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Pioneer aviator
ONn hew course

Dodge hangs up captain’s wings
after 34 years as a Western pilot
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RED DODGE: Aviation pioneer in Alaska aiming for new directions
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ner. The venue was a large
airplane hangar, festooned
with a hand-painted banner
that read: "If you ain™t a
pilot, you ain't s-1."

"How ya doing. kid*
Dodge greeted guesls young
and old, *eling them he'd
been offered a job as the
Adak regional forester, but
Jost the job when a dog uri-
nated on the island's only tree
and killed it

“'He can be in the absolute-
ly most serious situation in
the world and he can always
come up wilh a remark that
will make you laugh,” said
his wife, Marieanne “Mike"
Dodge. “Thal's what appealed
0 me when [ first met him
and it still dees ™

Mike Dodge descnibes ber
husband as an extremely gen-
erous man who kas filled ¢v-
ery spare room the couple
ever had with new and old
{riends needing a place to
stay. The Dodge's five chil-
dren grew up always having
somebody staying at their
hLouse,

“He has tremendous empa-
thy and compassion ln the
treatment of his {riends,”
Mike Dodge said.

Like the retirement party,
None of the guests was asked
o pay for anything. The
Iziends who planned it didn"t
pay for it either Over their
obiections, the man who paid
for Red Dodge's retizeraent
party was Red Dodge.

Earl Dodge was born Feb.
4. 1925 in a smail Wisconsin
town tle has two sisters and
o brother, bul that's all he'll
say about his family. Mike
Dodge said his  reticence
stems from his belie! that his
life began again when he
came to Alaska,

“Alaska’s home. [ think he
just believes that everything
before didn't happen, or
wasn't important,” she said.

Anchorage was a frontier
town when Dodge arrived
here in 1946 Thre place was
tul) of former World War 1)
pilots, who outnumbered the
avaiable women and fre.
quented bars with names Dike
The Aachorage Grill, the Mer
mac and the South Seas Club

“This was tae place for the

future of awviation,” Dodge
said.

But the pioneering pilo's
had to literaliy build that
future from the muskeg up.
Meczill Fleld, the only airport
in town, was a narrow gravel
strip. The big planes of the
day — DC3s and DCs —
landed and took of{ from Fort
Richardson, now Elmendor(
Air Force Base.

Anchorage also was the
kind of town that could sup-
port only five Jawyers.

“That's ail I can remember,
five lawyers." Dodge said
Jaughing. "But you know
what they say about lawyers,
one moves to town and he
stacves to death, two do and
they both prosper.”

Dedge's eldest son, Steve,
is an atlomey. Dodge has
been known to tease his other
kids. One night when he and
a bunch of guys were wheop-
ing it up in the family's bar
in their home, his daughter
Karla — a tall slim woman
with large brown cyes and
short dark hair — stumbled
out of bed to chock out the
ruckus. When she walked into
the bar, Dodge turned to her
saying, “Meet my daughter,
Karls, who has the face of an
angel and the personality of a
caged cougar.”

The humor warked both
ways. The kids decided one
day they wanted a Saint Ber-
nard.

"'Dad said we couldn™ have
a Saint Bernard until we had
a bigger house," said another
daughter, Karel Dodge “So
we bought him a Saint Ber-
nard and a month later he
bought us a bigger house.”

The family still owns the
house.

Dodge Janded his first
steady aviation job in Alaska
as a mechanic with Alaska
Airiines. One day while
standing on the Fort Richard-
son runway, he spotted his
future wife

The former Maricanne Por-
ter was walking off of an
Alaska Airlines plane from
Seattie She and & girlfriend
had hired on as stewardesses
with Alaskza  Airlines after
Mike Dodge decided she
wanted ‘o come to Alaska.

"It was pretty simple,”
Mike said describing their

first meeting. “Red was
standing at the bottom of the
steps and asked me for a date
and toox me for an airplane
ride.

“1 will never convinee him
that I didn't come to Alaska
looking for a husband." The
couple married a short time
later,

To make ends meet in those
early years, Dodge took a job
driving a taxi.

“There weren't any meters
or anything. Everything in
town cost $l. To go to Fort
Rich cost $2,"" he said, “We
damn near went broke,"

Back then, he sald, cabbies
rade good 4ip money running
male custoriers ‘o the dozens
of downtown bordellos. He
said the military eventually
ran the girls out of town, to a
strip of dirt road the clectri-
ca) power lines dldn't reach —
Fireweed Lane. Dodge quit
driving cadb after he was
robbed one night for $11.

From 1948 te 1950, he
joined the ranks of the Bush
pilots when he [lew for the
Civil Aeronautics Administra-
tion on the Naval Petroleum
Reserve, near Barrow.

"We had no navigational
aids back then and the maps
were no good.'”” he said
“About half the time you
were lost."”

As a result many good pi-
lots did not survive to tell
about their experiences.

“For some strange reason,
we lost some of the belter
ones,” he said, “Thas's what
maxes you want o stop
fiying when some of the guys
vou thought were better than
you start bumpin® earth."”

Dodge's grandfather had
been an architee! and, as a
small boy, Dodge said he had
dreamed of becoming one. He
dida’t, but in the carly 1950s
ae began what became a life-
long sidelice of building aic-
plane hangars. He started
with five wooded lots on the
undeveioped south side of
Mersill Ficld and went on to
to build 14 around Anchorage.

in 1§52, Dodge Janded his
first commercial airline pilot-
ing iob with Pacific-Nosthern
Atrlines, which later mesged
with Western Airlines. His
starbing pay was $227 a
month,

Weile piloting full time,

Dodge started Red Dodge
Aviation, that began as a
Bush firefighting operation
and ended, in the early 19%0s,
as an oll-fleld transport com-
pany.

George Spemak. who has
run Spemmak Alrways from
Mernll Field for 30 years,
said Dodge was known on the
strip as the guy with all the
alrplancs.

“'Go see¢ Red," Spernak
said he told anybody looking
to buy a used plane. “Every-
body knew Red Dodge."

Spemmak Jaughs when he
talks about what he calls
Dodge’s “Pink™ phase.

“T don't where, but it
seemed he got 0,000 gallons
o! pink paint,” Spermnak said.
“Anything he had, he painted
it plak."

Including a P-31 fighter
plane, “The Pink Lady.”

“He had a plak phase and
then he had a yellow phase,"
said Mike Dodge, The vellow
phase included a B-25, used 4o
fight fires with, that had
painted on lis side “Happi-
ness is a thunder storm,” a
slogan born of the storm.
caused fires that kept Dodge
in business, There was also a
yellow DC-3 dubbed “Some-
thing Special.™

For several years in the
late 1960s, Nancy Lane
worked for Dodge at Safeway
Ajrways, a light aircraft,
fixed-base operation. Lane,
now a commercial airline pi-
lot, was one of the few fermale
pilots in Alaska,

"He had his finger in my
career all my life,” Lane said.
"Anylime scmething was of-
fered to me, Red set it up.”

Lane said Dodge expected
high performance [rom his
pilots, but was understanding
when things went wrong, She
said she leamed the hard way
that he did not tolerate excus:
es.
In the fa!) of 1968 Lane was
involved in two airplane mis-
haps, the ficst involved an
emergency landing with six
passengers neac Hope. No one
was hurt but the landing de-
stroyed the $30,000 plane. She
said the crash left rer devas-
tated.

Dodge met her at the air-
port when she was flown in
{rom the crash site,

""He put his arm over my

shoulder and said, "What did
vou do kid?' 'Oh Red, I realiy
scrgwed up'," she remembers
saying.

“Then he said, 'Don™ you
worry about [(, that's fine.' ™

The second (ncident oc-
curred at a gravel sairstrip in
Cordova. Lane caught the
planc's prop an the runway's
dirt embankment. Again no
one was Injured, and this
time the plane sulfered only
minor damage. When she saw
Dodge afterward, she blamed
the runway's designess for
the mishap. Before she fin-
ished speaking, Dodge turned
and walked away without
saying a word. He dida"t
speak to her for days.

"l thought, *What did [
do?" "' she said and alter days
of the coid shoulder, she final-
iy asked Mike Dodge.

“'She said, ‘Don't you ever
make excuses for something
you've done wrong.” " the
bottom Une, Lane said is, "Il
yOu serew up, eat it

It's a Jesson she thinks of
every time she ciimbs in the
cockpit.

On one recent sunny after
noon, Dodge sat in the bar of

is casl Anchorage home puff-
ing on a cigarctte. He looked
out sliding glass doors toward
an aging tennis court in the
back yard. The court hasn't
scen a serious pame af tennis
in years.

He {ainks the court might
make a nice parking lot for o
helicopter he just bought. He
calls helicopters “frustrated
palm teees.™

After owning some §2 aix
planes, it's his fisst helicop-
ter. But it’s not a retirement
toy. In the 1970s, he flew John
Denver's film crew to get
acrial foolage for Denver's
television speeial on Alaska

Dodge's brother does acrial
cinematography in Holly-
wood and now Dodge is going
to start a similar business in
Alaska.

Mike Dedge was in Hawaii,
where the couple has a con-
dominium, when she learned
about the helicopter. She
wasn't surprised.
ng isn't work (to
Red)," she said. “lle enjoys
{iying so muzh that it doesn't
really feel like a job."




