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Fellow Twirly Birds: 

 

Please mark your calendars!   The annual Twirly Bird reception will be held on March 1, 2016, 

the first day of Heli-Expo at the Marriott Downtown in the Kentucky Ballroom, Salon E at 

17:30.    

 

The Les Morris recipient for 2016 will be long time Twirly Bird, Mel O’Reilly.   . Please plan to 

join us as we honor Mel at the Twirly Bird reception on March 1, 2016.  Highlights of Mel’s 

career are attached to this newsletter. 

___________ 

 

It should be no surprise that Twirly Bird Sharon Desfor was elected Secretary and Treasurer of 

the American Society of Appraisers (ASA).  Sharon is a tireless supporter of the helicopter 

industry; of course she is a helicopter pilot. 

 

“HeliValue$’ Sharon Desfor new ASA international secretary ... 

Sharon Desfor has been elected international secretary and treasurer of the American 

Society of Appraisers (ASA). 

As president of appraiser HeliValue$ and publisher of the Official Blue Book, Desfor has 

spent more than 30 years explaining the unique characteristics of helicopters as financial 

assets to banks, investors and insurance companies. 

 “Sharon has forged new ground yet again. As an advocate & stalwart of the helicopter 

industry for a number of decades, Sharon is also a passionate and influential leader in the 

appraisal industry,” says David Crick, partner at Lloyd Asset Services. “As the newly 

elected secretary and treasurer on the board of governors of the worldwide appraisal 

body, we can look forward to Sharon’s passion & professionalism shining out.” 

Desfor says she will focus on promoting communication and transparency between 

members and ASA’s leadership. She moves from her role of governor of the ASA 

machinery and technical specialties committee. 

“Sharon has a strong commitment to the education of all appraisal professionals,” said 

Jason Kmiecik, vice president of operations, HeliValue$. “We are excited that she will 

have the opportunity to make the ASA even better.” 

Desfor has also been editor of both their M&TS Journal and ASA’s reference book, 

Valuing Machinery and Equipment, Third Edition. 

Sharon is past Chair of the Helicopter Foundation International and of the HAI’s Finance 

& Leasing Committee. She was also editor of HAI’s finance handbook: Helicopter 

Funding: Assembling the Pieces of the Puzzle.” 

 

http://helicopterinvestor.com/articles/sharon-desfor-elected-asa-international-secretary-098/
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Twirly Bird, Leonard J. LaVassar, Helicopter Test Pilot an Industry Pioneer, is featured in the Fall 

2015 HAI ROTOR magazine. Twirly Bird, Marty Pociask, Curator for the Helicopter Foundation 

International, conducted this latest interview in the HFI Heritage Series. Part two of the 

interview will be published in the next edition of ROTOR.   

 

Leonard’s account of his first helicopter job in Argentina mentions other Twirly Birds, 

including Hal Syms who continues to be a faithful attendee at Twirly Bird receptions.   When 

you see Hal in Louisville ask him about his early helicopter flying in Argentina.   

________ 

 

The FALL 2015 HAI ROTOR magazine also contains an inaugural article authored by a 

Twirly Bird, Jon Kettles, son of Twirly Bird Joe Kettles and brother of Twirly Bird Vice 

President, Jim Kettles.   Jon, a well known and respected aviation lawyer, is authoring a 

column in ROTOR, advising HAI members about legal issues.   Unlike some aviation 

lawyers, Jon actually is an accomplished military and civilian pilot in both rotary and 

fixed wing aircraft.    Jon also will represent Twirly Birds with impaired driving violations if 

their Twirly Bird dues are current.    

_________ 

Elling Halvorson continues to add to his collection of awards. 

 

TOPS Founder Elling Halvorson Honored with Esteemed Pathfinder Award  

SEATTLE:  

 

The Museum of Flight's Pathfinder Awards honor visionaries who have made significant 

contributions to the development of the aerospace industry. This year, the Pathfinder 

Award recognizes Papillon Group Founder Elling Halvorson. He was celebrated on 

Saturday for his 50 years as a tourism entrepreneur and leader. Elling Halvorson is a 

pioneer and a visionary in the aerial tourism industry. In 1962, Halvorson’s construction 

company built the 12.5 mile trans-canyon water pipeline from the North Rim to the South 

Rim of the Grand Canyon. The project was completely supported by helicopters to 

transport equipment and employees to and from the job site. With more than 25,000 

hours of flight time, the project turned became the largest helicopter supported 

construction project ever completed. During the course of the project, employees and 

friends would often ask if they could go in one of the helicopters to see the Grand 

Canyon from above. Once the project was completed, he recognized a new 

opportunity – helicopter tours of the Grand Canyon. Grand Canyon Helicopters was 

born. The company would go on to make history as the largest and longest running 

aerial sightseeing company in the world, flying more than 600,000 passengers annually in 

75 state-of-the-art aircraft.  

 

Halvorson, a resident of Kirkland, Wash., was recognized for his significant contributions to 

helicopter aviation, tourism and safety. Founder of Grand Canyon Helicopters, a 

founding member of the Tour Operators Program of Safety (TOPS) – celebrating its 20th 

anniversary in 2016, a catalyst in the development of quiet helicopter technology, and a 

former chairman of the Helicopter Association International, Halvorson has significantly 

shaped today's helicopter industry.  

 

A legendary entrepreneur, Halvorson graduated from Willamette University with a 

degree in economics and "what you might call a minor in civil engineering," as he puts it.  



December 2015 

 

 3 

He immediately went to work for the family construction business. He met challenges 

head on, including the Echo Summit Microwave Project, for which he purchased his first 

helicopter, a Bell 47-G3B1, to carry workers and light construction materials through 

treacherous mountain terrain.  

Specializing in remote area projects with challenging logistics, Halvorson took pride in 

mitigating risks 

 

Three generation of Halversons now participate in their helicopter operations. The Twirly Birds 

look forward to the time when that third Halvorson generation joins the Twirly Birds. 

 

 

Long time Twirly Bird and helicopter pioneer, Doug Mathews sent us a large generous check 

to catch up on his dues.   Doug retired to Joshua Tree, California.   In 2016 we plan to record 

some of Doug’s memories of early day of helicopter operations in California. 

__________ 

 

 Les Morris award recipient, Nancy Miller Livingston Stratford continues to be recognized for 

her contributions to aviation. 

 

On November 6, 2015 Nancy was a recipient of THE ALASKAN AVIATION LEGENDS AND 

MEDALLION FOUNDATION SAFETY AWARDS 

 

On November 14, 2014Nancy Miller Livingston Stratford received an NAA award for her 

lifelong achievement as a Whirly-Girl and trailblazing aviatrix. She began working as a flight 

instructor in 1941. Two weeks later, Pearl Harbor was attacked and she began working for 

The Civilian Pilot Training Program. Later, she joined the British Air Transport Auxiliary (ATA) 

where she was one of 27 American women to fly with ATA. She and her fellow pilots ferried 

Spitfires to maintenance units and to squadrons. She logged almost 900 flight hours, ferried 

35 different types of single-engine aircraft, and 15 twin-engine planes. In 1947, she was the 

first woman on the West Coast, and the fourth in the world, to receive a commercial 

helicopter rating. In 1956, she married pilot J. Arlo Livingston, and together they founded 

Livingston Copters in Oregon, flying photo missions, sightseeing tours, and transporting skiers. 

In 2011, she authored Contact! Britain! A Woman Ferry Pilot's Story during WWII in England, a 

220-page account of her ATA service. 

  

In addition to awards in Alaska and California, Nancy was recognized in a Letter to the 

Editor in the Fall ROTOR MAGAZINE.  

 

”HFI Heritage Series: Nancy Miller Livingston Stratford, Summer 2015 ROTOR. 

 

The recent HFI interview with Nancy Miller Livingston Stratford brought back some of the 

fondest memories of two people who I greatly respected, Arlo and Nancy Livingston. They 

provided me the tools I needed to be safe and effective as a pilot for the rest of my career. 

In 1975, the small company I worked for as a mechanic recommended me to Livingston 

Copters in Alaska. Because I was a low-time pilot, I worked my first season as a mechanic. 

Nancy and Arlo Livingston had established a "safety management system" and "just culture" 

long before these terms were ever used. They exhibited professionalism, fairness, 

transparency, openness, and a commitment to mentoring pilots to ensure they had the skills 

to survive flying in the Alaskan environment. Our industry was different then. Training was 

based on mentoring - transferring lessons learned as the pioneers who flew underpowered, 

mostly piston-engine aircraft in demanding environments. A pilot had to know how to fully 

utilize every aspect of - and to respect – the helicopter's capability, take advantage of 

terrain and wind currents, recognize the hazards, not panic, and use good judgment. The 

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001yoVLNY9j9wZxh25c6hqbUQxnv2Zks0dPVMpNhH04e92Jffcexv5aTrp1Pbhxs_o8Hu3bGZ0jQuBeQIYasPsxveVXO9Og4_QcW41muzPStHCskXOLy4OTB6KMhr_VfWhGDookzd3R3NV4pinfP1-EcwFmXROeLFDF6abGq5PniS6KkNsPVeh2Rb6Yw3UToEaNdr7N_GuctsFXwDbQutXpTPqemb02f3EcWilsutTfU5INRzoMhAgI6g==&c=QqGGXHjwM5klFe0zORLstnml3ErtCP2gAL1ibqJQOnyIBHOZ1OwL1Q==&ch=8D2IKo3fzbyoxRA2ePZVVJwZgaMH3yoM0KR02nUlmilRsMuWHnwiCQ==
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military's flight training was phenomenal for teaching the mechanics of flying a helicopter 

and handling emergencies, and my tours in Vietnam honed those mechanical skills. 

Livingston's management taught you a different perspective on how to safely use the 

helicopter's capabilities to your advantage in the mountains. I'm blessed that I had that 

opportunity to work with and learn from some of the great pioneers of our industry who truly 

cared about safety, understood the hazards, and provided the training necessary to 

manage those risks!” 

- Randy Stewart, Vancouver, WA 

©2014 Helicopter Association International. Reprinted with permission of the publisher. 

_______________ 

 
Jim Ricklefs 1914-2015 

 

Pioneer helicopter pilot and Twirly Bird, Jim Ricklefs went West on November 11, 2015.  Jim 

died peacefully at his San Carlos, California home. Jim received the Twirly Bird Les Morris 

award in 1999.   Jim’s sense of history, particularly about the helicopter world was amazing.   

Please look at the Twirly Bird web site; Jim’s account of early helicopter history can be 

accessed on the Twirly Bird home page.  It is a wonderful collection of memories about the 

industry and the characters in the early days.   

________________ 

 

Twirly Birds!  Please introduce a qualified friend to the Twirly Birds; better yet buy them a 

membership. 

 

“ASSOCIATE MEMBER:   Those who have been selected by a duly appointed committee of 

General Members as having made significant and noteworthy contributions to helicopter or 

other vertical take-off flight through exemplary dedication and devotion.” 

 

 Please nominate a qualified individual as an Associate member.   There are many non 

pilots who have contributed so much to this industry. The Associate Committee will consider 

all who are nominated to join as Associate members. 

 

Please send us your news, and updates for this newsletter.  Your fellow pioneer helicopter 

pilots would appreciate hearing from you. 

 

DUES:    Annual dues are $10.00. Dues are used to pay for mailing the newsletter to those 

Twirly Birds who do not have an e-mail address. Dues are also used to buy TB pins, TB 

certificates, and partially fund the reception at Heli-Expo. Please send your dues to 

Treasurer Dennis MacBain, 4525 Leon Street, San Diego, CA 92107   

 

If you are not receiving this newsletter via e-mail please send your e-mail address to Dennis 

MacBain, macdennis@att.net, so that we can add you to the e-mail list.   

 

2016 TWIRLY BIRD RECEPTION, in Louisville, KY, MARCH 1, at the Marriott Downtown, Kentucky 

Ballroom, Salon E, 5:30 pm. 

 

 

 

 

KEEP YOUR ROTOR IN THE GREEN! 

Steve Sullivan 

 

 

mailto:macdennis@att.net
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2016 LES MORRIS RECIPIENT  

MEL O’REILLY 

Mel graduated from Patrick’s High School, Quebec City, Canada in June of 1955 and 

joined the Royal Canadian Air Force in the field of helicopter maintenance.   

For the next 3 years, 1955-1958 Mel traveled to all parts of Eastern Canada ultimately 

ending up in Rivers Manitoba, Canada where he decided to leave the Air Force.  He 

moved to Dawson City in the Yukon Territory and began his commercial helicopter 

career as an apprentice mechanic with Klondike Helicopters. 

In 1960 Mel moved onto Whitehorse in the Yukon Territory where he received his 

aircraft maintenance engineer’s (AME) licence in 1963 and started a family.  In 1964, 

Mel moved his family to Calgary, Alberta, Canada taking a maintenance position with 

Bullock Helicopters which ultimately became Bow Helicopters. 

In 1968 Mel had 1 more child bringing the total to 3, 1 boy and 2 girls, and somehow 

decided that moving to Malaysia with a young family would be a good thing to do.  He 

took up a posting as the Director of Maintenance with South East Asia ( SEA ) 

Helicopters from 1970 -1973.  This is where his brief flying career began.  Mel soloed on 

February 12, 1972 in a Bell 47-G4A, Malaysian Registered 9M-AQY with 15. 6 hours of 

total time.  Mel accumulated 155 hours of total time flying Bell 47’s, Bell 206A’s and 

Allouette II’s.  

Coming back to Canada in 1973 Mel had learned to fly and was qualified as a licenced 

mechanic on the Bell 206, 204, 205A-1, 212 and Aerospatiale Allouette II.  Armed with 

both flying and mechanical knowledge, it was now time for him to start his journey as a 

business owner which he did initially by leasing helicopters.  

He founded Eagle Copters Ltd. (ECL) in 1975 and Eagle Copters Maintenance Ltd. ( 

ECML) shortly thereafter. 

For over 40 years, ECL has specialized in leasing and sales of helicopters on a global 

basis. ECML specializes in maintenance, overhaul and spare parts support for ECL and 

other third party owned helicopter operators as well as innovative product development. 

ECL/ECML are co-located at the Calgary International Airport. ECML’s facilities are 

equipped to deal with component overhaul, engine overhaul, structures, avionics, paint, 

fuel control overhaul, and other helicopter maintenance related services.   

Mel retired from the Presidency of ECL / ECML in January of 1996, he remains on the 

board of directors as Chairman and advisor to his son, Mike O’Reilly, who continues to 

lead the company. 
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James Seymour Ricklefs 

 
March 9, 1914 - November 11, 2015 
 

James S. Ricklefs, pioneering helicopter entrepreneur and San Carlos resident since 1954, 

passed away on November 11, 2015 at the age of 101. He was born in Monticello, IA on 

March 9, 1914. Surviving him are his children Berte Harmon of Fallon, NV, Claire 

(Gary) Vowles of Gardnerville, NV, and Dana Helms of Canoga Park, CA. He is also 

survived by 11 grandchildren, 28 great-grandchildren, 4 great-great-grandchildren, and 

former wife Phyllis Clayton of Largo, FL. Preceding him in death are his wives Nadine 

and Dorothy as well as his daughter Naja L. Johnson. Mr. Ricklefs' first major 

accomplishment as an aviator was in 1933, while a student at Stanford University, he 

soloed a training biplane (a tail dragger) taking off from a dirt runway located on campus. 

After graduating from Stanford in 1937 with a B.A.in Business Administration he worked 

briefly for the famous San Francisco investment firm Schwabacher & Co. However, his 

passion for aviation was unfulfilled at that job. He left to attend West Coast University in 

Glendale, CA, where he earned a B.S.in Aeronautical Engineering. He held several 

engineering positions before becoming the Vice President of Landgraf Helicopters in 

1944. This role motivated him to establish his own helicopter service company. Mr. 

Ricklefs was president and owner of Rick Helicopters and Alaska Helicopters from 1954 

to 1968. As a pioneer in an emerging industry, Mr. Ricklefs' companies established many 

standards for utilizing the helicopters advantage of vertical flight: piloting protocols; 

maintenance procedures for cold weather, sling load technology, and flight safety 

routines. As an early adopter of this newer technology Mr. Ricklefs became the world’s 

largest operator of helicopters by the early 1950s holding that position for many years. 

His fleet of 40 helicopters was larger than the Navy, Marine, and Air Force 

fleets, surpassed only by the Army. In retirement Mr. Ricklefs restored and flew a 

number of antique aircraft. His restorations included a 1916 Spad VII Scout; 1916 

Sopwith Pup; 1944 Sikorsky R-4B; 1935 Fairchild; Hiller Rotocycle; and a Hill Ramjet. 

He was proudest of the 1935 Fairchild restoration. This plane was given to Jim and his 

bride Nadine Davis in 1936 as a wedding present from her father. They flew the plane to 

Carmel for their honeymoon, and many other cross country adventures, eventually selling 

it as their family grew. In the early 1980s Mr. Ricklefs found this airplane, wrecked and 

rusting in a barn near San Jose. He bought the remains and restored the airplane to like 

new condition in Nadine memory. It won the Grand Championship Trophy at 

Watsonville in 1991. Mr. Ricklefs Spad VII and Sopwith Pup were chosen as Grand 

Champions in previous years. The 1935 Fairchild is now on display as "The 

Honeymoon Airplane" at the Hiller Aviation Museum in the San Carlos, CA. 
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Over his lifetime, Mr. Ricklefs wrote several technical papers and authored 

a book on the pilot’s organization "Quiet Birdmen". Mr. Ricklefs was a 

founder and the first president of the Helicopter Association International 

(HAI). HAI now has 1,300 member companies in 55 countries who operate 

4,000 civilian helicopters flying more the 2 million hours each year. 

Some 20,000 people attend HAIs annual convention each year. 

Additionally, Mr. Ricklefs belonged to many other aeronautical 

organizations including Quiet Birdmen and OX5 Aviation Pioneers. Mr. 

Ricklefs received numerous awards including the Lawrence D. Bell 

Helicopter Pioneer Award; West Coast University Nason Alumni 

Achievement Award; OX5 Aviation Pioneers Hall of fame Award; 

Helicopter Foundation International Heritage Hall of Fame Award; and 

Crystal Eagle Award. The Crystal Eagle Award, given by the Aero Club of 

Northern California, has been awarded to only a handful of people 

including Jimmy Doolittle, Chuck Yeager, and Stanley Hiller Jr. 

In his free time Mr. Ricklefs played the clarinet in a number of bands, the 

latest when he was in his late nineties. He enjoyed boating, at one time he 

was a member of the Catalina Island Yacht Club and the Spindrift Yacht 

Club on the Sacramento Delta. He will be remembered fondly as a man who 

lived an extraordinary life. 
 

 

Born: March 9, 1914 

Place of Birth: Monticello, IA 

Death: November 11, 2015 

Place of Death: San Carlos, CA 

OCCUPATION: AVIATION PIONEER 

 

 

 


