Teton Valley

Flying High in the Tetons

Sugden at the Heart of Local Aviation History
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arely in kindergarten,
Richard Sugden made
his first foray into Jackson
Hole in 1947, when his father
moved his family to the area. The
elder Sugden had an interest
in hunting and fishing, but
especially in skiing. He planted
his family on a dude ranch,
running it for three years with
a partner. Called the Ramshorn
Ranch, the property is now home
to the Teton Science School.
The eruption of the Korean War ended the Sugdens’ time in Wyoming as the head of the household entered into the fray of combat in the Navy.
They pulled up stakes and headed to California,
becoming a military family. But the story doesn’t
end there.
Richard Sugden returned to Wyoming in 1975.
Now a former Navy flight surgeon, and a doctor
who had just completed his residency, he settled
his family of four into a cabin in Wilson. Sugden,
who had been a pilot since a young age, used
his skills at the yoke to pay house calls to the
patients he treated in Big Piney.
Some years later, he would partner up with Paul
King, a physician’s assistant and Special Forces
medic in Vietnam, to start the first air ambulance
service in Jackson Hole. “There was only one
plane in Salt Lake City at the time that was used
for medical airlifts,” he explained. “If you had a
life-threatening injury that required medevac,
there wasn’t a lot of help.” His medical flight
crews were made up of local nurses and EMTs.
In the 12 years that this service operated, over
1,000 flights were logged.
The air ambulance service and Sugden’s medical
practice complemented his role as owner and
operator of Jackson Hole Aviation. As the new
millennium approached, he decided to take his
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chances over the hill. He sold JHA and bought
Teton Aviation in Driggs. When asked to pinpoint
the start of the aviation boom on the Wyoming
side, the doctor laughed and said, “Right after I
sold Jackson Hole Aviation, it really took off.”

“As he paired his vocation
with his love of flight, Sugden
started to amass a collection
of planes that would make
any aviation geek drool.”
As he paired his vocation with his love of flight,
Sugden started to amass a collection of planes that
would make any aviation geek drool. His fleet of
warbirds includes two Soviet MiG aircraft, a U.S.
Navy Fury, a biplane, and an Albatross, among others. These aircraft make up the aviation museum at
Driggs-Reed Memorial Airport in Driggs, a feature
that would not exist if not for his involvement.
While fans of flight in Jackson started to experience narrowing hangar space and further expansion of facilities to accommodate commercial
flights, Driggs-Reed Memorial still existed as the
“go to” place for glider enthusiasts. And although
Dr. Sugden points out that, “we are seeing more

and more business jets there,” this full-service
fixed base operation includes hangars, maintenance, fixed and rotary wing flight training, and
scenic flights.
The city-owned airstrip has come a long way since
it was built in the 1940s. Originally laid down as
gravel, and then upgraded to dirt, it was eventually
given an asphalt surface that was—erroneously—
rated for highway traffic. That all changed in 2009
when an almost $4 million Federal Aviation Administration grant gave this rural airport a facelift that
would improve safety and allow it to grow.
Richard Sugden, now a family physician with a
practice in Jackson, continues to find himself at
home in the air. He even flew his 1985 Citation
business jet to Kenya in order to help train the
Kenya Wildlife Service pilots. “It took us three
days to get there, but I could have done it in
two,” he said. Last year, he also flew his Citation
to Berlin for an FAA Aviation Medicine meeting.
He is qualified to fly the MiGs and the Fury, and is
part of the team that demonstrates the prowess
of these jets at heavily-attended airshows.
To Sugden, living life as a local in this neighborhood is important. “There is a lot involved in
growing up here and living here—and not just
existing.” Seeing life in the Tetons through an
aerial perspective certainly can’t hurt. n
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Stearnie with Jim Jackson, first Canadian flight.

B

y the age of 30, when
Clarence “Stearnie”
Stearns settled in Wilson,
he had already served in
World War II as a pilot of the
B-17 Flying Fortress. He had
also been a prisoner of war,
held for a year in Germany.
But in 1950, when the Driggs airfield was as
he describes, “Nothing but gliders and spray
planes,” the war was behind him. He refers
to the CallAir A-5 aircraft that was being
built in Afton at the time—what civilians
refer to as crop dusters.
Stearns channeled his passion for flight into
building an amphibian Bushcaddy R-80,
which he flew on Kevlar floats in the summer
and wheels in the winter. He built this plane
with the help of an experimental builder, Jim
Jackson, at the hangar in Driggs. This was
after he retired from Hungry Jack’s General
Store in Wilson, which he started in 1954. His
daughter, Jana Stearns now owns the store.
At his current age of 94, he says his sight
doesn’t allow for much flying. But he has been
known to navigate as a guest in the cockpit
simply by the feel of the sun on his face. n
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