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WRITING LATIN AMERICAN AERONAUTICAL 
HISTORY 

By GARY L. KUHN 

Aeronautics have sometimes been spectacular 
in Latin America. ~Iountains and jungle have been 
humbled, partially, after centuries of almost un­
challenged superiority over man. In such accom­
plishment, aviators have achieved heroic statu~ It 
is, therefore, remarkable that so little has been 
written in English about pioneering Latin American 
airmen and airlines . Fortunately, these achieve­
ments have been praised in print within the repub­
lics of Latin America. 

But the aeronautical history of the region 
(beyond stories of individual achievement) has not 
yet been written. Lacking is a survey in any lan­
guage telling the story of the sustained growth of 
Latin American aeronautics and evaluating its sig­
nificance. Given the difficult geography of the 
region, the airplane is generally but vaguely cre­
dited with making an important contribution in 
lands where other means of transportation are re­
tarded. This contribution would seem to be diffi­
cult to measure; rapid growth of private and com­
mercial aviation is common to all areas of the 
world. Yet, an essay should be able to suggest 
contributions unique to Latin American conditions. 
Such a suggestive essay would perhaps inspire de­
tailed research. 

Two problems confront the researcher. Fun­
damental is the relative scarcity of information 
and statistical data. Both aeronautical periodi­
cals and government bureaus in Europe and in the 
United States have recorded in detail the develop­
ment of aviation, such as their Latin American 
counterparts, when existent, have not. A second 
problem is that of reliability. Books and articles 
tend to be uncritical. They patriotically describe 
the national pioneers in the most laudatory terms. 
The problem of properly discounting this enthusi­
asm is made difficult by the scarcity of sources. 
The two problems reinforce each other. 

Latin American aeronautical scholarship 
comes most abundantly from Brazil. This nation, a 
leader in the development of internal air trans­
portation, has several "heroes" for whom "priority" 
is claimed in the discovery of certain aeronautical 
principles. Well known is the Brazilian refusal 
to accept the evidence that the Wright Brothers 
were the first to achieve flight in a heavier-than­
air vehicle that should be called an airplane. 

Alberto Santos-Dumont, whose inspirations 
to other pioneers made him more significant than 
the Wrights in the earliest years of aviation, is 
Brazil's candidate for being the first to fly an 
airplane. A variety of writers, including the in­
ventor's nephew, have stated the case of their 
countryman. The intention is to disqualify the 
Wrights because of secrecy and/or their rail-laun­
ched aircraft. Peter Wykeham, a recent British 
biographer of Santos-Dumont, has concluded that the 
Brazilian claims are not valid. 

More scholarly and more convincing have been 
Brazilian claims to the invention of the balloon. 
The Montgolfier brothers of France are usually cre­
dited with the first discovery of the means to ele-
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vate balloons in 1782-3. Nevertheless, Bartolomeu 
Lourenco de Gusmao, a scientifically inclined 
priest, born in Brazil, has a prior claim which 
recent research has validated. Gusmao elevated an 
unmanned paper structure filled with heated (and 
therefore lightened) air before the King of Por­
tugal in 1709. 

The late Alfonso de Escragnolle Taunay, for 
many years a leading historian of Sao Paulo, Brazil, 
contributed important research to the cause of Gus­
mao. His discoveries in European archives, and 
those of others inspired by him, have shown that 
the dismissal by most aeronautical historians of 
Gusmao's invention as a birdlike fantasy is not jus­
tified. Unfortunately, Taunay's findings have had 
little impact outside the Ibero-American world. 
Aeronautical histories written in English continue 
to ignore Gusmao. The barrier caused by cultural 
and linguistic differences is one more handicap to 
writing Latin American aeronautical history. 

Aeronautical history can be written from the 
bias of any nation. Most of the larger republics 
of Latin America have at least one work which might 
be said to cover this subject for that particular 
nation. Most of these aeronautical histories begin 
with the balloon flights of the nineteenth century 
and then deal with the early years of aviation. 
For example, the book (translated from Medio siglo 
de aeronautica; historia de la aviacion en el Uru­
guay), A Half Century of Aeronautics; History of 
Aviation in Uruguay covers the years 1868-1918. 

These national aeronautical histories are 
written sometimes by amateur enthusiasts, occasion­
ally by professional writers or journalists, and 
often by participants. None have been written by 
university professors for colleagues. They are not 
burdened with such scholarly apparatus as footnotes 
and bibliography. Usually only long, reproduced 
segments are identified (imprecisely) as to their 
source. The reader is unable to pursue most infor­
mation further, in the hope of clarifying details. 

To write an accurate history of the continent 
and a half which is Latin America, it is too often 
necessary to partially discount the various "heroic" 
achievements listed by patriotic writers. Also, and 
even with the differences in emphasis of various 
aeronautical historians, a study of the twenty re­
publics must compare one with another, and the whole 
with the rest of the world. In this way, the true 
significance of the celebrated flights can best be 
appreciated. Considering the difficulties added by 
rugged geography and technological retardation, 
many Latin American aeronautical achievements have 
indeed been impressive. 

The first heavier-than-air flight in Latin 
America well illustrates this. It was accomplished 
in January 1910 in Mexico City. This city's eleva­
tion of nearly 7,500 feet was much more of a handi­
cap to the airplanes of 1910 than it will be for 
the Olympic athletes of 1968. Nevertheless, im­
pressive progress was made in the first decade of 
Mexican aviation. Even when cut off from the ad­
vanced technology of Europe and the United States 
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by warfare and political tensions, a significant 
indigenous industry developed. Later, Mexican mili­
tary fliers achieved notable long distance flights, 
while civilians inaugurated many small but very use­
ful airlines. 

In other countries, aeronautical history is 
dominated by one or several outstanding achievements. 
Domingo Rosillo, Cuba's most famous aviator, made 
the first flight between Florida and Cuba in 1913. 
In that same year, the isthmus of Panama was cros­
sed for the first time by an airplane. Here avia­
tion was restricted by regulations prohibiting 
flights too near the newly completed canal. In 
Central America, the outstanding achievement was an 
airline which specialized in hauling cargo from the 
most remote settlements in the region. Transportes 
Aereos Centroamericanos (TACA) developed preco­
ciously, thrived for a time, and then disintegrated, 
much as the Maya civilization had done in the same 
general region one thousand years earlier. 

In South America, also, three themes pre­
dominate in the aeronautical literature. The first 
flights in each nation are celebrated; flights suc­
cessful in overcoming geographical barriers are 
even more famous; and pioneers of commercial air 
service also receive recognition. 

The year 1910 saw the first airplane flights 
in several South American nations. Aviators from 
the leading countries, Chile and Argentina, were 
active in the introduction of the airplane to neigh­
boring lands. International flights sometimes 
meant the reduction of geographical obstacles. The 
more than one hundred miles of water separating 
Buenos Aires, Argentina from Montevideo, the capi­
tal of Uruguay, was crossed in 1912. In 1918, a 
Chilean pilot flew to Argentina over the highest 
part of the Andes Mountains. Earlier, two Peruvian 
fliers separately had been first to cross the Alps 
Mountains in Europe. All of thes e achievements 
have been extolled in print in the respective 
countries. 

The story of commercial air service is more 
recent, and better known in this country. In the 
nineteen-twenties, the first attempts to establish 
airlines were made, usually prematurely. In the 
thirties, international and local air service 
spread along the perimeter of South America, and 
sometimes into the interior. The development of 
these airlines attracted much attention, as Euro­
pean and United States interests competed for the 
privilege of providing air service. This compe­
tition was regarded as important to the national 
interests of the world powers involved. In 1940, 
German control of airlines in South America was a 
matter of concern in this country. The Panama 
Canal seemed threatened from neighboring Colombia, 
and German aeronautical influence was also predom­
inant in the strategic Brazilian bulge. Numerous 
articles exposed the dangers of this situation in 
both intellectual and popular magazines. 

The years around 1940 also saw written in 
the United States, a first few books dealing with 
Latin American aeronautics . By this time, the 
clippers of Pan American Airways conveniently con­
nected North and South America. Some books were 
merely travelogues describing the flight down to 
Rio. Of value are two books by Alice Rogers Hager, 
who paid attention to aeronautical deve lopments 
within the countries she visited. The "German 
scare" of 1940 probably inspired the Council of 
Foreign Relations to sponsor William A. N. Burden ' s 
study of The Struggle f or Airlines in Latin America . 

Unfortunately, the years around 1940 remain unique 
in this burst of publication. 

Military aviation in Latin America has hardl y 
been described in English. One reason is that 
these air forces have seen little combat. Some 
were involved in skirmishes with neighbors in the 
1930's, but this activity is only a small part of 
their story . In World War Two, only Brazil and 
Mexico participated in aerial combat . Both flew 
P-47 Thunderbolts--the Mexican Air Force in the 
Philippines and the Brazilian Air Force in Italy. 
The accomplishments of these two expeditionary 
forces have been published in their respective 
homeland. A brief history in English would require 
the collection of these writings from newspapers, 
magazines, and small books. 

Latin American air forces playa political 
role in certain nations. This is probably not the 
concern of the aeronautical historian, except as it 
determines success in the acquisition of new equip­
ment. The use of military aircraft in political 
revolution is unusual, though by no means unknown . 
The ouster of Juan Peron in 1955 involved consider­
able activity by Argentina's air force. 

The most significant (i.e. the most histori­
cal) contemporary contribution of military aviation 
in Latin America is not an obvious one. It is not 
political, nor even military. Economic development, 
the stated goal of all Latin American governments 
and of the Alliance for Progress, is promoted by the 
airplane. ~Iilitary aviation is prominent in pro­
viding communication and transportation to remote 
regions which have important economic potential. 

Since 1931, the Brazilian Air Force has flown 
to small settlements of the interior . Its air ser­
vice, both scheduled and unscheduled, is called 
National Air Mail. Much more is involved than 
carrying mail; frequent passengers and considerable 
cargo also travel on the flights. An important 
Brazilian goal is to settle the interior of the 
country. Such is the rationale for the new capital, 
Brasilia, which had aerial connections with other 
areas of Brazil before even roads had reached it. 
In Brazil's struggle to exploit her rich interior, 
the airplane plays an historic role. 

Likewise in other countries, efforts are 
being made to open agricul tural colonies in regions 
heretofore unexploited because of their isolation. 
Such colonization is intended both to raise the 
production of foodstuffs needed for Latin America's 
rapidly growing population, and to meet peasant 
demands for ownership of land. Air service is es­
sential for the supply of the agricultural colonies 
and for transporting their production to urban cen­
ters. Especially in South American lands such as 
Colombia and Peru, fertile lands located on the 
other side of the Andes (from the populated areas) 
are being exploited via the airplanes of the national 
air forces. 

More important than the colonization of new 
areas is the need to increase agricultural produc­
tion from farms already cultivated. Only in this 
way can Latin America, where population is increas­
ing more rapidly than any other region of the world, 
hope to feed itself and to increase vital earnings 
from agricultural exports. In this struggle, also, 
the airplane has current prominence that historians 
should note. 

In the last twenty years, agricul tural avia­
tion has progressed greatly throughout the world. 
Specialized aircraft and chemicals have steadily be­
come more efficient. Latin America possibly has 
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benefitted more than most regions, but the historian 
is handicapped once again by a lack of statistics. 
It is known that most Latin American nations r e l y 
on the exportation of one or two crops for most of 
their earnings in foreign trade. In 1963, two-thirds 
of Ecuador's exports, by value, were bananas; for 
El Salvador, and coffee and cotton, the figure was 
three-fourths. Cotton and bananas are two crops 
in which aerial disease prevention has permitted 
increased production, partly by opening new areas 
unsuited to previous technology. In the 1960's, 
half of all aircraft registered in Ecuador and 
three-quarters of those in El Salvador are agricul­
tural aircraft. 

Thus the Latin American aeronautical histor­
ian must be aware that much of his history is cur­
rent history. He, therefore, must be alert to 
aviation data appearing in current literature. Un­
fortunately, newspapers and magazines in this coun­
try tend to slight Latin American news, with the 
exception of political crises. Valuable material 
is published however, and there are bibliographical 
aids available. This is also true for the earlier 
years of Latin American aeronautical history . 

The Library of Congress has contributed much 
to the bibliography of aeronautical history, and it 
contains a very respectable though far from complete 
collection of books and periodicals on the subject. 
Aeronautic Americana : A Bibliography of Books and 
Pamphlets on Aeronautics Published in America Before 
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1900 was issued by the Library of Congress in 1943. 
It includes twenty-two items pertaining to Latin 
America. 1'-lany useful magazines were listed in 1962 
in Aeronautical and Space Serial ?~blications : A 
W01'ld List . However, many Latin American aeronau­
tical magizines are devoted to news from Europe and 
the United States, while largely ignoring develop­
ments within their own nation. 

Two other fundamental bibliographical works, 
taken together, well cover Latin American aeronau­
tical history . Paul Brockett and the Smithsonian 
Institution published a Bibliography of Aeronautics 
in 1910, and supplements until 1932. Articles in 
periodical literature comprise most of the entries. 
More recent articles are found in the Index to 
Latin American Periodical Literature~ 1929-1960, 
with annual supplements. These two valuable items 
do not list books. Neither do they include many 
useful publications of the United States govern­
ment, which must be located by using the special­
ized bibliographies for government documents. The 
New York Time s Index makes available many news 
items. No effective bibliography exists for aero 
nautical publication within Latin America. 

Material, then, does exist for the Latin 
American aeronautical historian. A wide variety 
of significant topics deserve study. While avia­
tion continues to make history in Latin America, 
its past should be written. 
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