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Toronto to 
Rivière-du-Loup
TODAY WE BEGIN A journey, you and I, a journey that will encompass 
the next few months and a very large portion of our planet. We will 
be transported from the vast open spaces of central Canada, to the 
mountains and forests of central Europe. We will skirt the Arctic 
Circle flying across Greenland and Iceland along the path of 
ancient aviators on earlier voyages of exploration in a bygone 
Junkers tri-motor.

Flying the Ju 52 back to Europe, Part 1

The day begins with gifts as a friend 
comes to my room with my official garb  
for the journey. As a member of the crew,  
I must wear a uniform for this trip. I am 
presented with a couple of gray shirts, two 
sizes too large; a pair of black flight engi-
neer’s epaulets; a black windbreaker; and a 

The intrepid crew at the start of our adventure. L-R: Hans Moser, Kai Zimmer, Hans Rahmann, Jeff Skiles, and Tobias Koch.
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black baseball cap. I solemnly don my new 
accouterments with my black pants and 
black shoes. Black is not a good color on 
me, but the figure staring back at me from 
the mirror appears to be dressed in proper 

Teutonic fashion in keeping with the heri-
tage of the Junkers.

As I gaze out my hotel room window the 
weather outside is not very inviting. The 
top floors of the downtown Toronto sky-
scrapers appear to be obscured in clouds. 
Furthermore, the weather for our route 
today is reported at anywhere from 500-
foot ceilings to a thousand over the entire 
length of our 500-mile route of flight up the 
St. Lawrence. Not very promising for the 
launch of our adventure, and I hope it is not 
an omen. Ironically, for the last three 
months, the sun has beat down upon the 
land with not a drop of rain or respite, but 
today the drought has broken, the rains 
have come, and world is enveloped in mist.

After paying off our taxi, we take a ferry 
across the small channel separating main-
land Canada from Toronto’s Billy Bishop 
Toronto City airport, built on an island. Here 
the Ju 52 crouches on the asphalt with its 
thick wings and gigantic tires, fueled and 
ready. It looks anachronistic and out of place 
among the sleek corporate jets expectantly 
awaiting their important passengers. Almost 
75 years separate the latest of these corpo-
rate transports from our Junkers that was 
first delivered to the Swiss military in 1939.

The crew consists of two pilots and three 
in the cabin. Our two pilots are professional 
airline pilots by day, but both also volunteer 
to fly the Ju 52s on sightseeing excursions in 
Europe and, for this summer, America.

While the Junkers is an airliner, there are 
only a few seats installed in the cabin. The 
majority of the space is taken up by eight very 
well-tethered barrels of gasoline. This morn-
ing I am meeting all but my friend Hans for 
the very first time, but we will have ample 
opportunity to get to know each other over 
the next week while traversing the Atlantic.

Walking to the aircraft, we dodge 
around the large puddles that have mani-
fested themselves on the ramp as we drag 
our luggage behind. It is spitting rain, and 
the clouds look low and menacing. But, the 
ceiling has risen enough to allow an unob-
structed view of the city skyline. Our pilots 
believe that the weather makes today’s 
flight worth a try. And, with no improve-
ment in the forecast, if we don’t make it 
out today we may be stuck for days. Our 
captain’s offering to the weather condi-
tions is expressed in his Swiss accent: 
“Should the weather prove too bad to fly, 
we shall find someplace to land.” That may 
sound like a simple enough statement, but 
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it is augmented by his thorough preflight 
planning and weather analysis. Clearly he 
is a true professional.

My first experience with a Junkers 
engine start brings forth the unusual reso-
nance of these BMW engines. I will 
become all too acquainted with their 
sound over the coming week, low and gut-
tural, like shaking rocks in a can. 

At the end of the runway the throttles 
are brought to takeoff power as our jour-
ney begins. The engines seem to be 
designed to turn gasoline into noise and 
vibration but not much else as the Junkers 
ever so slowly trundles down the runway 
gaining velocity. At about half the speed I 
would think it should, I realize that the 
Junkers has left the ground and simply 
floated into the gray sky.

After a short climb, we level out below 
the clouds overhead as our captain points 
the nose more or less to the east and we 
roar out over Lake Ontario. I say “more or 

less” because it has already become 
obvious that directional stability is not 
something the Junkers possesses to a large 
degree. It is apparent by the way that the 
nose bobs around the sky that the Junkers 
requires constant attention to keep its 
collection of parts aimed in the same 
general direction.

I pop into the cockpit and stand in the 
cramped space between our pilots to see 
firsthand how this ancient aircraft is 
operated. The aircraft controls are unusual. 

The rudder trim is controlled by very large 
levers on the floor between the pilot’s legs. 
The copilot’s rudder pedals pivot around a 
central axis like a Lazy Susan with his feet 
strapped into them. There is a very large 
wooden wheel attached to the side of the 
captain’s seat that controls the elevator 
trim and the flaps; it is so large that it would 
be right at home in the gondola of a 
dirigible. On the bottom of the copilot’s 
panel there is a row of valves that look very 
similar to an exterior water spigot. I find 
that they control the flow of oil to the oil 
coolers. Not surprisingly, everything in the 
cockpit is labeled in German.

I am encouraged to see the airspeed 
needle vibrating around 180 on the gauge. 
I had anticipated less. Maybe this won’t be 
as slow a trip as I had been led to believe? 
But then I notice the kilometers per hour 
written on the face of the instrument. A 
quick calculation leads to 110 mph. What I 
had expected, but not what I had hoped.
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The engines seem to be 
designed to turn gasoline  
into noise and vibration  
but not much else.
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The first hour of flight takes us to the 
eastern edge of Lake Ontario. The weather 
hasn’t been much of a problem thus far. 
Low ceilings but good visibility beneath 
the overcast deck. I am assured by Hans, 
our captain, that in their role as sightsee-
ing pilots they often fly at lower altitudes. 
And, our flight over water should limit the 
number of obstructions in our way. 

As the green waters of Lake Ontario are 
left in our wake, we begin to wind along the 
St. Lawrence River, our guide for the next 
four hours. Today’s eventual destination is 
Rivière-du-Loup, far up the St. Lawrence 
Seaway in Quebec. The St. Lawrence 
stretches ahead for many hundreds of miles 
to the sea, sometimes narrow and confin-
ing, sometimes wide and expansive.

With the ceiling lowering a bit we fly dead 
center in the channel, Canada on our left, 
America on our right in this German airliner 
from the 1930s. What a sight it must be for 
the occasional boater out on the waters to 
first only hear the roar of our engines and 
then, with little more than a few of miles vis-
ibility, see the lumbering approach of this 
large aircraft shaking and rattling overhead.

After another hour, the weather has not 
improved any, and somehow we have man-
aged to pick up a 30-knot head wind headed 
eastbound as well. This unwelcome turn of 
events will last for much of the next week as 
a strong low sits stationary, inexorably rotat-
ing south of Iceland. In the Montreal area 
we pass by an amusement park located on an 
island in the center of the river, the only 
point of interest for hours in our gray world. 
Fortunately this sort of flying is made quite 
feasible because the aircraft itself moves so 
slowly and we have two pilots, one to fly and 
one to look for obstacles and scan the charts 
for obstacles ahead.

The day drags on, with endless gray 
clouds, rain, and fog. The weather improves 

for a while, so we drift up to 1,500 feet or 
so. And then, passing Quebec City, the vis-
ibility improves to a good 10 miles with 
only 100 miles to go to Rivière-du-Loup. 
But after Quebec City the rains come again. 
The saturated air forms fog below, and its 
dank tendrils envelop the waves like a gray 
gauze. We descend to maintain forward 
visibility over the river. 

Signs of human habitation are scarce, but 
occasionally clusters of vacation homes pass 
abeam the wingtips as we hug the southern 
shore of the now rapidly broadening seaway.

Suddenly, without warning, the throt-
tles are chopped, and the Junkers banks to 
line up with a small runway visible 
through the windshield ahead. The run-
way parallels the river bank only a 
half-mile or so inland. I’m not sure if this 
is our destination, or if we have simply 
given up on the weather and are willing to 
land at the first airport that has presented 
itself. In the cabin, we scramble for our 
seat belts as Hans cranks on the big 
wooden wheel to lower the flaps.

A greaser landing on a rain-slicked run-
way follows the short approach, and we 
taxi to what appears to be a deserted air-
port ramp with a lone self-serve gas pump. 
As the props come to a stop a few locals 
gather from nowhere to inspect this aero-
nautical enigma that has descended into 
their midst. One of them helps Tobias, our 
mechanic, pump $3,600 of gas into the air-
plane. That amounts to about 600 gallons in 
Rivière-du-Loup. More locals appear as 
word spreads. They speak French, the lan-
guage of the Quebecois.

As our captain pays the bill he proclaims, 
“That’s the last of the cheap gas.” $3,600. 
Jeez, what’s to come as we fly to truly 
remote areas? 

It has taken almost six hours of flying 
to arrive at this small community along 
the shore of the St. Lawrence, and we’re 
only beginning our journey. Goose Bay, 
Labrador, tomorrow will be an even lon-
ger distance over almost entirely 
uninhabited country. EAA
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Low clouds, fog, and mist were in endless supply that day.
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