


(Center) Randall Grahm in Bonny 
Doon’s Popelouchum Vineyard.
(Left) the Heart Has its Rieslings 
2013, designed by Bascove.
(Right) Cardinal Zin 2003, de-
signed by Ralph Steadman.

(Above) A label for Bonny Doon’s Exclusive wine club, 
Distinctive Esoteric Wine Network, designed by Gary 
Taxali.
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2009 Emmy for Breaking News Coverage of the Trabing 
Fire in Watsonville.

In 2018, a total of 8,527 wildland fires burned 1,893,913 acres of 
California. Yet the deadliest and most destructive wildfire season on 
record could have been worse. Thousands more homes and structures 
would have been lost if not for airtankers—those firefighting airborne 
workhorses that rumble in “slow and low” to drop 27,000-pound pay-
loads of retardant on the flames.

Peter Bell, 66, of Aptos, is one of the most experienced airtanker 
pilots in the world. He started flying at 13 and was piloting airtankers 
at the age of 22. For the past 44 years, he has fought hundreds of fires 

in North America and beyond while teaching several generations of 
pilots to safely and effectively fly airtankers.

“The tanker pilot’s job is pretty simple: Slow the fire down enough 
that the incident commander can get his guys in to do their work on 
the ground,” said Bell. “If there’s wind on it, you can’t stop these fires 
without an air attack.”

Bell’s childhood is straight out of “The Adventures of Tintin.” 
Thanks to a civil engineer stepfather who built dams and sewage 
treatment plants, Bell was born in Rome and lived in England, Holland, 

The skies 
aren’t always friendly 

for fire-fighting tanker 
pilot Peter Bell

(Spread) A pilot dusts a collection of structures on a farm during 
the 12,000 acre Waverly Fire in California’s San Joaquin Valley. 

Wildfire Warrior
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Thailand, Libya, and Ecuador before the age 
of 15. When his family finally settled down in 
Pasatiempo in 1968, Bell found himself living 
near famed U.S. Air Force pilot and Plantron-
ics cofounder Keith Larkin.

“I was friends with his son, but Keith was 
a huge influence on me as a pilot,” said Bell. 
“He got me into flying tankers.”

A B-17 flight instructor in World War II, 
Larkin learned to fly the Globe Master, the U.S. 
Air Force’s largest aircraft. After cofounding 
Plantronics, the $520 million Santa Cruz-
based audio communications company that, 
among many other achievements, created 
the headset Neil Armstrong used to trans-
mit from the moon, Larkin began restoring 
WWII aircraft. He hangared a B-25 bomber at 
Watsonville Airport and owned a pair of Navy 
Consolidated PBY Catalina flying boats, the 
most famous Navy seaplanes ever built. 

“Keith needed a copilot to fly a WWII-era 
tanker to a client. That’s how I got started 
piloting the big planes,” said Bell.

In the 1970s, repurposed military aircraft 
– bombers, transports, and tankers – still 
made up a majority of California’s airtanker 
fleet. A favorite aircraft for scooping and 
dumping water was the PBY Catalina flying 
boat, which Bell had flown extensively with 
Larkin. Famed for submarine and open sea 
patrol in both the Atlantic and Pacific theaters 
of war, the twin-engine PBY had a 2,000-gal-
lon tank for retardant.

When Bob Schlaefli of Sis-Q Flying Ser-
vice asked Bell if he wanted to come to Santa 
Rosa and learn how to scoop water, he leapt 

at the chance. Soon, he was fighting fires from 
the cockpit of a PBY flying boat in California, 
Alaska, Tennessee, Washington, and Montana. 

“Back then, aerial firefighting pilots had 
reputations as daredevils,” said Bell. “There 
was far less training or oversight and we had a 
fraction of the technology.” As a result, things 
could get hairy. Bell in particular remembers 
how difficult it could be, scooping 1,400-gal-
lon loads of water from Oregon’s Columbia 
River with a strong wind and a three-foot 
wind swell. 

“We’d land at 80 knots and scoop at 60. 
You had to make sure you didn’t hit a log or 

a sandbar or the chop or some other plane. 
With the swell, it was easy to lose control and 
porpoise [hit the water],” said Bell. “Two years 
after I left to start a charter plane business, a 
good friend and pilot died scooping water on 
the Columbia.”

After that business—which he ran out 
of Watsonville Airport—went under due 
to the disastrous economic trifecta of the 
Loma Prieta Earthquake, the Gulf War, and a 
recession, Bell returned to aerial firefighting. 
In 1994 he joined Missoula, Montana-based 
Neptune Aviation, a leader in contract aerial 
firefighting. Over the years, Bell dropped 

oceans of retardant on some of the biggest 
fires in California history. When asked if he 
believes climate change is responsible for 
2018’s record-setting wildfire season, Bell is 
circumspect. 

“I don’t know, but I’ve seen fires like 
that way before anyone was talking about 
climate change,” he said. “I flew a PBY during 
the Scarface Fire up in Chester in 1977. The 
Friendly Fire, Big Bear, the Malibu fires in the 
1990s.  Those wind-driven fires are devastat-
ing. Sometimes when a big fire like that is in 
heavy timber, you can feel the heat through 
the window at 500 feet.”

For the past six years, Neptune Aviation 
has been replacing its fleet of Lockheed P2Vs 
with British Aerospace BAe 146s, aircraft that 
have more in common with the Space Shuttle 
than the WWII-era aircraft Bell learned in. “You 
can go from here to Medford in an hour,” Bell 
said. “It climbs high and cruises at 400 knots. 
It’s pressurized; it has autopilot, it’s amazingly 
stable. It’s perfect for this job.” 

But that doesn’t mean the job has be-
come easy. 

“You have to get in low and slow. About 
150 feet in elevation is good,” he said. “And 
there’s a certain speed you need to hit before 
you can drop the retardant. Somewhere be-
tween 115 and 140 mph. If you’re above 150, 
you’ll shadow your target, meaning it coats 
only one side of the vegetation. You need to 
be flying slow enough that it comes out and 
rains directly down, but not so slow that you 
stall. Stall out speed for those planes is about 
100 mph.” 

Today, Bell spends three-quarters of his 
time training pilots.

“I still love flying, but I’ve always loved 
teaching too. I’ve been an instructor since I 
was 18,” said Bell. 

What’s the most important lesson he 
teaches his students?

“I instill in them the willingness to push 
the button and dump in an emergency. You 
have to be ready for that in case you get into 
a microburst or a mountain wave or some-

thing like that,” he said. Back in the 1990s, 
Bell said, companies charged their pilots $2 
a gallon for dumping retardant early. Today, 
Bell said, companies like Neptune Aviation 
encourage their pilots to avoid risk. “I teach 
these pilots to drop their loads if they need 
to. I don’t want them up there worrying about 
what the wasted retardant is going to cost 
them. Go back and get another load. Don’t 
think twice about it,” he said. “Safety first.” ❧

(Below) A load of fire retardant is dropped on the Sherpa Fire in the Santa Ynez Moun-
tains near Santa Barbara. The fire was driven by the ”Sundowner Winds” till it reached 
the Pacific Ocean. At its peak there were 2000 firefighters on the line and they con-
tained the fire at 8,000 acres.
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(Above) It’s close quarters for a pilot during the Holy Fire in River-
side County as he dusts a neighborhood with fire retardant.

(Above) With the help of hand crews, helicopters, and planes, the Keenbrook fire in Cajon Pass was 
quickly brought under control. The fire was caused by big rig which lost a tire and collided with a tree.(Above) With Stearns Wharf and Santa Barbara Harbor in the distance, an Aerial Bomber coats 

the hills of Montecito with flame retardant.

(Above) Wearing a Hawai-
ian shirt, pilot Peter Bell 
displays his casual outlook 
standing in front of Nep-
tune’s BAe 146 tanker.
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