
On the Plane with Those Who Won ‘Pilots for a Day’ Contest
story and photos By Jill sanford

High-Flying Dreams Come True

The excitement was palpable 
as the group crossed the runway 
at Paine Field. As family members 
looked on, the lucky contest winners 
waved goodbye and boarded the 
DC-3, a vintage airliner that was at 
one time revolutionary in the field 
of aviation. The plane was shining 
and silver in the sun. To the casual 
observer it looked like a smaller, 
older airline plane — but to this 
group, it was special — for more 
reasons than one.

The DC-3 was one of the first 
airplanes to make air travel possi-
ble for average people, back in the 
1930s through the 1950s. Known as 
the “workhorse” of air transportation 
for U.S. and Allied Forces during 
World War II, it also carried cargo, 

soldiers and paratroopers all over 
the world. It was instrumental in the 
Berlin Airlift after the war, when U.S. 
forces dropped food and supplies  
to civilians trapped in oppressive 
East Germany. 

Each individual who won the 
opportunity to be a “Pilot for a 
Day” had a personal connection 
to the DC-3. The contestants were 
asked to share their stories with 
the Historic Flight Foundation, an 
aviation museum in Mukilteo. The 
winners got a chance to take the 
aircraft for a spin around the greater 
Puget Sound region, where they 
got a bird’s-eye view of the Space 
Needle, Mount Rainier, the giant 
ferris wheel and more on a sunny 
day in late August. 

As the plane turned down the 
runway, accelerated, and gradu-
ally hauled itself into the air, 
the noise in the cabin 
seemed almost 
deafening. But 
there was 
hardly any 
need to speak, 
because the 
expressions 
on the faces 
of the contest 
winners told the 
whole story. 

Like Elaine Dow, 
a 70-year-old who smiled 
to herself as the plane rose, fondly 
remembering being a young teacher 
on her way to Ethiopia many years 

DC-3

The hisToric FlighT 
FoundaTion

The Historic Flight Foundation 
was established in 2003 to 

“collect , restore and share” 
signif icant historical aircraft . 
All historic planes owned by 
the museum are kept in f lying 
condition. The foundation is 
located in Mukilteo at Paine 

Field; visit their website 
for more information about 
membership, volunteering 
and the planes in their col-

lection: historicf light.org.

Pilot + HFF founder, John Sessions 
with 11-year-old Christopher Thiel
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ago, when the aisles were filled with 
goats, chickens and sheep strapped 
between the passengers. The plane was 
known to her and her fellow teachers as 
the “Vomit Comet.” 

Christopher Thiel was another contest 
winner. The 11-year-old was beyond 
thrilled to get behind the controls of a 
real plane and his story will surely be 
the top “What I did Last Summer,” class-
room activity. When the plane touched 
down, he squirmed with excitement as 
he looked out the window at another air-
plane, a fighter jet this time, and asked, 
“Can we f ly that one next?”

 Fred Charles, 90, told the crowd 
emphatically before he even boarded the 
DC-3 that it “was one of the best planes 
ever built.” He was a first lieutenant who 
f lew C-47s, the military version of the 
DC-3s, in WWII with the 317th Troop 
Carrier Group. His f lights took him 
over the Pacific to the Philippines, New 
Guinea and Japan. With the rest of the 
contestants and the event organizers 
hanging on his every word, he recalled 
light-hearted times on leave in Australia 
and cooling beers in the fuel’s jet stream. 
He also described the moments when 
he felt wet with sweat from the tension of 
war. On one such occasion, he brought 

communications 
equipment to 
aircraft carriers 
preparing for 
the surrender of 
the Japanese in 
1945. He recalls, 
“We slept on our cots 
under the wings of our 
plane ready for immediate departure 
when orders came.” 

Another compelling story came 
from Gonzalo Canseco, who grew up 
in Bolivia watching DC-3s carry meat 
into the city from the jungle take off and 
land at his local airport. The hours he 
would spend watching these planes led 
to a passion for aviation that brought 
him to the U.S. to pursue a career as 
a pilot. Gonzalo explained how life 
didn’t turn out exactly how he planned: 
“Unfortunately the tragic events of 9/11 
derailed that dream because I was not 
a U.S. citizen and could not complete all 
the necessary f light training.” His story 
does have a happy ending, though. After 
getting a degree in aerospace engineer-
ing, he now works at Boeing on new 747s. 
And a few weeks before f lying in the 
DC-3, he became a U.S. citizen. “One of 
the things that I have always loved about 
this country is that anything is possible 
if you put the effort into it,” he said. 

By far the most emotional response 
from the contestants came from 
Ursula Denison, who was born in East 
Germany before the Iron Curtain fell. 
She described escaping to West Berlin 
at age 11, explaining how “in 1952, my 
parents could no longer endure the 
political situation.” She made it across 
the border with her mother and four 

sisters, but unfortunately her 
father was caught and put in 
jail. After living in a refugee 
camp, an American plane — 

very likely a DC-3 — f lew her 
along with her mother and her 

sisters to Frankfurt. As the Historic 
Flight Foundation plane took f light, 

her eyes filled with tears as she held her 
parents’ wedding rings to her heart. “I 
felt like they were here with me. It was 
very emotional,” she said. Eventually, 
Ursula married an American soldier, 
immigrated to the U.S. and became an 
American citizen in 1973. 

As the DC-3 soared over the San 
Juan Islands and downtown Seattle, 
the contestants chatted and laughed. 
Each person took a moment to sit in the 
cockpit with the pilot, put their hands  
on the controllers and feel the thrum 
of the propellers. During the hour-long 
f light, lives were relived and dreams 
were realized.

abouT The dc-3

Before the 1950s, this specif ic DC-3 
was owned by the Chinese govern-

ment and sat on a runway while 
the country’s two political parties, 
Communist and Nationalist , fought 
to gain power over each other and 
the plane. It entered the corporate 
world in the 1950s, when it became 

the corporate jet for Johnson & 
Johnson. It still has the interior from 
its Johnson & Johnson days — two 

large couches and six comfort-
able chairs. It’s much roomier than 

commercial jets we fly in today.

Ursula  
Denison

Clockwise from bottom left : Fred 
Charles, Gonzalo Canseco, Christopher 
Thiel, Ursula Denison and Elaine Dow

Flying over downtown Seattle

Beechcraft Staggerwing D17S/6914, one of the planes at the HFF
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