Don Wolfe

I was professional pilot for 45 years. My aviation career included General Aviation, FAR 135 Charter,
Corporate, Military and Airline flying. Bankruptcy of my employer United Airlines and pension losses
brought my wife Lori and me to Auburn from Napa, Ca. This was one of the best moves of our lives. My
daughter Kendall still lives in Napa, stepson Kevin is in San Diego and stepdaughter Stacy lives in South
Africa.
Lori and I have found warm and wonderful friends in Auburn. We enjoy hiking and biking in the local
parks and frequently go boating in the summer. I’ve also discovered the local Auburn airport to be one
of the most user friendly airports in the nation. The comradery and friendships I’ve experienced at KAUN
are second to none. All things considered, I cannot imagine a better place to live.
My lifelong journey to Auburn began in Coshocton, Ohio on September 18, 1953. My parents Raymond
and Delphine owned and operated a small 90 acre dairy farm which supported 25 dairy cows. The land
was situated in a river valley once inhabited by the Delaware Indians. This valley is about 1 mile across
with our farm located in the middle next to the village of Canal Lewisville. There was plenty of hard work
to go around for me and my sisters Emily and Janet. Grandfather Jacob Wolfe built the house and barn.
It was a beautiful setting in which to grow up and my sister Emily still lives there today.

The dream of flight began for me at about age 5. The farm west of ours used Piper Super Cubs to sow
rye on the fields. I would stand in our pasture watching the planes fly over at low altitude, speed across
the field and do steep climbing turns to reverse course. The planes were so close I could see the pilots
inside when they went by. My father built 2 wooden toy airplanes for me, one of which was a Super
Cub. I ran around the farm holding that airplane at arms-length “flying and patrolling the farm”. I have
honestly thought about airplanes and flying every day thereafter. My first flight occurred at age 6 at a
local farmers fly In.

In seventh grade my music teacher noticed the airplane sketches on my notebook. He was also a fan of
aviation and invited me to go to the USAF museum in Dayton, Ohio. This teacher would become the first
of many aviation mentors in my life. We drove to Dayton and enjoyed looking at all of the airplanes and
displays. On the way home I shared my favorite part of the day. It was a movie with USAF fighter planes.
I liked the F-100 in the movie because of the loud boom of the afterburner and the rocket type flames
coming out of the tail on takeoff. At 14 years of age I could only imagine how exciting it would be to fly
an airplane like that. A mere 7 years later I would find out. Meanwhile, the old Allis Chalmers tractor and
my bicycle would serve as imaginary airplanes.

I was in High School when my first cousin Larry Parrish joined the Ohio Air National Guard and began
flying the F-100 out of Toledo Express Airport. Larry grew up across the street from me so I knew that he
liked airplanes too. I couldn’t believe he was flying one of my dream airplanes! Larry flew the Super
Sabre over our farm a couple of times while I was driving the tractor in the fields. This inspired me even
more. One Sunday morning while attending the church service at the Canal Lewisville Methodist I heard
the sound of an approaching jet at low altitude. I wanted to run outside but my Mother dug her hand in
to my leg securing me to the seat. Larry flew over his family’s house, pulled up and ignited the
afterburner. There was a gigantic boom overhead the church and the roar of thunder as Larry climbed to
altitude. This frightened many of the attendees but it was a “religious experience” for me! As the noise
subsided Reverend Hoy remarked; “Nice of your son to join us this morning Irene. Maybe he can attend
in person next time.”
Following graduation from High School in 1971 I attended Bowling Green State University where I would
eventually earn a Bachelor of Liberal Arts degree with a minor in Aviation Education. The second year I
was out of money so I applied for and received a government education loan for $2500. After college
expenses were paid I had enough money remaining to fund a Private Pilot License. I was age 19. My
father was very displeased that I spent “borrowed money” on something that he considered to be a
recreational venture. Interestingly enough, that Private Pilot License was the final part of the “launch
code” for my aviation career.

I was in the process of joining USAF ROTC in hope of becoming a military pilot and to receive financial
aid during the last 2 years of college. In the spring of 1973 I successfully passed the USAF officer and
pilot entrance exams as well as the pilot physical. In April of that year the Ohio Air National Guard
placed an ad in our College paper stating: “If you can pass the USAF entrance exams, flight physical and
have 2 years of college, you can fly our F-100 Super Sabre.” I ran immediately to the nearest pay phone
and dialed the 800 number to find out more. I was invited to an interview with the Base Commander

and discovered that he had flown with my cousin Larry. Lt. Col Bell liked the fact I’d earned my pilot
license and he liked Larry. I was age 20 and I was in!
At this point I will note that my father’s brother, Major Judge Wolfe was a fighter pilot in WW2 and had
grown up in the same farm house as me. Uncle Judge achieved the recognition of “Ace” for shooting
down 9 airplanes in the Pacific theatre. He flew the P-47 Thunderbolt and P-38 Lightening. His P-47 was
named “Ssanori”, a word spelled backwards reflecting the long missions escorting B-29’s in to Japan.
Following the war Judge was selected to be a Squadron Commander of a new F-80 Shooting Star jet
squadron at Langley AFB, VA. While checking out in the F-80 jet at Williams AFB in Chandler AZ his
aircraft caught on fire during takeoff and went out of control at low altitude. Sadly he did not survive the
incident. The event was so painful for my family that it was never discussed while I was growing up. I
discovered the details of the accident later with the creation of the internet.

Strangely enough I was ordered to Williams AFB in 1974 for USAF UPT jet training. I’ve often wondered if
this was a coincidence or divine intervention. Little did I know I was flying over Uncle Judge’s accident
site at Rittenhouse AZ every day in the T-37. I also flew the supersonic T-38 trainer and was one of the
distinguished graduates in my class of 60. I received “The Flight Training Award” for the highest scores
on flight check rides. Jet school was 1 year long and one of the most rewarding years of my life.

Next I attended 7 months of F-100 training in Tucson AZ, soloing the jet at age 21. Upon graduation I
returned to Toledo as an Air National Guard Fighter Pilot. I was also a distinguished graduate in F-100
school and was granted the “Ohio Junior Officer of the Year Award” in 1976. I flew the F-100 nearly
every morning and attended college in the afternoon. Graduating from BGSU in 1977, I returned to
Coshocton and flew twin engine airplanes for Commercial Air Transport, a flight charter company
created and owned by Don Fischer. I flew the Piper Aztec, Cessna 402 and a King Air 100 adding nearly
1000 hours to my log book in just over a year. I earned my ATP and CFII single, multi in the spring of
1978.
Don Fischer, Don Emslie, Jon Mosier, Forest Hothem, I.A. “Andy” Anderson and many of the Air Guard
pilots were my Ohio “Buckeye” mentors. They helped me climb the ladder of my professional career by
offering their wisdom and advice. I am grateful for everything they did for me.
In 1979 I flew one of the last F-100’s to the Davis Monthan AFB boneyard. I transitioned to the A-7D
Corsair II in 1980 and flew it until 1984. My callsign was “Wolfman”, a nickname that remains with me to
this day.

In August 1978 I was hired by United Airlines at age 24. I flew almost all of the Boeing airliners
throughout my career. I retired in September 2018 as a Captain on the Boeing 787 Dreamliner. My
favorite large jet was the Jumbo Boeing 747-400. The 747 was fast with a top speed of .92 Mach and big
with a takeoff weight of #875,000 pounds. I was a Line Check Airman and Training Captain on the Boeing
727, 747-2 and 747-4. I enjoyed the good fortune of being selected to represent United Airlines and the
12,000 United Airlines pilots by flying a 10 minute low altitude demonstration in at the Fleet week Air
Show. I flew the Boeing 747-4 in the show for 5 years from 2010-2015. The 2014 flight demonstration
was featured in the Airways and Air & Space magazines and can be viewed here.

I had a short chapter with Beechcraft Corp. from 1981-1984 during a furlough from United. I was the
demonstration pilot on the King Air line of Propjets for the sales department at Ohio Aviation Corp. OAC
consisted of 3 company stores owned by Beechcraft. I also ran the flight department and was an FAA
DPE for the Baron 55 & 58 and King Air 90 & 200 in the company’s FAR 135 operation. We managed 4
lease back King Air’s, one of which belonged to Jim Davis the creator of the Garfield Comic Character. I
had the pleasure of flying nearly all of Mr. Davis’s corporate trips. We remain friends today.

In retirement I fly my Cessna 180 around the western states exploring the backwoods airports and I
mentor young pilots in an aerobatic Citabria. I am currently the President of the Retired United Pilots
Association and I am the Director of the flight scholarship program for Auburn Aviation Association
where our primary Scholarship is named after the famous local WW2 Ace, Col. C.E. Bud Anderson. I have
enjoyed the good fortune of sharing time with Col. Anderson, who at 99 years old in 2021 is as sharp as
ever. I feel very fortunate to have an occasional visit with a fellow fighter pilot and QB from my Uncle
Judge’s generation.

One of the most rewarding aspects in the final chapter of my career is watching the youth of Auburn, Ca.
climb the ladder of success in aviation. Our scholarship recipients set and achieve goals. They seek out
knowledgeable mentors and follow their advice. I am proud to have played a part in developing the
Scholarship and Mentoring programs with my fellow members of the Auburn Aviation Association.
Together we have created programs that will pay it forward for generations to come. Our scholarship
and grant recipients are taught the value of honesty, integrity, mentorship, education and paying it
forward to their next generation.

Aviation has brought many good things in to my life. I have a long list of highly credible and energetic
friends and I still find pleasure in flying an airplane. Having a dream of flight at age 5 and experiencing
almost every form of aviation makes me a very fortunate person.
If given the chance, I do it all over again!
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