Venezuela Adventist Medical Aviation Report

July, 2003

By Bob Norton, Mission Pilot

I know it has been quite some time since I have written. We just got back from three weeks in the US. We went up for my son Ronnie's wedding and then drove truck for a week and a half to get money for plane tickets back down. We went to camp where my son Robbie is working and put shoes on the camp horses for a little more income. 


The trip down was good, but long as always. We got here on Wednesday and
that afternoon I had a flight to pick up a very sick man in a nearby village. I 
planned to take the next few days to get things unpacked and rest up a bit, 
but the next morning I had a call to pick up a lady in Pampatamerú that had 
been bitten by a snake, so I was off again. Friday I had more flights, one a boy about 15 years old that had been bitten by a snake and the other one a girl 16 years old with appendicitis. I took advantage of the flights going out empty and took a mother with her newborn baby home on the way out to pick up the first patient. 


When Sabbath morning came I was going to sleep in but at seven someone
knocked on the door.  It was the Pastor asking if I was ready to go. I had forgotten this was the day to fly him out to Pawuji to organize a group there. Within a half hour we were in the air.  When we returned from the States the school's tractor was broken down, so guess how it gets fixed. By taking a few minutes here and there between flights it is running again.


The following account was written by someone who came with the group back in March to help with our building project.  I thought you'd enjoy seeing through the eyes of this volunteer.


Thanks for your prayers,  
Bob



The usual murmur of airport noises slowly focused into a single irritating voice to my right as I was jostled awake. I was sitting in a food court in Caracas, Venezuela, and had been napping for a few precious minutes until a terminal janitor noticed me hunched over one of his tables. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and stretched my legs as he talked to me rapidly in Spanish. Evidently he considered it improper for me to doze in public like that. I gave him a thin smile for his trouble, and after a final finger-shaking frown, he walked away.  It was hot and I was thirsty. Even in the intense humidity, my throat and nose felt dry. Rummaging through my backpack for my last bottle of drinking water, I found it nearly empty. Two small gulps of tepid water later, I left my backpack with a friend and ambled over to the nearest drinking fountain. It was out of order. 
The last time I'd been in this airport was back in 1998, and not much had changed during my five-year absence. The temperature was still stifling, the humidity tangible, the language foreign and the taxi drivers annoying. This time, however, a drought had caused severe water shortages and none of the toilets, faucets, or drinking fountains had water. With only $22 in my wallet, I decided not to buy any of the overpriced, ice-cold water bottles for sale in the nearest convenience shop. I walked up the out-of-order escalator to the food court and my friends.

So began my spring break Venezuela mission trip. This wasn't quite the adventure I had in mind when I forked out a few hundred dollars to pay for 
tickets. To be completely honest, I was more excited by the novelty of foreign travel, taking great pictures, getting a bona-fide tan, and maybe seeing Angel Falls - the tallest waterfalls in the world. Whenever schoolmates had asked me what my plans were for spring break, I was quick to fill them in on all the details. Now, sitting in clammy clothes in Caracas, I thought this was probably one of the details I'd leave out.

Hours later, with a tired neck, sweaty body and dry mouth, I watched the black jungle slip past the dim headlights of our diesel bus. We'd been driving for hours, and this was my second night on the road. The first night was a trip from Southern Adventist University to Miami for an early morning flight. After long layovers throughout the day, we had boarded this rickety local bus for another all-night drive. Piles of luggage threatened me from the aisle, and I barely slept through the hot and humid night. Around 3:00 in the morning, our driver idled to a stop just outside a sleeping barrio, parked on the side of the road, and turned off the engine. We were out of gas. 
I've traveled a lot, and I've had several frustrating experiences doing it, but for some reason this situation seemed worse than others. My typically optimistic mood had disappeared with my last few drops of drinking water, and that was before all the discomfort of the bus ride. I knew we were on a mission trip, and I didn't want to spoil the mood, but it was getting harder to silence my complaints. 
I was used to traveling by myself, and the complications of various group members was irritating. Even as I sat in the dark, someone began snoring loudly, preventing sleep. No gas stations were open at that time of night, so of course we had to wait for dawn. The bus windows had been open to allow a breeze, and now that we were stopped they let in hundreds of thirsty gnats, mosquitoes, and other biting insects. Occasional slapping sounds punctuated the quiet darkness. It was raining outside, and the air in the bus was muggy. 
Through my dirty window, I saw a closed café with a few wooden tables under a sheet of corrugated tin. I removed my leather-bound journal from my backpack, tripped up the aisle, and exited the bus. I found a dry seat at the café and sat down under the lone flickering light bulb to write. A few seconds later, I got up quickly and moved to a seat without red ants all over it.

That night I wrote a lot of my frustrations in my journal.  The more I wrote, the more I realized that I wasn't really mad about the mission trip. That was just the catalyst for all my other frustrations. For months I had been angry with God about some things in my life. I had a list of things that I chalked up to God's will, and I was angry that He had let them or made them happen. Among other things, I had a falling GPA, a car that wouldn't work (or sell), no money, and no girlfriend. My schoolwork and internship projects kept piling up faster than I could finish them. I was also worried about the future. I had no idea what to do at the end of the
school year coming up. My hand grew tired as I continued to vent everything on paper. I stopped writing only when some sleepless friends stumbled off the bus to join me.

It wasn't until 8:00 that we got back on the road. Various jungle insects hummed, buzzed and chirped loudly in the misty morning as we rumbled on toward Gran Sabana and our mission site.

Gran Sabana is a large, naturally-cleared savannah in southern Venezuela that cuts a huge swath through the otherwise dense jungle. Rolling grassland hills, winding rivers with rocky banks and sandy bottoms, and lone trees on the horizon create distinctly African vistas. When we neared the school where we would be working, the roads changed from smooth blacktop to red clay, two-lane to one-lane. Rickety bridges flexed under the bus tires.

We drove through a beautiful little village of brightly painted houses built between cool shade trees. Chickens scampered for safety and children waved. After passing a group of students in blue and white uniforms, we turned up the school's tree-lined entrance.  We creaked to a stop in front of the cafeteria and piled out. An hour later, we were all busy getting settled in our quarters and washing the miles off our skin.

The showers were cold, and at first I retreated, shivering, but soon the grime and dirt drove me back in. My next stop was back at the cafeteria for supper. Seeing our food trays, I immediately worried that we wouldn't have enough to eat for the next week. Our portions were small, and in limited supply. Too tired for anything else, I hurried back to my room after vespers and went right to sleep. 

The next day was Sabbath, and we all enjoyed the rest. The local church members asked us to participate in the service, so I borrowed some slacks and a tie from one of the local student missionaries. I always pack light, and had not brought any church clothes. 
That afternoon, I got my first taste of the Venezuelan sun as we climbed a hill behind the school. I wore shorts, and the back of my legs burned before we reached the summit, but the view from the top was beautiful. Green hills rolled away to the east, and jungle and savannah mingled around the west side of the school. The school's runway looked perfectly smooth from this elevation, with the soon-to-be pilot's house and hangar sites nearby. Farmers had burned the savannah beyond the runway and many more fields to the south.

The horizon beyond those fields was Brazil, and we could see several plateau mountains, called tepuis, to the north. The hike was tiring, and that night we slept well beneath our mosquito nets.

Just getting to Gran Sabana had seemed like half the work, but the real thing was ten times more hot and difficult. We were up before the sun to avoid the heat of the day, and after a quick worship, we went straight to work. We split into three groups to maximize efficiency: one for a medical/dental clinic, one for construction, and one for VBS. Having no real skill with gauze, syringes, or children, I naturally joined the construction team. 
We had two buildings to raise: a house for Bob Norton and a hanger for his plane. Hauling scaffolding out to the construction site, I trudged past dust-covered Bird-of-Paradise scattered between tufts of brown grass and patches of white sand. We had to cross the runway to reach the work site, and only then did I realize how rough it was. Palm trees blew like wind socks in the breeze, and that idea quickened my pace as I imagined what it would be like to fly in Bob's plane. A couple hours later we took a break and went to breakfast. Again, I had barely enough to eat. After the last piece of food had disappeared, we went back to work.

Bricks. From now on, that term will bring to mind hours and hours of dripping sweat, crusty hands, blinding sun and parched mouth. I was put on the 'mud' crew, mixing cement of just the right consistency for the masons.  Whenever they had enough mud, we would smooth the rough edges off more bricks and haul them over to whoever needed more. They were big bricks - cinder-block - and hard to hold on to. My hands began to cramp. I developed a real dislike for those bricks.

Sometime before lunch that day, Bob Norton drove up to the work site and called me over to the truck. Fuel shortages and some kind of labor union strike had crippled his flight schedule for the past few weeks, but he had just enough gas for one more flight. He had to go pick up some lay workers that had been working in a distant village for the last few months. He had room for one more passenger in the plane. Would I like to go?

Unfortunately the runway at the school, just yards from our work site, had been closed by the local government. Bob's plane was at an airport beyond the village. It seemed to take forever for us to drive from the school to the airport and fuel the plane. We had to filter it ourselves, pouring it through a leather shammy into each wing tank. We were careful not to spill any - it was expensive and scarce. The airport itself was just a dirt runway and parking space for planes. A tour operator's office stood at one end of the runway, but it was closed. We taxied out onto the wide dirt strip.

"I always have a prayer before I take off," Bob said. "Let's bow our heads."  After prayer, we took off in the direction of the school.  I hadn't told my friends where I was going when I left, and they didn't find out until they saw me in the right seat of Bob's plane. I suppose it didn't help that I waved at them as we were buzzing the runway. For the rest of the week, I was grimly reminded that not all of us were so fortunate. 

I didn't care about that now, though, as we lifted up and then circled around the school one more time. The houses and people grew smaller as we climbed away, and soon were gone behind a ridge. For miles ahead and behind, all I could was the dense green jungle beneath us and blue sky above.

Here and there were small or large clearings with villages, marked only by
smoke until we flew close enough to see the structures. Rivers wound through 
valleys and around hills, occasionally forming deep blue pools beneath pure 
white waterfalls. As we climbed higher, the jumbled surface of tree-tops faded into a smooth green lawn. Yellow and purple-blossomed trees became small flowers, and rivers became thin blue snakes winding through the grass.

I talked to Bob as we flew. I asked him all about the mission aviation program and what it was like to live and fly in Venezuela. He told me about close calls, struggling to keep a steady supply of fuel, evacuating sick people, delivering lay workers to remote villages, and Angel Falls. Call it providence or good luck, but Angel Falls was on the way to our destination village that day. As we got closer, the hills beneath us grew into mountains around us, and we no longer flew over them, but between them. A light cloud layer above us began to thicken, swallowing the taller peaks in mist. We weren't in danger, but there are few navigation aids available for pilots in that part of Venezuela, and I was glad that Bob knew the country as well as he did.

Angel Falls is located in a cul de sac canyon not far from a small tourist town and airport on the Canaima river, but no tourist planes were flying that day because of the fuel shortage, so we had the airspace to ourselves. We hugged the wet rock wall of a tepui and turned into the canyon. There, on the far wall ahead of us, Angel Falls dropped 3,212 feet off the edge of Devil Mountain. I tried to take pictures, but it wouldn't fit in the viewfinder. The steady stream of water fell so far that it was nothing but mist by the time it reached the valley floor. We circled around the canyon once to take another look. I had no idea why I was so fortunate to see this, but I was thrilled.

A half-hour later the thrill was just fading as we approached the village runway where our field workers were waiting.  "This is one of the worst runways that I land at." Bob's voice sounded very calm.  "Oh really?" My voice didn't sound very calm.  "Yes, hardly anyone lands here. Most bush pilots won't even touch it." He smiled. "Why?" I asked. I didn't really know what else to say.  "You'll see when we get there" Bob replied. "We'll fly over once and take a look, then come around and land." He was already beginning to concentrate on the strip beneath us, so I stopped talking. I didn't want to distract him. 

The runway we had to land on went over the top of a small hill, with one half going uphill and the other half going down. There was a hill at one end and a river at the other. This runway wasn't even as wide as my neighbor's driveway back home. It was shorter than my neighbor's driveway too. In fact, just about the only things they had in common were deep ruts. Bob had to set the nose wheel down in a zone less than two feet wide. To make matters worse, the high temperature meant poor takeoff performance. Our palm-tree windsocks indicated a brisk quartering crosswind.  "I can see why you pray about these flights!" I said as I tightened my seatbelt. Bob didn't reply this time, and I didn't volunteer any more conversation. I'm not sure how long he's been flying airplanes, or just how 
much the angels helped us touch down, but we made it on the first attempt. On a wing and prayer, literally. 
A group of natives with gap-toothed grins waited for us at the far end of the runway, but they didn't approach until we cut power to the prop. Their shouts and greetings were warbled in the heat waves rising from the sandy ground.  Bob and I refueled the airplane while the lay worker and his wife said their final goodbyes. They hugged and spoke with each person gathered, not forgetting the children. 
In a few minutes, we had the plane fueled and ready to go. We took their few luggage items and loaded them in the back. Bob looked a little worried about our weight for takeoff, but he didn't say anything. Just before we left, we all gathered in a circle for one final prayer. I don't speak Spanish, so I silently thanked God for His protection so far, and asked for it again on the way back.  Once we cleared the runway and river and began climbing to altitude again, Bob told me more
about the couple in the back seat. They had children, but they didn't get to see them much. They lived for a month or two at a time in their home by the school, working and farming for their money and food.

Every few months or so, they would leave everything they had, hop in Bob's plane, and fly out to a remote village where no Adventists had been before.  They would live with the locals for a couple months, preaching and teaching and living God's love. They had no official commission, but they were real missionaries. They lived to tell others about Jesus and what He's done for us.

"How often do you fly out and check up on them?" I asked Bob.  "Oh, every month or so." Only Bob and I had headphones, so our passengers couldn't hear what we were saying over the roar of the engine. They didn't speak English anyway.

"Do they mind the flying? Do they ever get sick? Do they know how dangerous 
it is sometimes?" I was fascinated by these people.  "No, not really. I don't think they can tell the difference between a risky landing and a normal landing. It's all the same to them."

"How long have they been at that village?" I turned to point, but the risky runway was already out of sight.  "Oh, a couple months, I think. Just before they're ready to come home, I take the local pastor up with me, and we have a big baptismal
church group in that village now." "How do they afford to do this?" I asked Bob. "Do they get sponsored by someone? Who pays for their supplies?"

Bob gave me a surprised smile. "They do, of course. They work extra hard while they're at home, and they save all the money they can. They even sell the food from their garden. When they have enough money, they go. When they run out of money, they come back and do it again."

I looked back over my shoulder at the man and his wife. They looked no different than other local villagers I'd met. Frankly, they looked poor. They were both wearing old clothes and flip flops, looking out the windows and holding their folded hands in their laps. The man's Bible was wedged firmly between them on the seat. I turned back around when I realized I was staring. 
I didn't say much the rest of the way home. I kept thinking about what kind of dedication it takes to do what that man and his wife do - surrender your entire life to God, risking your future for mission service. 

Then I remembered that Bob buys aviation fuel with his own money, operating 
only as donations make it possible. Jeff Sutton and the other student missionaries from Southern gave a year of their lives to this project.  And here I was grumbling about them petty little things that bothered me.  All the complaints I'd listed in my journal seemed smaller than the tiny houses beneath us as we flew home. What was I worried about, a car?  Money? A girlfriend? One week of mission work? 
We got back to the school around suppertime. There wasn't much work left to do that day, but I was one of the first out of bed the next morning. I had some catching-up to do, and I did it with a good attitude. I worked hard that week. I got dirty. I took cold showers. I got sunburned. Some meals I went hungry. I came back to school more tired than when I left, but for all that I felt refreshed.

The next week I was back at school in the U.S.  As I went through the cafeteria line, I didn't take as much food as I usually do. I took my tray to the air-conditioned dining room and sat down with some friends. One of them turned to me. "So, how was your spring break?" He asked between bites. "It was good for me" I replied. "What did you do?" I didn't tell him about tropical adventures, getting a tan, or foreign travel. Instead, I told him about laying bricks, cold showers, and hot days. I told him about Bob Norton, the mission aviation program, and the student missionaries. I told him it was a good thing to do something for others every once in a while. I told him about the lay worker and his wife. I didn't even mention Angel Falls.

