate windswept plain,
and his soul will forever haunt this backcountry strip.
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The rapidly ﬂowing waters of the Middle Fork from Mahoney Creek (0U3).

Galen Hanselman’s Fly Idaho! is the
pilot’s backcountry bible, and a copy resides
in just about every cockpit hereabouts. The
front section of the book has photos, diagrams, and pertinent information for every
dirt track bearing a name; the back section
profers a rich history of each remote and
secluded strip.
Hanselman notes as a highlight that
Soldier Bar is a “very difcult wilderness
airstrip on Big Creek,” and goes on to caution, “On the approach, the airstrip is not
visible until the last 1/4 mile, and by then
the altitude and airspeed corrections need
to be minor ones.”
APPROACH TO SOLDIER BAR

Hugging the right wall of the canyon as close
as I dare, I try to gauge when to make my
turn back upstream. The canyon is shaped
like a “v.” If you get too low, you won’t have
the room between walls to reverse course. If
you turn too soon, you won’t have the distance to get down to the runway.
The twisting river will hide the runway until the very end. After hugging a
cliff face as close as possible the dirt strip
will become visible very closely ahead.
Hanselman gives a final admonition,
“Again, be forewarned. Unless you want a
final resting place next to Private Eagan,

don’t take your first trip in without an
experienced pilot by your side.”
My experienced guides are sampling
the clear mountain air on the plain below
after a successful approach in the Husky
and Cessna.
I reverse course by banking hard, a standard canyon turn technique. You can always
feather out the bank as you come through 90
degrees, but if you begin the turn too timidly,
you may run out of room on the other side.
The clif face is up ahead hiding the strip. I
hug it as closely as I can force myself. Not too
close, though; as I said, I’m not feeling brave
today. The rock melts away of to my left and
reveals the sinuous track ahead of those who
have gone before.
I’m a little high and at 70 mph—a bit
fast as well. This is no time for indecision. I push the throttle in, and for yet
another moment I am grateful for the
power of a Cessna 185 as it carries me up
and away from this postage stamp-sized
strip. I briefly see my companions glance
up as I roar overhead and angle out over
Big Creek.
I consider coming around for another
try, but on reﬂection it has been a great
trip already, and it’s good to leave something on the table for next year. Soldier
Bar will be my goal for 2015.
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DENSITY ALTITUDE
Flatlanders often discount the effect of density altitude, but at the higher elevations it can
take on tremendous significance. Even Johnson
Creek on a September day can have dizzying performance ramifications. A Cessna 185 at
sea level, zero wind, and standard temperature
has a charted takeoff roll on pavement of 770
feet. To further clear a 50-foot obstacle requires
1,365 feet. But at Johnson Creek (4,933 feet) on a
September day around 80°F, the density altitude
is driven to more than 7,300 feet requiring 1,350
feet of takeoff roll and more than 2,300 feet to
clear an obstacle—a 75 percent increase!
Engines are affected as well. Where you would
normally see 29 inches of manifold pressure for
takeoff at sea level, you will only have 24 inches
at full takeoff power at Johnson Creek, and to
get that you must lean your engine. For my 185
pulling the mixture back 2 inches led to a big
improvement in power.
Density altitude must be respected so backcountry pilots try to fly as light as possible. Leave the
chocks back at the tent and remember that your
true airspeed will be about 10 percent higher as
well. You will seem faster on approach because
you are.
As with all flying, planning ahead and being
mindful of your aircraft’s limitations will lead
to a safe and satisfying experience.

This year marks the 50th anniversary of the
passage of the Wilderness Act. The ﬁrst wilderness tracks were designated in Montana
and led to the closing of all but one backcountry strip to comply with wilderness area
requirements. In Idaho, however, the backcountry strips were grandfathered by statute
allowing this aviation activity to continue.
Many of Idaho’s ﬁnest backcountry strips lie
within the Frank Church–River of No Return
Wilderness area.
Wilderness area regulations state that
merely possessing a motorized or mechanized vehicle within their boundaries is a
violation. No wheeled vehicles are allowed,
not a bicycle or even a cart. The forest service
takes the wilderness area designation seriously. One well-known aviation journalist
received a ticket at Moose Creek in the
Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness just to the
north for assembling his folding bicycle from
the back of his 185 and mistakenly riding it up
to the ranger station.

grass awaits every arrival. Aerial visitors
will ﬁnd campsites, ﬁre pits and ﬁrewood,
hot water showers, and high-speed Internet.
There are a couple of bunkroom huts and a
landline phone, because you won’t have cellphone coverage at JC. The outdoor patio has
a cofee urn burbling every morning, and
there is even a van that you can rent to take
into nearby Yellow Pine for groceries or dinner at the Silver Dollar Grill. With the
addition of a tavern we’ve said just about all
we can say about the public establishments
in the two-block-long gravel Main Street of
Yellow Pine. It’s 10 miles roundtrip, and the
cost for the van is $8.
Johnson Creek (3U2) is maintained by two
full-time caretakers, Phil and Roxie Pryor,
and it’s reserved for pilots; no drive-in trafc
is allowed. A summer’s weekend may ﬁnd
50-100 aircraft in residence. Johnson Creek is
maintained for aviation camping by the state
of Idaho, and other than the aforementioned
van, everything is free.
TRIP PLANNING

JOHNSON CREEK

Idaho boasts of almost a hundred backcountry strips, and the gem of the Idaho
backcountry is certainly Johnson Creek
where 3,400 feet of golf course green quality

We made our ﬂight to the backcountry in
early September when the weather is generally calmer and the ﬁre danger is low. Fires
can be a problem not only for the obvious
danger, but also because the smoke ﬁlls the

Lined up on the strip at Warren (3U1), an abandoned mining town.
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STOL MACHINE
NOT REQUIRED
You might think that you need a special airplane to come to the backcountry of Idaho, like
a big-engine bush-wheeled brute of a taildragger—a Super Cub, a Maule, or at least a 180 with
a STOL kit and vortex generators. But in truth you
can fly just about any kind of aircraft here. You
must respect the capabilities of your airplane, but
many strips are long enough for the average pilot
and aircraft’s performance.
Backcountry strips are all gravel or grass to be
sure, but aircraft with nose wheels are not automatically excluded. This is evidenced by the fact
that the commercial operators flying guests to
canyon ranch resorts, weekly food runs to remote
lodges, or rafters in for a few days on the river
are all flying Cessna 182s or 206s. They are flown
by experienced pilots, but the wheel being on
the front instead of the rear doesn’t seem to be
a critical factor. Nobody is attempting off-airport
landings in the wilderness areas.
As in all flying a pilot has to show judgment. No
one should take a Cessna 172 into 700-foot-long
Dewey Moore, but I wouldn’t take a 185 in there
either. There are some places in the world that
are best left for Super Cubs, and Dewey Moore
may just be one.

The bustling metropolis of Yellow Pine: a bar, a restaurant, and a grocery store.

There are many 3,000-foot-plus backcountry
strips to challenge any flier. Johnson Creek itself
is 3,400 feet of the best manicured grass you
could possibly hope to find; supposedly a Citation
even landed there once. Big Creek is 3,500 feet,
and Cold Meadows is 4,500 feet. Stay within the
capabilities of your aircraft and within your skills
as an aviator, and there are many strips for any
experience level in the backcountry.

valleys and can reduce visibility in the canyons
to dangerous levels. You can get a feel for the
situation from afar by noting the number and
size of the temporary ﬂight restrictions in place
the weeks before your trip.
For us, an unseasonable cold snap led to
below-zero temperatures at night, but then the
daytime thermometer would soar to 80.
Nevertheless, frost on our wings kept the aircraft grounded until well after 9 a.m. when the
rays of the sun would ﬁnally reach down to
warm the earth in this deep north-south canyon. Once it cast its radiance upon our wings,
the earnestness of the sun already high on the
horizon would melt the hard crust on the
wings and swirling patterns on the windshield
in mere moments.
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The ﬁnal resting place of Pvt. Harry Eagan at
Soldier Bar (85U).

A clear Idaho sky at Johnson Creek.

Our pattern would start the night before
around the campﬁre where we would decide
what drainages we would follow the next day
and which airstrips we would attempt. Fly
Idaho! would be read and reread allowing the
details of each strip to be etched in memory.
In the morning we would face a period huddled around ﬁre’s warmth before pushing our
planes across the runway to greet the ﬁrst
rays of the sun.
Sulphur Creek Ranch to the south is a
popular destination for breakfast. The ranch
is managed by Kiere and ValDean Schroeder,
and they have cabins for rent for those not
amenable to roughing it. The draw for

backcountry pilots is their heaping cowboy
breakfasts. There’s no ordering; they give you
a plate with everything.
Sulphur Creek Ranch is only accessible by
airplane, horse, or foot. Remember, this is a
wilderness area—no motorized transportation except airplanes. You either ﬂy in, or it’s
an 8-mile hike up the trail.
BACKCOUNTRY RADIO

The backcountry radio frequency is 122.9, and
in the conﬁned, twisting canyons announcing
your position and intentions can be crucial.
“Husky on the Middle Fork over Mahoney
Creek headed downstream for Lower Loon.”
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This backcountry short-hand reveals
that a Husky is over the airstrip of
Mahoney Creek situated on the north side
of the Middle Fork of the Salmon River
drainage. He will be hugging the right
side of the canyon because that is backcountry etiquette and will be heading
downstream for Lower Loon, a 1,200-foot
strip at the confluence of the Middle Fork
and Loon Creek. East, west, north, and
south have no meaning in these serpentine gorges. Upstream and downstream
are the telling indicators of bearing.
Many strips land upstream into often
rapidly rising terrain. Upstream generally
means uphill; landing upstream and taking off downstream is often the pattern in
the backcountry.
Lower Loon is no exception to that rule,
and while it might be a good Husky or Super
Cub strip, it’s not for this Skywagon pilot, at
least not yet. I circle overhead and watch.
But today even the Husky decides that
uphill with a tailwind isn’t a chance worth
taking; better to try again another day.
There are many, many other exciting
strips to visit in the Frank Church

Wilderness: Mahoney Creek where we
found the bleached bones of a long dead elk;
the desolate Cold Meadows at 7,000 feet of
elevation; Wilson Creek deep in the Salmon
River gorge; and Warren, a mostly deserted
mining town, stand out among many others.

the best way to experience the interior of
the Idaho wilderness is by airplane. Many
exciting adventures await, and you won’t
find a more comfortable portal to the
backcountry than Johnson Creek.
Jeﬀ Skiles, EAA Lifetime 336120, is an ATP and CFII-ME

DAY’S END

who has been ﬂying as an airline and light airplane pilot

By noon the gusting winds arrive and
relentlessly course through the canyons of
Idaho. Prudent ﬂiers retreat to Johnson
Creek where afternoons are spent hiking,
ﬁshing, or sitting in the sun on the bench
alongside the runway. Here you can watch
airplanes come and go while remaining
mindful of the admonition on the brass
plaque at your back, “Let he who has never
made a bad landing be the ﬁrst to criticize.”
A trail snakes up the side of a ridge to the
west through forests and talus ﬁelds. Near
the top, at trail’s end, is a warm spring
where 90-degree water can be diverted to
ﬁll a cast iron bathtub, a mountaintop spa
with the most incredible view.
The grandeur of the Idaho backcountry and the northern Rockies is truly
breathtaking, and unless you own a horse,

for 38 years. He has owned a Cessna 140 and a Waco YOC
and currently ﬂies a Cessna 185. Jeﬀ can be reached at
JeﬀreyBSkiles@gmail.com.

WHAT TO BRING
Flying in the backcountry requires some specialized equipment. You should get a copy of Fly
Idaho! by Galen Hanselman; he has also published Fly Utah!, and Montana’s Fly the Big Sky!.
The books provide invaluable firsthand information on airstrips that don’t even begin to conform
to FAA standards.
A comprehensive first aid kit could be helpful.
I brought a veterinarian as one of my flying
partners. Jim even had casting material for setting bones.
Survival equipment is a must. My friends wear
fishing vests with their survival equipment tucked
in the pockets when they fly. Matches, basic survival food, space blanket, survival knife, water
purification tablets, water bottle, fire starter,
compass, and a personal locator beacon (PLB)
should be carried on every flight.
GPS is great, but a paper chart sure was nice as
a backup. After awhile every drainage looks the
same, and there are too many mountains
to count.
By far the most important elements for survival
are buddies. Our three aircraft would fly about a
half-mile in trail and follow each other into the
remote strips. If one should have an accident, the
others would be there to instantly summon help.
If you don’t have buddies, do file a flight plan.
At Johnson Creek you can file over the Internet on
your iPad or computer and call on the landline to
activate with 1-800-WX-Brief. Flight Service will
open it with an assumed time off.
Organizations like the Idaho Aviation Association,
the Utah Back Country Pilots Association, and the
Recreational Aviation Foundation were formed
to protect these backcountry strips in state legislatures, in Congress, and often by organizing the
manpower to develop and maintain them. Their
websites are a wealth of invaluable information
for those planning a visit.

Bret Steﬀen, EAA director of education, enjoys the warm spring waters of Johnson Creek’s mountaintop spa.
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