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INTRODUCTION

ail Seymour Halvorsen’s life is the story of a humble Utah
farm boy’s love of flying, his love of freedom and service to
his country, and his capacity for deep gratitude and service

before self. Over his lifetime of more than 96 years, he has
represented his country, the Airliers, and his faith, around the
world. As an educator and statesman of the highest caliber, he has
inspired generations of young people to serve others and remember
that it is the little decisions that set them on the course of life.

Aer earning his private pilot wings in 1941 and his Royal Air
Force and Army Air Corps wings in 1944, Halvorsen served as C-
47 and C-54 foreign transport pilot in the south Atlantic theater.
Aer the war and during his volunteer service as pilot in the Berlin
Airli, he initiated “Operation Little Vittles.” With his buddies’
help in 1948–49, they dropped twenty tons of chocolate on
parachutes to the children of West and East Berlin. They
distributed three more tons to Berlin children’s hospitals to those
who couldn’t go outside (Gail Halvorsen Personal History, 1985).
This simple, self-initiated act inspired hope and was a catalyst to
change bitter feelings to positive ones between countries embattled
and embittered by war. The recognition he later received opened
doors for him to spread his message of hope, attitude, gratitude,



service before self, and “out of small things proceedeth that which
is great” (Doctrine and Covenants 64:33). “The importance of small
kind acts of service cannot immediately become evident,”
Halvorsen believes (Gail S. Halvorsen Interview, Denise Williams,
July 2017).

Following his Airli service, the Air Force sent Halvorsen to the
University of Florida for his bachelor’s and master’s degrees in
aeronautical engineering. He then served as a project engineer for
cargo aircra research and development in Ohio and Utah. In 1957
he was assigned to the Air Command and Staff College at Maxwell
AFB, Alabama. Next, in California, he played a key role at the Air
Force Space Systems Division, spending four years in the research
and development of space vehicles, particularly the Titan III Space
Launch vehicle. The Titan III was designed to launch the Dyna-
Soar Liing Body spacecra and other military satellites into orbit
(Gail S. Halvorsen Interview, Denise Williams, July 2017; Gail S.
Halvorsen Personal History, 1985;.

Halvorsen next served in Wiesbaden and Frankfurt, West
Germany from 1962–65 with the Foreign Technology division of
Air Force Systems Command. Following his service in West
Germany, he was assigned to the Pentagon in research and
development for space and technology, where he helped develop
plans for the advanced manned reusable spacecra. In 1968 he was
given command of the Vandenberg Air Force Base tracking station
in California, which was involved in both satellite launch and orbit
operations around the world.

From 1970–74 he was the commander of Tempelhof Air Base in
Berlin, Germany—the very base he flew into in 1948! As
commander of Tempelhof, he represented the US Air Force in
Berlin. He was awarded the German Service Cross to the Order of
Merit by a representative of Willy Brandt, President of Germany,
for his service there.



He retired in 1974 aer thirty-one years of service and about
7,000 flying hours. Aer his retirement from the military, he
helped set up a student exchange program in 1980 called the Airli
of Understanding, a high school student exchange program
between the state of Utah and the city of Berlin. He also served at
Brigham Young University for ten years as Assistant Dean of
Student Life (Gail S. Halvorsen, Interview, Denise Williams, July
2017; Alta Jolley History, Denise Williams, 2011).

He and his wife, Alta Jolley, have five children, twenty-four
grandchildren, and fiy-three great grandchildren. They served
three separate missions for their church, in Salt Lake City, England,
and Russia.

A recipient of numerous awards and recognitions, Halvorsen
continues his daily positive small acts of kindness and goodwill,
liing others by teaching about the Berlin Airli and lessons
learned in his life (Airli/Tanker Association, Nov 1, 1999 post).
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My Dad, along with his good friend Jess Earl, bought one
of the very first horse-drawn wheat combines sold in
northern Utah to work the fields near Wheelon.



I

Chapter One: Early
Years

Gail’s Birth and First Years (1920–25)

was born in the Salt Lake City Holy Cross Hospital on October
10, 1920, to Luella Spencer Halvorsen and Basil Knudt
Halvorsen. We lived on a little farm in Wheelon Canyon,

located on the divide between Box Elder County and Cache
County where the Bear river crosses near Fielding, Utah. Dad
brought Mom down to Salt lake City for my delivery. I was the
second child, joining my brother Sherman who was five years older
than me. Seven years later my sister Marilyn was born.

My Dad, along with Jess Earl, a good friend, had bought one of
the very first horse drawn wheat combines sold in northern Utah to
work the fields near Wheelon. Stationary threshing machines had
been used up to that time. We lived in Wheelon just a short time
before moving to Draper, Utah to run a dairy farm.

The dairy farm was a failure and to get his money out, Dad had
to trade it for a partial payment on a farm north of Rigby, Idaho. I
remember the day we le Draper in the spring of 1925. We had a
wagon loaded with all our belongings which we towed behind our
old Model T Ford. I remember all of us singing, “Oh Utah, Oh



Utah We Bid Thee Farewell, We’re Going to the Sagebrush of
Idaho to Dwell.” Mom cried a little. She liked Utah.

Our First Rigby Home (1925–27)

The farm in Idaho was by a small canal. I used to get excited
when the irrigation water came in because we would find trout
coming down from the Snake River through the canal into the
irrigation ditches and out on the field. We would walk around
collecting them to take into the house for dinner. In the winter we
skated on it. Dad showed me how to skate when I was five.

The spring of 1926 we had a great flood that came down from
the Snake River. Bishop O.J. Call, our neighbor, had warned us to
leave the place. Dad carried his pet calf on his back up a ladder to
the top of the haystack. He tied the calf to a stake and stayed behind
putting things up high and freeing the cattle. Mom drove the
Model T down the road just ahead of the flood. It was scary. I was
afraid that Dad wouldn’t be able to get across the water to where we
were. Finally he joined us and I remember all of our neighbors
sleeping together in the church that night.



One of my primary role models growing up was my
brother Sherman, who was five years older than me.

That summer my brother and I walked into a field that had our
big Jersey bull. Suddenly we saw him charge us from across the
way. We turned and ran as fast as we could and just as he was about
to gore us we came to the bank of the canal and jumped and swam
across just in time to escape. The water had been let out of the canal
and I could touch bottom in most places or we might not have
made it.

It was while we lived here that I remember my first lie. My
cousins, Sherman and Thelma Perkins, from Stockton, California
were visiting. Sherman and I were six years old and Thelma was
just a few years younger. They wanted to go swimming in the
irrigation ditch, but I knew that I had better ask Dad. I went clear
out to the other end of the farm to find him and when I did he said
no. On the long walk back I decided we just had to go swimming.
So when I got to the house I told them it was okay. During the



swim I told them to swim very low on the water and keep their
heads below the bank of the ditch. Something must have gone
wrong because he found out about it and I got a spanking that
night.

In 1927, Mom went in the hospital to have a baby in Idaho Falls,
Idaho. I remember Sherman and I talking about wanting a girl for a
sister and sure enough it was Marilyn. She was a welcome addition
to our family, a beautiful young lady in every respect.

It was here where I first remember the threshers in the fall of the
year. All the neighbors would come and help, and the farm that had
the threshing going on would, of course, have to furnish meals for
the threshers. The farm wives would always try and outdo each
other preparing good food. I’ll never forget how much they ate and
some of the comments.

I earned some very small change by trapping mice and being
repaid one cent a piece. Without refrigeration and with just cellars
to keep things cool, we had to keep the cellars mice-free as well. I
participated in onion eating contests and I oen wonder why I
ended up liking them at all. I was a champion raw onion eater. At
the age of six I didn’t mind keeping others away from me.

I started milking cows on a regular basis at age 6 or 7. I was so
good that I could shoot a stream of milk from the cow’s tit into the
cat’s mouth sitting clear across the stable. Those cats loved that
warm milk and the way they would wash their face and lick their
paws was a joy to me, especially in the winter time when it was cold
outside.

My best early Christmas recollections occurred here and they are
very clear. Receiving my very first toy wind-up train and a
Pollyanna game from my aunt and uncle Perkins in California were
among my many and most vivid recollections. The Perkins, in our
view, were rich relatives because they lived in California and he was



an engineer on a freight train. They always sent a big package of
presents, which really made our Christmas because we didn’t get
too many bought goods on the meager income from the farm. The
Perkins’ package was the hit of the season.

I began riding horses about this time with my brother, sister, and
cousins.

We grew wheat, potatoes, and green beans in abundance, but
there was always something that kept us from making much more
money than it cost to run the operation. Nevertheless, we had a
good life with plenty to eat and lots of love.

The ground was very poor in this part of Idaho where this farm
was located and Dad was trying to find a better place. In 1927 he
located one about one mile east of Rigby next to the Burgess
Canal. We hated to leave our friends, but it was only about 2 ½
miles so the move wasn’t that bad. The house on the farm by the
Burgess Canal was down a long lane, off the main road and tucked
away; we thought it was a very neat location. It was a wonderful
place for a growing boy.

Our Second Rigby Home (1927-34)

I particularly remember the tough winters and the snow so deep
it covered the fence tops. We had three dogs that my brother,
Sherman, had trained to pull sleds and people on skis. He would
come out of the front door of the house and the dogs would about
knock you down trying to get in the harnesses; they really loved to
pull. We could get on skis behind them and head out across the
fields all the way to town without having to worry about fences. We
entered the dogs in the annual sled races in town and Sherm won
most of the races for a single up to three-dog teams. He was great
with animals and they all loved him.



As soon as it snowed, we could not take our car out because of
that long lane and the deep snow, so we went to town with the
horses and bobsled. It was quite a ride because the snowdris that
came across the roads made high and low places. We went up and
down these hills of snow and it was always a thrill.

In the daytime if Dad had to go anywhere in the bobsled, we tied
a rope on the back and he pulled us on skis. That was our
recreation. We would beg Dad at night to hook up the horses to the
bobsled to go into town with our friends. The horses had new
sharp metal shoes on and they wouldn’t fall on the ice and snow.
We started under a street light and he had the horses go very fast
and then turn quickly and throw the sleigh around and it skidded
around and around and around. The horses learned to pull against
the sled so that it just kept flying. That was great sport. We went to
school in the winter time in bobsleds with a school type cab on it
that was covered to keep us warm. Those were very cold rides with
no extra heat.

One of the biggest adventures, while we lived here, was the
annual trip to the mountains with a team of horses and the running
gear of a wagon to haul pine trees in for our winter wood. While in
the mountains we would pick wild mountain huckleberries for
Mom’s special pies. Sherman and Dad would go aer them the
most, but on special occasions I could join them. On one trip, Dad
let us take saddle horses to ride along the wagon and that was
exciting. I remember one year when just Dad and I went. This was
in 1932. Dad didn’t have a watch and I had been given an old dollar
pocket watch that was in bad repair, but I was very proud of it. I had
managed to get it running and Dad would please me by oen
asking what time it was.



Sherm and I had wanted a sister, and we were thrilled
when Marilyn was born in 1927.

When I had to stay home from adventures, I was assigned a
certain number of rows of sugar beets to hoe each day. By working
fast, I could finish by 2:00 p.m. and go fishing or swimming in the
big canal that bordered the farm. The canal was more like a river,
and one fun thing we did was to tie a rope to the flume that took
the irrigation water across to the hayfield on the north side of the
river. On the end of this rope we would tie a few good sized boards
nailed together and make a surfboard out of them. The water was
running so fast that you could stand up and scoot back and forth



across the river on the surf board. We used to charge two apples for
other kids to use it.

I had to work very hard as a young man in the sugar beet fields.
We had a very small, unproductive farm. The soil had a lot of rocks
and we worked hard for what little we got back. I remember the
trails in the winter through the snow to the piles of sugar beet tops.
Aer we had cut the tops off, we put them in piles to feed to
animals. The trails were cut through by rabbits from all over the
countryside coming through the snow to get into our supply. On
my tenth birthday, I had to work topping sugar beets so I couldn’t
have a party. In the middle of one of the rows and working very
hard, I heard some young people coming singing happy birthday. It
was Harold and Wayne Dowdle and the Chapman girls. They came
to where I was working and brought me some presents, a pair of
gloves—which I put to use immediately—and gum and candy. It
turned out to be a ten-minute party on the 10th of October 1930,
but I’ll never forget how great it was to have them come by and
recognize me. Little things like that meant a lot.

I was a little envious of kids who didn’t have to work on a farm
and I felt a little tied down, but I never did feel resentful. The family
was so good to me and I felt I was important to our family’s
survival. I felt grown up and important and that I was helping to
put food on the table for my family.

My good friend Harold Dowdle’s father made my first pair of
skis for fiy cents out of two boards. He steamed the ends and
turned them up, and put a reinforcement piece on the front of each
ski so that they wouldn’t stick into the snow banks. We skied across
the fence lines with a sail made from an old sheet, letting the strong
wind push us a distance, and then made the long trek back. The fun
was a good break from our hard work.

Sherman had some hay fever and I didn’t, so I had a lot of hay to
pile alone. I hoped somebody would watch me and think, “look at



that little boy out there going so fast and putting that hay in piles so
quickly.”

In elementary school, Sherm and I had to take a few weeks out of
school in the fall to help with the harvest. I was always very good in
math and science and the time away didn’t seem to affect how I did
there. However, my English scores suffered and I had to work hard
to catch up.

We owned a Model T Ford, and one time Dad slaved away with
it to get it running so he could take us on a trip. He worked on it
almost all day because he wanted to take us to Idaho Falls to see the
circus. I helped in every way I could and finally he got it finished
and we did get down to Idaho Falls to see the circus.

The Cowboy Pilot Sparks my Passion for Flight

My first real captivation with flight and interest in airplanes was
here in Rigby when I was about ten years old. Somewhere, I came
across a book about an airplane pilot who ran out of gas and had to
land in the desert. The pilot had died for lack of water and an old
cowboy happened along and found the airplane sitting there in the
sagebrush and found the pilot.

I was sorry for the pilot, but that old cowboy slowly taught
himself to fly that airplane and found a way to get the gasoline for it.
I was so excited that a cowboy could do something like that. It
sounded like such an adventure, and I began to believe that maybe I
could do that too.

My First Lesson in the Joy of Service

When I was about twelve years old, I was home alone one day on
our farm in Rigby, Idaho and the folks had gone to visit and I
didn’t want to go. It got dark and I knew the cows had to be
milked. There were seven of them and four of them were already at



the barn. When the folks didn’t come, I got the rest of the cows in.
As I began to milk those cows, I started hoping that Dad wouldn’t
get home until I had finished and put the milk in the can. I knew
he would be very surprised and pleased.

I milked faster and faster and I le the two mean cows till last,
the ones that Dad had always had to milk. When I came to those
cows, I tied them up and put the hobbles on the backs of their legs
so they couldn’t kick me and tied their tails down so they wouldn’t
hit me in the face with them. I worked at it very quickly and I was
surprised to find that I could do it. All the time I was worried about
when my family would return. As I poured that last bucket of milk
in the big ten-gallon can, I saw the lights of our car coming down
the long lane, and I made for the house.

Dad rushed in and announced the car had broken down on their
return. I was so proud when Dad said, “Well son, let’s go get the
cows. I’ll get the lantern and we’ll get them milked.”

I said, “Dad, those cows are all milked. I’ve got them all done.”
He asked, “You didn’t get old Brindle milked did you?” And I said,
“I got every one of them milked, Dad, every one, every last drop
and the can is in the barn.”

The look of disbelief on his face is one that I’ll never forget. I felt
so good about myself that I had done it without having to be asked.
I found that real happiness comes from serving others in need as my
parents had taught me and I had now experienced.

Noticing My Mother’s Sacrifice

In 1933, when I was twelve years old and a Boy Scout, I became
aware of my mother’s sacrifice to send me to a big Boy Scout
jamboree in Salt Lake City.



For several months, Mother had been putting small change away
for a pair of new shoes from her earnings while working part time
at a milliner’s shop. The shoes were set aside at the local store until
she could save enough money to pay cash. I remember her keen
anticipation as her savings grew to almost three dollars. She reached
the three-dollar goal the same week the scoutmaster rode by on his
horse to tell the folks about the jamboree in Salt Lake. It was a
jamboree on the big lawn just north of the Hotel Utah and a long
way from our home in Rigby, Idaho in the big city—Salt Lake.

I had already told the scoutmaster and the troop I couldn’t go.
My time was completely taken helping Dad on the farm and there
was just no money available for me to earn outside the farm work
for special or regular jobs during those difficult times.

I was not bitter about working for my family on the farm. I had
found the joy, even at a young age of “service before self.” Because
of who my parents were, I wanted to help all I could. However,
Mom knew how much that scout trip meant to me and signaled
Dad to reassure the scoutmaster that I could go. She knew about
my adventuresome spirit and desire to know the world outside of
Garland. Aer he le, I asked Dad where the money could come
from and all he said was, “Don’t worry.”

The next day as I hurried off with the troop Mom pressed a small
manila envelope into my hand. I will never forget that trip because
when I got back home Mom still had on her old shoes, but a special
light shone in her eyes. I am sure that light was there when I was
born, and I saw it each time aer that when she gave of her time
and strength to do something special that made us happy. She
looked the same way when we did things to make her proud of our
actions. We warmly exchanged greetings and then I fully realized
that my trip had taken the place of Mom’s new shoes.

I had wondered where the three dollars for the trip had come
from, but my selfishness kept me from admitting it must have come



from my mother’s shoe fund until that moment when I realized she
was still in her old shoes (May 8, 1977 Mother’s Day Bishop’s
Message by Gail Halvorsen, bishop).
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