 Vladimir’s “Journey to a Better Life!” by Roger Baker and Charmaine Gary
This is the story of hope and survival of a pilot and his unexpected adventures from Almaty, Kazakhstan, across the wilds of Siberia to his final destination, San Diego, California. Vladimir Yastremski, our Yak, Sukhoi, M-14P guru, and good friend was born near a small farming village several hundred kilometers north of Almaty, Kazakhstan. He and his family ventured to the capital of Kazakhstan, Almaty when he was just 8 years old. They lived in a quiet neighborhood, directly under the approach path to the main airport. His uncle went on to an aeronautical engineering institute in Riga, Latvia, and his brother became involved with the  DOSAAF (Voluntary Society of Assistance to the Army, the Air Force and the Navy), training system, it was then that Vladimir became interested in airplanes. In Almaty, boys were required to make some decisions about what they wanted to do in life at the ripe age of 16. Vladimir wanted to be a military pilot; however a minor physical issue prohibited that, so he continued with school in Almaty. Upon graduating from High School, he joined the DOSAAF as a trainee in the pilot/maintenance school in Kaluga, which is near Moscow. He completed the 4 year technical course graduating in 1974 as a certified mechanic (and what we know as a Reserve Commission as a 2 Lt.). Vladimir was then assigned as a mechanic to his hometown DOSAAF aero club with the responsibility for the maintenance of two Yak 18A’s. Like most young men, Vladimir wanted to find ways to impress the ladies and what better way to do so than by jumping out of airplanes, so he became interested in skydiving. Now, not everyone has to free fall from 10,000 feet through the sky to capture a ladies attention, but if what you are doing now isn’t working for you, this is just another option. Vladimir’s daily activities now included maintenance on one of his Yak 18A’s in the morning, getting in a couple of jumps during mid-day and then back to work maintaining his airplanes. In 1975 he began pilot training at the DOSAAF where with only 7 hours of dual instruction, Vladimir became the first out of his class of student pilots to fly solo in the Yak 18A. He continued flying Yaks, sky diving and doing his real job as a mechanic and by 1977 he was offered the opportunity to become an AN-2 mechanic. The AN-2 was the workhorse jump plane of the DOSAAF system. Vladimir was eventually appointed Captain of the Almaty Skydiving team in 1978 because of his dedication, skill and (as he explains, the previous Captain broke his leg, thus the job vacancy). For seven years he was Team Captain, skydiving instructor and in 1979 became an AN-2 pilot for the skydiving operation at the Almaty DOSAAAF. Vladimir was promoted to Chief of the Skydiving Group and then was named “Master of Sport of the Soviet Union” for his ability as a competition skydiver. Vladimir was finally maturing and in 1978 he married Tatiana. Within the next few years they began a family with son Nikita and daughter Daria.

In the early 1990’s, as the Soviet Union was dissolving, Vladimir elected to retire from the DOSAAF system. As he says, “Sometimes, a small bird in the hand is better than a big bird in the sky”. With few options available in the collapsed Soviet Republic, Vladimir began to look for an opportunity to ensure the survival of his family. This opportunity came in 1992 when a pilot by the name of Sergei Boriak visited Vladimir and asked if he would consider ferrying an AN-2 from Almaty to San Diego and he accepted. Vladimir teamed up with Yuri Yeltsov an outstanding DOSAAAF pilot and Gennady Kruchov. They worked full time between February 1992 through August 1992 preparing for their journey, from applying for passports and visas to planning routes and getting official approval for a myriad of things necessary to fly in the FSU. It was late August 1992 when the great AN-2 flight to America got underway!

As he prepared to depart, there were a few necessities Vladimir made sure to pack along with him. This would include Rubles, then nearly worthless, 20 liters of the “Everclear” alcohol which was used as a medium of exchange and a 20 gauge shotgun for survival protection should they go down in the wilderness.  

In late August of 1992 they took off across Siberia in the AN-2, where along the way the icing became too heavy to continue in any direction but down. As they descended they found clear air and stopped in Okhotsk, a region of 9,000 foot mountains. The bright spot of the stop included three nice smoked salmon and 3 liters of good red caviar. That, with good bread, sustained the crew until they were sick of caviar and salmon.

Pilots know that there are times you must rely solely on your instrument panel to guide you through. Siberia makes up roughly 77% of the total area of Russia and is known for being notoriously cold! Siberia has the worlds’ largest forests and is larger than Canada. It is divided into 3 major geographic areas that are complete with swamplands, a central plateau followed by a complex system of mountain ranges and uplands. The region is rich in animal life from foxes and wolves to bears, leopards, and tigers to name a few. The region’s remoteness and harsh climate obstruct the exploitation of natural resources and make it difficult for human existence. With this in mind, they simply struggled east to clear weather and continued to their destination of Magadan. However, terrain was not the only obstacle in their way. The instrument panel on the AN-2 was particularly barren, like the landscape over which they traveled. Their only navaid was a single antiquated ADF. Many times they flew across ominous landscapes utilizing only poor maps to follow terrain features while flying under 500’overcasts  hoping to find a radio signal to home on.
Fuel efficiency is an important part of travel. The AN-2 normally has about 300 gallons of fuel on board which gives some six hours plus reserves. They added two auxiliary tanks in the cabin plus three 55 gallon drums which could be pumped into the aux tanks. With reasonable reserves, they had about 10 hours of fuel on board. That may seem like a lot, but one must consider the speed associated with the AN-2. At normal cruise power, burning approximately45-55 gph, the AN-2 thunders along at a sizzling 100 mph. Consequently, 10 hours equals only about 1000 statute miles. This meant that fuel arrangements had to be made in remote parts of Siberia.
By the time they reached Magadan they had flown a total of 40 hours since leaving Almaty and decided it was time for an oil change and 50 hour inspection before continuing. Upon completing that they then proceeded on for 3 stops to Anadyr, a small city on the Baring Sea. Vladimir had prearranged for fuel to be available upon arrival but then found that the promised fuel had been used in an emergency and that no fuel was available. With this slight bump in the road, they decided to take up residency in the dismal town of Anadyr for 2 weeks while awaiting more fuel. Fuel still hadn’t arrived and all their money was dwindling, so the three member crew flew back to Almaty.  

After a two week recuperation period at home, they again returned to Anadyr only to find there was still no fuel. They took matters into their own hands and chartered an Antonov AN-26 to fly about 600 kilometers north to the town of Tschmedt, located well above the Arctic Circle, where with the help of their “Everclear”, which proved more valuable than Rubles, they were able to source more fuel.  
The next destination was Provideniya, on the Baring Sea. This was their last stop before crossing into US airspace. They had been required to designate a crossing date and had been assigned a crossing "window" of three days by the Russian authorities prior to all the delays along the way. With this date in the distant past and with only one telephone in the town at the Post Office, standing in line to make a call requesting a new crossing window became the normal way to spend two hours each day. They decided they could use this time as an opportunity to study English from an “International Aviation English Phrase Book” since they didn’t speak the language and knew it would be needed at some point to communicate with radio control. Since they didn't know when the new clearance would come, everyday it was necessary to pack up the airplane for departure. They had been able to keep their "Everclear", their biggest commodity, by explaining to the customs agent that it was part of the aircraft deicing system. As if the clearance delays were not enough to hold them back, they also found out there was no fuel in Provideniya. This was becoming routine amongst their stops. When their clearance did come they were forced into a 300 mile crossing straight across the Baring Sea to Nome, Alaska. Given the very basic heading indicators available in the AN-2, combined with the extreme deviation/variation in the northern latitudes, maintaining a course was of no small concern. They left for Nome on an overcast day and were flying across an angry sea of white caps. The steady beat of the 1,000 HP ASH-62 engine and 4 bladed prop was very comforting but they knew that if they had any mechanical problems or any navigation errors, no help would be available. Nearing Nome they began to establish communication with the radio tower and the controllers were extremely helpful and kind. This kindness continued until they landed only to find themselves being greeted by local police and then arrested because apparently no one had communicated that there were no longer any U.S. customs available in Nome. By simply getting out of the airplane they were breaking U.S. law. Luckily for them, the sheriff’s idea of incarceration was to check the three guys into the local Holiday Inn, which according to Vladimir was seven days of heaven! If you’re going to get arrested, apparently Nome is the place to do it. The sheriff contacted Al Hicks, the San Diego organizer responsible for the flight, and credit card payment was arranged for the motel and anything else they may need. A week later Al arrived in Nome to help his guys continue on to San Diego. A waiver was issued for a flight to Fairbanks to clear customs and from there they flew to Whitehorse, Canada. Probably not the best choice considering none of the AN-2 crew had Canadian visas and were again greeted by police and placed under arrest. This time they were only detained for 2 hours before Canadians issued the crewman visas and they were on their way again. While it seemed they were back on track, another ugly discovery was made as they went on to Montana. They only had one time entry visas for the U.S. They had entered at Fairbanks, flew into Canada, and were now illegal to reenter the U.S.

Many phone calls later, all was forgiven and they pressed on until they were able to identify the I-15 which helped lead them to Palomar airport in San Diego County. The elapsed time of the trip was almost 3 months from August 27 through October 22nd. The flight took 17 legs and a total of 82 flying hours. After the experience of getting here, Vladimir decided to stay in San Diego, as the trip home was no longer appealing. Eventually his family joined him and they set up residency in the San Diego area. This is the journey that brought Vladimir to the United States where he has become an important part of the “Red Star” Pilots Association. His expertise and strong work ethic keep us all in the air.
