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AS WE REACH OUR assigned cruising altitude for this flight, 15,000 feet above mean sea level (msl), I pull back on the engine torques and ask the copilot to adjust the RPMs on the props for cruise flight. We have on our oxygen masks since this is not a pressurized aircraft and regulations require crewmembers to use supplementary oxygen after 30 minutes above 10,000 feet at night. There’s not much air traffic and the conversations between airplanes and ground controllers are sporadic on this portion of the flight. It’s past 9 p.m. and I’m in command of a Spanish-built turboprop aircraft, a Casa 212 – 200. Tonight we’re en route from the Caribbean city of Santa Marta to Bogota, Colombia. The stars are bright on this clear night. Ahead and below I make out the lights of all the town sites along the Magdalena River, one of the most emblematic of South America that traverses 310 miles of Colombian territory. In a few minutes we’ll be flying over Barrancabermeja, a mandatory reporting point on this route. I estimate our arrival in Bogota a little before 11 p.m., barely meeting the service time restrictions for crewmembers on this type of flight, an unscheduled on-demand operation. I ask JB, my copilot, to take over flying while I start filling out the company logbook, which requires information on takeoff time, engine performance and settings, altitude, airspeed and groundspeed, as well as cargo and passengers on board. I’m supposed to be carrying a team of health specialist from the U.S. Embassy in Colombia made up of doctors, dentists and veterinarians. They may well be professionals in the field they’re identified as, but I know they’re also members of the US Army Special Forces. The cockpit conversation is non-existent and might be because we’re tired. This trip originated in Liberia, Costa Rica, and we didn’t know at the time that once we reached Panama, we would have time only to fuel up and fly on to Santa Marta to comply with this mission. However, I feel at ease and content. On this clear night, from the cockpit, as I admire the immensity of the universe, I’m convinced things shouldn’t ever be taken for granted, especially moments such as this. It’s a sensation that I know will stay with me for the rest of my life. But how is it that I’m up here flying this airplane on such a spectacular night, and on top of that getting paid to do it? Where did it all begin and how did it come about? Who were the protagonists that helped me get here? That night, May 8, 2007, was when I decided to share my experiences of this passion for flight that I’ve had since I can remember. What’s written here is in, one way or another, an expression of gratitude to those who were crucial in my being able to fulfill this passion for flying. I want to make it clear that I don’t pretend this to be a novel with a chronological sequence. Instead it’s a compilation of situations that I lived as a pilot, as a passenger, or simply as an awed bystander in the aviation environment. One cannot be too stringent as far as exact dates except when I’ve been able to rely on my flight logbook or on my little red book in which all my aeronautical memories have been registered from the beginning. Both reflect exactly the “where” and “when” but only my red book contains the “how” and “why.” The language that I’ve used is generic but without steering away totally from the technical terminology that is used in every flight. And lastly, this writing is not about the life of an intrepid aviator with exceptional situations but simply the life experiences of someone who has been overcome by aviation. And it all began in Changuinola, in the banana region of the Bocas del Toro province, in the Republic of Panama.
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Chapter 1

First Memories
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MY FIRST MEMORIES OF airplanes are hearing the rumble of the DC-3s flying above my house in Farm 8. They were ascending at climb power, heading south towards the Cordillera, Panama’s central mountain range. Their departure point: Changuinola, their destination: David. Whatever I was doing, I’d stop and imagine myself flying them. Those are vague memories. But one trip in particular is clearly etched in my mind because two incidents of note occurred, and it’s probably why I was hypnotized by flying.

On that occasion, I was accompanying my mother from Sixaola, on the Costa Rican-Panamanian border, to San Jose, Costa Rica, via Puerto Limon. That day I was witness to two in-flight events that could have been predestined, something not anticipated nor expected, much less by a five-year-old passenger. It wasn’t until many years later that I understood what actually happened on those flights that day. The peculiarity about it all was the positive impact that these events had on me in regards to aviation; a negative effect would have been more reasonable.

In those days, to get from Changuinola to Sixaola one had to travel by a rail motorcar. At the Costa Rica side of the border, the mode of transport shifted to a flat bed on rails. It had benches to sit on and was drawn by a mule to the pasture used as an airstrip by Aerolíneas Vanolli, the mode of travel to Puerto Limon. The plane was a 4-seat single-engine Cessna 170. Once in Puerto Limon, passengers then transferred to a Líneas Aéreas Costaricenses S.A. (Lacsa) DC-3 for the flight to San Jose. Vanolli, the pilot and owner of the small airline, was a charismatic individual, talkative and with a good sense of humor. He struck a figure with his well-worn pilot’s kepis, white shirt with short sleeves rolled up almost to the shoulders, a knife pouch on his belt, Ray-Ban aviator glasses and Turrialbas, mid-ankle leather boots with straps, very popular in those years. The airline consisted of only one airplane, that Cessna 170, only one pilot and probably one mechanic, himself. That day we were three passengers, a sewing machine, luggage and several burlap bags full of dried cacao beans. The pasture/landing strip bordered the Sixaola River on Finca Costa Rica, where the United Fruit Company (UFCo) grew cacao for export. 

A short dirt track from the wheels of many landings and takeoffs marked the middle of the long pasture. I was in the back seat with my mother where I could observe Vanolli perform his ritual. Once he started the engine and tested the magnetos, I remember watching as he reverently touched a plastic figurine of the Virgin Mary glued on the instrument panel. As the 170 accelerated on the takeoff run, and the tail-wheel began to lift off the ground, I was able to see the end of the track swiftly approaching. At the very end, Vanolli reached down and pulled a lever that was on the floor on the right side of his seat. The plane suddenly ballooned and flew a few feet above the ground for a considerable distance before he gradually lowered the lever and began a slow ascent. That takeoff maneuver was a typical Vanolli takeoff out of that strip. It was not until years later, after I had learned to fly and absorbed the tricks used by local bush pilots, that I understood what he had done: He was applying a routine practice used by pilots operating from short strips based on the ground effect phenomenon.1-A This operation, although not in the airplane operating manual, is proven and effective but depends on an important factor: There must be no obstructions in front of the flight trajectory. The Sixaola landing strip fulfilled that requirement.

That morning, after takeoff, and once established on a climb, Vanolli made his way to the coast and leveled the 170 at an altitude of about 1,500 feet. A dark curtain of rain loomed far off in the distance throughout our route. After observing this for a moment, Vanolli then turned west, inland, where the precipitation looked lighter. To the east was the Caribbean Sea, which, although unobstructed, would actually lead us away from our destination. The 170 on that flight must have had what was basic navigation instrumentation for those days, an Automatic Direction Finder (ADF) whose needle points to the radio beacon or station to which it’s tuned, usually an AM commercial radio station. After several minutes of trying to find a gap through the rain, Vanolli descended to about 200 feet. He penetrated the rain curtain, and everything darkened. Horizontal visibility was drastically reduced, and only the ground could be distinguished below the wing, barely. At one point Vanolli started to open the window on his side, I assume to try to see straight down by sticking his head out, but we got completely soaked in a matter of seconds, and he quickly closed it back. A few moments after that, I recall the engine stuttering and shaking. Vanolli frantically started pulling and pushing some of the instrument panel’s control levers. I don’t remember feeling fear or panic, I must have, but what I do remember is that we were all silent, including Vanolli. Although the shaking normalized, and the engine stopped coughing, at times it shuddered as if it might quit, and Vanolli would repeat what he had done before to get it to operate normally. Then he began turning left and right as if in an S trajectory over the ground and looking straight down for a familiar place to orient himself.

“There it is!” I remember having heard him exclaim, a look of relief immediately on his face. It was a railroad track. We flew low for a few more minutes following the railroad on our left and suddenly a clearing appeared. Vanolli circled and aligned the plane to land in what looked like another pasture: Siquirres, another UFCo cacao farm.

As with the takeoff maneuver, it wasn’t until years later that I understood what had caused the engine to miss that day. Rainwater had entered the carburetor via the air intake, which is located in front of the plane. What Vanolli did was to close the air intake, which in turn provides the carburetor with hot air from the exhaust, a procedure called for during circumstances such as this, flying in precipitation, be it rain, snow or hail. The downside is that using hot air sacrifices engine performance, but it keeps the engine running without risk of quitting altogether.

We waited on the ground for a short while and when the downpour scattered and then stopped completely, Vanolli shouted, “Vámonos!” 

He started and tested the engine for what seemed like a long time, and then we took off for Puerto Limon under a most radiant sun and with unlimited visibility. On this leg of the trip, Vanolli was back to his usual cheerful behavior. He seemed reassured and perhaps had reasons to be.

When we landed in Puerto Limon, Lacsa’s DC-3was waiting for the delayed flight from Sixaola, and we were quickly ushered on board. My mother and I, at my insistence, sat in the first row, right aisle, so I could have an unobstructed view of the cockpit. It was my sought-after seat on the DC-3s. I remember vividly that the flight that day had a male flight attendant, which disappointed me enormously, since I was expecting the usual female Lacsa flight attendants who were always friendly and good-lookers, an attribute that even at that early age I appreciated. But not only that, to my dismay, the attendant, who must have been a budding pilot or enthusiast, stood right in the center of the cabin door, preventing me from seeing inside the cockpit. What rotten luck!

As power to those two Pratt & Whitney radial engines was applied, the airplane shuddered, broke its inertia and began to roll down the sand strip, gaining speed with every second. I felt the tail come off the ground and flutter slightly left and right. I could imagine the pilot working the tail rudder with the pedals to keep aligned with the narrow strip, his left hand on the control wheel and the right hand on the power levers. Right when I was expecting the airplane to lift off, I felt the plane swerve to the left. The attendant dashed and threw himself on the first unoccupied seat and quickly buckled his seatbelt and placed his feet against the bulkhead partition that separates the cockpit from the passenger compartment. The airplane gradually swung back and straightened, then lowered the tail while slowing down little by little. As we did a 180º turn and taxied back to the terminal, I realized that the left engine propeller was not turning. I had no idea what had happened. Once we parked, the pilot came out and informed us that the engine was damaged, and we would have to wait for another plane that would come from San Jose to pick us up. Lacsa bussed us to the Gran Hotel Caribe in town for lunch then back to the terminal. The replacement DC-3 arrived at dusk, seven hours later. It was a long wait, sitting on wooden benches in the tin roof terminal, but then I was used to that.

What had happened, and this again I was able to deduce years later, was a failure in the critical number one, left-side engine, and at the worst possible moment, at takeoff.1-B 

Having experienced both those emergencies on the same day has stayed with me, especially the composure with which those pilots faced those uncertain situations. No panic under pressure. Years later, as a pilot I faced similar circumstances, and it makes me ponder if what happened that day somehow helped me prepare for what was to come. 
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Chapter 2

A World Apart
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I WAS BORN AND raised in Changuinola, a region isolated from the rest of the country so the arrival of aviation was a blessing. Whether it was in Copa or Lacsa DC-3s2-A or in Vanolli’s single-engine Cessna, my earliest memory is traveling by air.

Before aviation arrived in the province, there were only two ways to get from Changuinola to David on the other side of the Cordillera.

The first option was to take a train from Changuinola to the port of Almirante, from there a passenger launch, the Talamanca or the Changuinola, to Bocas del Toro on Colon Island (Bocas). Once in Bocas, to continue by a coastal motor launch, either the Stella Maris or the White Shadow that sailed at dusk and traveled all night to arrive in the port of Colon at dawn the next day. Passengers disembarked in Colon and boarded the Panama Railroad Company train to Panama City. Since your final destination was David, you’d have to board yet another vessel to sail around the Azuero Peninsula all the way to Puerto Pedregal in Chiriqui province. That leg of the trip could take up to twenty-four hours. Once in Pedregal, a short train ride on the Chiriqui National Railroad (Ferrocarril Nacional de Chiriquí) took you to David. Fortunately, all this was long before I was born. 

When the highway between Panama and David was inaugurated in 1931, it provided another option on that last leg, traveling by car. This took between twelve to twenty hours depending on the time of year. Both routes were exhausting to say the least.

The second option also required traveling by rail to Almirante to catch a motorized dugout cayuco to Chiriqui Grande, in Bocas del Toro province. There a trail known as La Cuesta began. The traveler either walked or rode a horse or mule over the mountains and ended up in Caldera, Chiriqui, a trip that could take two to three days. It should be noted that the distance between David and Changuinola, as the crow flies, is approximately 60 miles. At the beginning of the last century, my Kinkead maternal grandparents took this trip to Chiriqui Grande, Bocas del Toro, and back again years later with my mother as a newborn to Boquete, Chiriqui.

When commercial aviation did arrive in the province, it was like a blessing to the people of Changuinola and Bocas.

Once Copa and Lacsa started regular scheduled service to Changuinola from Panama City and San Jose, Costa Rica, respectively; progress took a foothold in the region. But for reasons that may have been technical or economic, first Lacsa and then Copa stopped providing that service to Changuinola. That void forced the passengers from Changuinola who wanted to travel to David or Panama City, to take the 4 a.m. train to Almirante, and from there a launch to Bocas, to catch one of the three weekly Copa flights to David or Panama. To go to San Jose, Costa Rica, passengers used the Sixaola connection with Vanolli. In those days punctuality and compliance were not the norm, so the waits could be extended a whole day or in some cases, until the next day. However, I don’t remember feeling any inconvenience in that wait, because besides spending the night in my all time favorite Angelina Mama Peck’s pension, the end result was, for me, the pleasure of flying in an airplane.

Exempt from these hardships were senior UFCo employees or high government officials, since both institutions had aircraft at their disposal.

Because of this reality, it is easy to understand why the people in that remote and isolated region, held airplanes and pilots in such high esteem. 
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Chapter 3

El Campo
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THE LANDING STRIP IN Changuinola was at times used as a driving range by golfers, for baseball games and horse and bicycle races during Panama’s Independence celebrations in November. El Campo, as it was commonly known, was located in Base Line, a community whose name came about when in 1909 the UFCo surveyed a baseline during the construction of a railroad that would link the banana plantations with the recently inaugurated port of Almirante.

Base Line was in those days the administrative center of the agricultural region. The post office, fire station, police station, the public school, and, most importantly, El Campo were all located there. The other important entities such as the hospital, rural dispensaries, commissaries, potable water and electricity installations, were spread strategically throughout the region and were managed by “the Company,” as UFCo was referred to, and whose managerial headquarters were first based in Bocas, then in Guabito, near the Costa Rican border, then later transferred to Almirante and finally in Farm 8, in Changuinola. Although it hasn’t been possible to ascertain exactly when the grounds were first used to land airplanes, the UFCo operated aircraft based in Honduras to shuttle its executives among the banana operations in Central America, Panama and Colombia since the early 1920s. So, it’s likely that they were the first to use it. Records show that in 1921, CLC Bocas Division Manager Henry S. Blair arrived in Almirante from France Field, in Cristobal, on a floatplane. The UFCo inventory throughout the years, operated aircraft of various types including: a Fokker Universal, a Stearman C-2, a Lincoln Standard, a Beechcraft DS18, a Cessna 180, a Douglas DC-3, a Cessna 310, a Piper PA-31 Navajo, and finally a Beechcraft B-200, baptized as Sweet Bocas, which was based in Changuinola until the mid 1980s.

During the early years after initiating operations, El Campo was closed several times for one reason or another, but during those periods, the Company used a runway in Sixaola on the Costa Rican side to maintain a link between Changuinola and the rest of the banana operations inside and outside the country. In 1943, before I was born, the CLC transferred my father from the Puerto Armuelles Division in Chiriqui to the Bocas Division in Changuinola to oversee part of their recently begun abaca project,3-A so my parents and siblings traveled from Progreso, Chiriqui, to Sixaola on a Company plane. Although there are no records of who the pilot was, according to my father’s narrations, it was Marcos A. Gelabert.3-B

During World War II, El Campo played an important role as a collection centre for the large number of agricultural workers from Central America recruited to work on the newly developed abaca project. Transporte Aéreo Centro Americano (Taca), a company started in Honduras in 1931, was contracted to transport Honduran, Salvadoran and Nicaraguan workers with their families to Changuinola. Persons who recall those days claim that Taca used both tri-motors and twin-engine airplanes, so it can be assumed with some certainty that they were Ford Tri-Motors and Lockheed Electras, since Taca operated both models during that period. If so, those flights would have been the first commercial flights to Changuinola. Years later, in 1946, Taca included Changuinola as a stopover on its Albrook, Canal Zone, to San Jose, Costa Rica, route using DC-3s. Those DC-3s were the first recorded to use the Changuinola landing field. In 1947, Copa began regularly scheduled passenger and cargo operations connecting Changuinola with Panama and David for the first time. For a short period Lacsa linked San Jose, Costa Rica, with Changuinola with a stopover in Puerto Limon. Both companies operated DC-3s.

When Lacsa suspended flights connecting with Changuinola, Copa remained as the sole operator serving Changuinola with flights twice a week. Copa agent Saul Cholo Garcia would travel by train from Almirante to Changuinola on the days there were flights. To guarantee a space on any of those flights, the tickets had to be purchased in advance at his store in Almirante, which was inconvenient for those who didn’t live there. Having access to a landline telephone and being counted among his reliable and trusted acquaintances was a great asset for obtaining a seat on the flight without investing a complete day traveling by train to buy a ticket prior to the flight.
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Chapter 4

Airport Recollections
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BY THE EARLY 1950S, with the increase of aeronautical activity and to facilitate ground operations, the CLC took as its responsibility to maintain the grass runway and relinquished a building next to the runway that became the airport terminal for many years. The two-story wood house, the type assigned to the employees with the rank of foreman, had a zinc roof and wire-meshed windows. The first floor had planks nailed to the wall that served as benches for passengers, a counter with a chair and an antique weighing scale for both the cargo and passengers. There was a single bathroom in the back. Over the years, the building became inadequate since different airlines dispatched from there at the same time. A policeman, whose desk obstructed the entrance, kept track of the number of planes and passengers that arrived each day. After Copa’s demise, the newly formed Rutas Aéreas Panameñas S.A. (Rapsa), the first company to resume scheduled flights to Changuinola, with their ten-passenger aircraft: two Boeings 247 and a Lockheed Electra, snatched the terminal for their exclusive use. Seats on the flight weren’t guaranteed until the last minute before boarding. Elsie Howard, Rapsa’s manager in Changuinola, became as important in the region as the CLC General Manager. Friendship, alliance and rank influenced who got on a flight or not.

For communications between the ground station and the airplanes in flight, Rapsa used a High Frequency (HF) radio. Elsie was in charge of judging the weather conditions for approaching flights. Her reports were basic but highly appreciated by the incoming pilots: “Rapsa, Rapsa, Changuinola here. It’s raining but I can see the water tank. The wind is blowing from the south at about 10 knots,” Elsie would report assertively. The water tank she referred to was the large 100-foot-high metal cylindrical tank coated with aluminum paint located on Runway 21’s approach path a mile or so from the runway threshold. That was the determinant pilots used when approaching Changuinola with rain and low visibility: If you don’t see the tank 30 seconds after crossing the coast line on a 210º heading, you missed the approach ... if you do see it, lower flaps to full and continue with the approach ... the runway is just ahead. I know this for a fact, it’s one of the entries in my little red book, product of when years later I had to use that procedure as a pilot flying for Aero Perlas.

When Copa re-initiated scheduled service to Changuinola, their agent in Changuinola was Malcolm. He had to share the terminal with Elsie, who by seniority set the operating criteria. The competition between them was noticeable to everyone. As a passenger, one could expect consideration for getting a seat on a flight only if allied with one or the other. That’s how staunch their rivalry was. 

At the time, I had an after-school newspaper delivery business. Newspapers would arrive on the three weekly Copa flights from Panama City. My mode of delivery was by horseback. I made three cents per newspaper sold and because of the irregularity of the flights, I often picked up newspapers two to four days old, and although my clients accepted the backdated newspapers, at the end of the week when payment was due, they would claim that the newspapers were days old and simply would not pay. Needless to say, the business was not lucrative, and I gave it up. But the up side of that activity was I had a legitimate excuse to go to the airport. The Stearman PT-17 crop-duster biplanes had just arrived to spray the bananas and they were a sight to see and hear. On Saturdays when there were no flights from Panama City, I would ride my horse to the airport to assist in any way possible in order to be in that environment of airplanes and pilots.

Arrivals and departures were events that nobody wanted to miss, so the airport was the place to be. Some were receiving or sending off relatives, others were there for the newspaper, but most were just looking for a distraction in a place that lacked it. As soon as the plane landed and the engines stopped, those on the ground surrounded the exit door or positioned themselves under the wing to receive and greet or simply to snoop out the arrivals. Being under the wing also offered protection from the radiant sun or the frequently drizzling rain. This informality at the airport developed into empathy between pilots with the Changuinoleños, to the point that locals had preferences regarding which company and even which pilots to travel with. 

As a constant visitor to the airport, noteworthy occasions often occurred, such as when an Aerovías de Panamá S.A. (Avispa) DC-3 engine caught fire on start-up, causing the habitual on-lookers to stampede out of the area in Guinness-record time. Another time, a United States Air Force (USAF) C-47 came to transport several manatees captured in the Changuinola River lagoon to Gatun Lake in the Panama Canal for aquatic weed control, which turned into an all-day affair of improvised loading. Then there was the time that Captain Manuel Niño, with copilot Jorge Chial, had to belly-land a Rapsa Boeing 247 because the landing gear failed to lower. Or when a Rapsa DC-3, commanded by James Red Grey4-A and Ezequiel Quielito Ledesma as copilot, got stuck in the mud and two farm tractors with dozens of volunteers pushing pulled it out. Or when Guillermo Billy Earle had to start one of his Copa DC-3 engines with a rope wound to the propeller hub and pulled by a pick-up truck because of a faulty starter motor. Or when a Rapsa C-47 freighter delivered the first private car brought to Changuinola, a Mini-Morris for Pucho Sanchez. Or when several steers broke away while being disembarked from an Internacional de Aviación (Inair) Curtiss-46 causing the Cuadrante neighborhood to resemble a local Pamplona running of the bulls. Or when the first jet airplane arrived during a demonstration flight, an Aeroflot Yak-40. Or when a Fuerza Aérea Panameña (FAP) C-47 on its last landing segment veered off the runway and nose crashed into the Atomizadora de Panamá (Atopan) hangar. 

In retrospect, these events, though unanticipated and at times regrettable, were memorable; and only regulars to El Campo, like myself, were fortunate to witness them.

At the south end of the runway, in front of the former abaca plant, high voltage wiring approximately 50 feet high hung across the approach path. At the other end of the runway, to the north, there was a 50-foot ravine that at one time had been the channel of a tributary of the Changuinola River. While the direction and speed of the wind were the determinants of which of the runways to use, under calm wind conditions, the landings were usually to the southwest (Runway 21) and the takeoffs to the northeast (Runway 03), to avoid the high-tension wires. The Sanchez family lived in a house near the beginning of Runway 03, under the high tension cables, and the engine roar when planes passed a few feet above the roof prior to touching down was shocking, to put it mildly. But worse yet must have been watching the planes head directly toward the house at full speed on the takeoff run prior to lifting off. 

The runway strip was originally grass and suitably long and wide for the airplanes of that time. When the planes were readying for takeoff with the tail towards the abaca plant, the group of kids and the ever-present dogs that never failed to be part of the action, would position themselves behind the airplane to challenge the strong airstream the engines produced at maximum power. Over the years and once the number of daily flights increased, the Civil Aeronautics Directorate of Panama (DAC) began to regulate the activities adjacent to the airport. The gathering of kids behind the airplane at takeoff was prohibited, but the dogs continued to be seen defying the slipstream until years later when the airport was modernized with an adequate terminal, parking lot, control tower, and a cyclone wire fence perimeter. From that moment, the field was never the same. It had lost its personality. 
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Runway 21 at the edge of the ravine

Manuel Niño Airport, Changuinola, Panama.
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1947 Cessna 170 registered to Servicio Aereo Vanolli S.A., circa 1950.

Guapiles, Costa Rica, 2017.

[image: Picture 82]
Ford Tri-motor similar to those Taca used to transport

Central American laborers to Changuinola in the 1940s.

[image: Picture 81]
Aerial view of Base Line and the Changuinola landing strip.

The channel can be seen at the head of Runway 21.

On Runway 03 the buildings can be seen at the beginning of the runway.

Map data ©2015 Google.
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Part 2

The Beginning
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Chapter 5

Aeronautical Development
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THE STRENGTHENED AND RENEWED investment in the banana industry in the late 50s and early 60s meant a boom in passengers and cargo to Changuinola. This motivated the formation of airlines dedicated to meet the demand with scheduled flights.

Although originally both Taca, Lacsa and Copa had started air service to Changuinola since 1946, and Avispa in 1956 for a brief period, it was Rapsa that first filled the vacuum left by Copa in the mid-1950s with regular flights from the Marcos A. Gelabert “Paitilla”5-A Airport in Panama City, in their Boeing B-247s and Lockheed Lodestar. Shortly after, Rapsa introduced the DC-3s and then a Martin 202. Copa renewed operations to Changuinola with its DC-3s, and years later with the Convair CV-340, Martin 404 and finally the HS Avro 748; Panacarga, a government-sponsored airline operated a Convair CV-580; Aerolíneas Urracá entered to compete with its DC-3s; Alas Chiricanas, who replaced Copa in 1980 on this route, initially operated DC-3s and later a Bandeirante EMB 110 and a DeHavilland Dash-7.

In the years of maximum operation, there were moments when airplanes crowded the airport’s parking ramp. However, in 1984 this fast growing airborne activity was affected when the crude oil pipeline road from Charco Azul, Chiriqui, to Chiriqui Grande in Bocas del Toro was opened. A few years later, there was another marked decrease in air activity when the construction of the road section from Changuinola to Almirante was completed. The final blow to the aeronautical boom at that time came with the completion of the section from Almirante to Chiriqui Grande in 2000, connecting it with the Costa Rican border in Guabito. It never recovered. 

After most of the aforementioned pioneering companies disappeared or stopped flying into Changuinola, Aero Perlas began providing service with DHC-6 Twin Otter, Beechcraft 200 and Shorts SD-360. Mapiex followed with the Fairchild Metroliner and Jetstream 31. But over time, these also disappeared. Today only Air Panama Regional provides itinerary service to Changuinola, renamed Capitan Manuel Niño International Airport, operating the Fokker 50. Of all the companies mentioned previously, only two are still active: Copa and Air Panama Regional.
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Chapter 6

Aerial Spraying
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IN 1958, THE CLC decided to rehabilitate the abandoned farms in Changuinola with another variety of banana resistant to the Panama disease that was decimating the Gros Michel banana plantations. Because of this significant increase in acres planted with the new variety, Lacatan, the CLC saw the need to look for more efficient ways to spray the farms against another fungus that was also threatening the plantations: Sigatoka. The traditional spraying practice up to that time consisted of a subterranean network of steel pipes with outlets for hoses and nozzles to spray the banana leaves. 

This practice was slow and expensive. By 1959, the method of spraying fungicides radically changed. They contracted a British company, Fision Airworks Ltd. that operated under the license of Aeroquímica S.A. and used Hiller UH-12 helicopters to aerially spray a new low volume formula for Sigatoka fungus control. The pilots, as well as the mechanics, were British and Australian. In that sea of bananas that covered the Changuinola valley, banderilleros held flags on long bamboo poles to guide the pilots. At the end of the day the banderilleros ended up completely covered with chemical residue.

With the expansion of rehabilitated farms and the need for aerial sprayers with greater load capacity and coverage per flight, the Boeing Stearman PT-17 bi-plane, capable of heavier loads and higher performance, replaced the Hiller UH-12s. British, Belgians, and U.S. nationals, flew these fixed wing aircraft and among them Red Gray, who had originally been hired by the CLC to fly the North American T-6s used in a cloud seeding project in Puerto Armuelles. That cloud seeding project attempted to weaken the rainstorms that brought strong winds and caused “blow downs” that destroyed banana plantations. As for the banana spraying, a short time later the Snow S-2As, equipped with improved Microair spray nozzles replaced the Stearmans. 

The Changuinola airport in Base Line was the base of operations for the sprayers in the Bocas Division. I was such a regular at the airport that I was allowed to help wash the aircraft and rinse the chemical hoppers. I felt privileged. It was impossible to get rid of the chemical odor that clung to my clothes, and my mother knew from the smell where I had been. 

Emergency forced landings from mechanical failures were common, but not of great consequence, because they landed in a sea of bananas that cushioned the impact. If the damaged plane could not be fixed in the field and flown out after bulldozing a path in the middle of the bananas, it was disassembled and transported on a tractor-pulled cart to the airport. I witnessed several of these field repair operations. The pilots, who must have been mechanics as well, participated in all phases of the repair. Watching a plane fly after it was rebuilt was a sight to see. There was always a big celebration at the hangar when one of those rebuilt airplanes took to the air.

In those first days, there was only one fatal accident. Marc DeGuss, a Belgian pilot who had an engine failure on takeoff, crashed in the ravine at the end of the strip. A few weeks later a Colombian pilot arrived to replace him, and the operation continued as usual. The head of that operation was an Englishman, Jim Bernie, pilot and mechanic who was subsequently hired by Britten-Norman, a small aeronautical company on the Isle of Wight, England, as a test pilot. Britten-Norman was in the process of designing and manufacturing of a short takeoff and landing aircraft (STOL) to operate in marginal areas. This prototype, the Islander BN-2, became the workhorse of local companies based at Paitilla airport in Panama. The Islanders are still operating daily in the remote areas of San Blas and Darien, but now from the relocated Marcos A. Gelabert Airport in Albrook.

With the increase of banana spraying activity, Aeroquímica S.A. began to hire Panamanian technical personnel. The first mechanics hired for operations in Changuinola were Alberto Lewis, Ruben Lance McQueen, Isaac Martinez, Ernesto Ruth, Eduardo Noble Hansell and Eduardo Bali Herrera, all from Bocas. Manuel Niño, who had flown in Rapsa since its inception, was the first Panamanian spray pilot hired. Unfortunately, he died in an accident in October 1960 while flying a Snow S-2A. At the time, the banana company had installed a cable system that crisscrossed the farms to transport suspended bunches of fruit from the farm to the packing plant. These steel
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