10
THE LAST FRONTIER…ON STEROIDS

After the season, LAB cut down their staff to the usual
bare bones for the gnarliest of winter months. Jill returned to
Santa Cruz, but by that point, her jets mentor Dan had retired,
and there wasn’t as much flying opportunity to keep her
satisfied. She polished off her Airline Transport Pilot License
(ATPL) and resolved to return to Alaska the first chance she
could.
This second time around, Jill was hired with Peninsula
Airways or Pen Air for short. It was a regional airline based out
of Anchorage, Alaska. They didn’t have a job for her initially,
but she sat in on their ground school anyway, hoping for the best.
Sure enough, one week later, they had an opening pop up in Cold
Bay with Jill’s name on it. “I was like, ‘Where the heck is that?
I’d never even heard of Cold Bay.’”
Cold Bay is a city in the Aleutians East Borough of
southwest Alaska. It’s considered the gateway to the Aleutians, a
chain of small islands—14 of which are volcanic—that separate
the Bering Sea from the Pacific Ocean. A natural paradise, Cold
Bay is home to the 417,000 acres of volcanoes, glaciers, and
wetlands that form the Izembek National Wildlife Refuge. The
refuge is home to more than 200 species of wildlife and 9 species
of fish.
The human population of Cold Bay has always been
somewhat more modest. The highest population on record was in
1890 with 231 residents…
A veritable playground for nature enthusiasts, Cold Bay
was a double-edged sword for pilots. It was one of Pen Air’s
most challenging bases, Jill explains. “You were guaranteed a
minimum of 60 flight hours of pay, even if you didn’t fly that,
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because the winds were so ferocious.” The average wind speed
in Cold Bay was around 30 knots, about 35 miles per hour. It
was such a daily force, that the hangar doors actually had a sign
that cautioned pilots not to open the doors if the winds were over
a certain speed in a certain direction. At one point, her colleague
Joe had to crawl back to his apartment from the town restaurant
because they were too strong to walk vertically. Even at that,
when he finally returned home, his glasses had tiny pits, and his
forehead was decorated with specks of blood from sand hitting
him at over 100 miles per hour.

In the cockpit over Cold Bay in a Piper Chieftain, c. 1998.
As is unsurprising in such an extreme climate, most of
the people Jill met in Cold Bay were exceptional in one way or
another. One of the most memorable characters from her season
was a fellow pilot, Kim. He had been a marine sniper in Vietnam
who, like clockwork, hit the booze as soon as work was over and
the smokes and coffee as soon as it started. “The guy was rock
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steady,” says Jill, with admiration, despite his state of prolonged
caffeination. “He was awesome.” His unshakeable nature made
him the ultimate gauge in weather conditions. If he came back
from a flight casually reporting that his coffee had spilled, the
rest of the crew knew they were in for a bumpy day.
After years living in California, and even Elizabeth,
Colorado, Jill’s daily life in Cold Bay always promised a certain
element of the surreal. Every now and then after an afternoon of
transporting fishermen to neighboring areas, she would hit the
local bar for a healthy dose of music and dance with her friend
Carol. “It was the weirdest thing...I’m wearing jeans, hiking
boots, and a flannel shirt because of where I am. And I’m at a
bar dancing with a Leatherman on my belt with fishermen that
I’d just flown over there. I was like ‘Yeah, I’m not in the city
anymore am I.’”

The ground crew at Cathedral Strip outside of Cold Bay where
Jill and her Pen Air cohorts would fly for fun to go beach
combing, c. 1998.
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Following just such an evening, Jill returned to the
airport for business as usual: a meditative round of snow clearing
from the most recent squall. She was standing on the wing when
her footing meandered off the black non-slip strip. She took a
spill off the wing, and when she stood up, her knee started
bending out to the side. The local physician’s assistant—doctors
were few and far between—diagnosed it as a dislocated knee.
She returned to Santa Cruz for an MRI and surgery,
hoping for a quick recovery given her upcoming interview with
Horizon Air. But the updated diagnosis of an ACL tear and
imminent surgery, combined with the fact that the injury hadn’t
been property drained of fluid in the first place, meant a much
longer recovery. Jill was going to be at home in Santa Cruz for
several months to follow.
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