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Goose Bay to Iqaluit
Flying the Ju 52 back to Europe, Part 3
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I THROW OPEN THE curtains of my room and gaze out at the deserted 
sand- and gravel-covered streets of downtown Goose Bay. We stayed 
the night at the Hotel North Two, creatively named to distinguish it 
from the Hotel North One just down the street. This Americanized 
outpost in far-northern Canada boasts both an A&W restaurant and 
a Subway, making me feel like I never left home. 

We had dinner last night at what is considered to be the finest 
establishment in Goose Bay, Jungle Jim’s. Jungle Jim’s boasts a motif 
as un-Goose Bay-like as possible, kind of a cross between a Rainforest 
Cafe and a Hamburger in Paradise. It has a gigantic sign out front 
screaming “Two Toucan Dine for $15.99” and is decorated mostly in 
bamboo with an abundance of plastic palm trees illuminated by what 
must be 500,000 watts of those really big Christmas tree lights. I 
munched on one of Jim’s Gourmet Bongo Burgers while gazing at an 
advertisement proclaiming this venue as the premier site for far-
northern wedding receptions, every Labrador girl’s dream. 

As we arrive at the airport, the morning light has that odd qual-
ity of the northern latitudes where dawn seems to stretch on for 
hours and the world is always bright and new. The sky is a 

cloudless absolute blue stretching to infin-
ity in all directions.

The round engines and corrugated skin 
of the Junkers look out of place parked 
among the several corporate jets that have 
arrived overnight. They came all the way 
from Europe in a day. It will easily be a week 
before we see Switzerland.

Our preparations for flight begin immedi-
ately. We all have settled into a routine and 
become accustomed to our duties. Hans 
Rahmann is the baggage packer; he arranges 
all of our mountainous luggage just so in the 
aft storage compartment. Tobias has endless 
duties removing the tarp covering the cockpit 
and checking over the aircraft. I make myself 
busy pulling the engines through—nine com-
plete revolutions of the propeller per engine 
accomplished by the use of a long pole with a 
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loop on the end to grab the propeller tip. All 
of us must perform our work while explain-
ing to the pilots of the shiny corporate jets 
about this anachronistic aircraft.

Aloft once again, Hans Moser, our captain, 
points the nose of the Junkers north by north-
west. Hans is a retired Swiss air captain and 
has spent a lifetime flying intercontinental 
airliners to far-flung destinations. He has also 
has spent more than 20 years volunteering as 
a pilot for Ju-Air, keeping these Junkers in 
the air where they belong.

Ju-Air was created when the Swiss air 
force removed its three Junkers from active 
service. The Ju’s had gained great acclaim 
with the people of Switzerland. During the 
Year of the Avalanche, the continuous flights 
of these three aircraft kept high Alpine vil-
lages supplied when they were cut off from 
the rest of the world. With the air force’s 
decision to move to newer aircraft, the future 
of the Ju was in jeopardy. A Swiss newspaper 
took up the challenge and raised more than  
$1 million in a day to keep the Ju’s in the air, 
this from a small country of only 4 million 
people. With that funding, Ju-Air was created 
and exists to this day, flying these aircraft on 
tourist flights through the Swiss Alps.

Kai Zimmer, another volunteer captain for 
Ju-Air, joins Hans as our co-captain on this 
trip across the ocean. Kai flies a Boeing 747 for 
Air Berlin at his day job. He has an effervescent 

personality and seems constantly amazed at 
the glorious landscape passing beneath our 
wings. Kai’s camera is constantly capturing the 
beauty of the passing vistas.

We are headed north by northwest for a 
reason. Suitable airfields are far apart in the 
subarctic. When you find one, it rarely has 
more than one runway. Even with the extra 
cabin-mounted fuel barrels boosting our 
endurance to 12 hours, we can cover only 
1,200 miles to dry tanks. To reach our desti-
nation and have fuel to continue on to an 
alternate requires careful planning. While 
the weather may be good at our destination 
an accident can close a runway, leaving the 
unprepared in a bind.

While we hope to reach Iqaluit on Baffin 
Island for our destination, our flight plan is 
filed for Kuujjuaq on the southern tip of 
Ungava Bay. Should the winds prove favor-
able we will change our destination en route 
and stretch our flight to Iqaluit.

The Labrador terrain outside is absolutely 
beautiful, very mountainous with too many 
lakes to count. The shorelines are tinged with 
the red sand and rocks. Iron ore country. If 
Minnesota is the land of 10,000 lakes, this 
must be a country of a million or more. 

Hans and Kai fly low to the ground, hug-
ging the land closely, but staying well above 
the reach of the stunted trees. We fly over 
lakes where the wingtips are seemingly below 
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the level of the hills on the shore, as the 
Junkers slowly climbs with the terrain. 
Eventually, we will pass back into Quebec at 
the Quebec/Labrador version of the 
Continental Divide. From the border, all water 
on the Labrador side flows to the Atlantic 
Ocean; on the Quebec side, it all flows to 
Ungava Bay. As we climb to higher elevations 
and fly north, the terrain changes to that of a 
Scottish moor—trees become sparse and rock 
is more evident. 

Hans finds a gravel strip on the map, prob-
ably a scientific base or mining exploration 
camp. He stays close to the hills and comes in 
low down the runway. The camp consists of 
maybe 25 large tents. As we roar overhead we 
can see the startled men running out of their 
tents to see a rare visitor to their world.

As we get closer to Ungava Bay, Hans 
climbs to 2,000 feet to try to catch some tail-
winds that are finally supposed to be 
working in our favor. Ungava Bay is a part of 
the Hudson Strait that separates Quebec 
from Baffin Island to the north. Down below 
we can see a few icebergs floating in the bay.

The winds have been fair enough to com-
mit to a nonstop flight to Iqaluit. Our fuel stop 
of Kuujjuaq is behind us as we set out over 
open water. If the one runway at Iqaluit is 
closed for any reason, we will have to head 
back south to land at Quaqtaq or Kangiqsujuaq, 
both gravel strips with no services. If we were 
to be forced to land at either location, we 
would have to wait and have gas shipped in 
before we could depart again.

On this long flight, Tobias pumps one  
barrel after another dry from our cabin-
mounted fuel reserves. Kai tells me that on 
the trip over from Europe in June they didn’t 
have all the kinks knocked out of the system, 
and air bubbles in the fuel caused the engines 
to sputter. Once, all three engines quit simul-
taneously. Thoroughly warned, I watch with 
foreboding as the air bubbles flow through 
the clear plastic tubing while the barrels 
empty, but it was to no end; the engines con-
tinue to sing strong and true.

Somehow I drifted off to sleep, and I am 
awakened by Tobias as we approach Akpatok 
Island. Completely isolated here in the 
Hudson Strait, Akpatok is an island with tall, 
sheer cliffs where seemingly no vegetation 

grows at all. The island is a plateau of gravel 
that simply drops into the sea. Hans has been 
slowly descending as we approach. He dips 
below the level of the cliffs and flies alongside 
them, hugging them as close as he dares. The 
sense of speed flying so close to the cliff is 
evident even in this old, slow aircraft. The 
cliffs appear to be only sandstone, so I don’t 
know why they have not simply eroded away 
over the millennia. After 10 minutes of bank-
ing to follow the cliffs, I hear the propellers 
growl as Hans adds power, climbing once 
again and setting course for Iqaluit. 

As we approach the coast of Baffin 
Island, the small icebergs become more 
numerous. I don’t know where they come 
from since the shore is completely free of 
snow and ice. They must be merely passing 
by, making their way from even farther 
north out to sea through the Hudson Strait. 

Baffin Island appears to be nothing more 
than a rock. No beautiful landscape or Scottish 
moors. The island seems to be principally 
made up of reddish gravel with potholes of 
water and occasional green lichens.

Iqaluit itself sits on the north shore of 
Frobisher Bay. It is the provincial capital for 

the province of Nunavut and operates as a 
semi-autonomous Inuit (the local Indian 
population) reservation. The airport is large 
and bustling with a fine-looking runway.

The entire city is built on permafrost, a fro-
zen mix of dirt and ice. Most of the buildings 
are constructed on pilings to keep from melt-
ing the ground beneath, to enter you must 
climb up stairs to the second floor. On the short 
drive to the hotel, I ask the driver what indus-
try brings people to this thriving hamlet. He 
responds, “Mining and bureaucracy.”

“That’s it?” I ask.
“Yep.”
In the far north of Canada, the only fuel 

generally available is Jet A, so Ju-Air has 
arranged to have a supply of avgas shipped 
to Iqaluit for our use. A forklift brings the 
barrels of gas over on a pallet, and an elec-
tric drill powering a small rudimentary 
pump is provided to transfer the fuel into 
the tanks. After our eight hours it will still 
be a long, tiring process for Kai and Tobias 
to pump the gas into the plane.

Tomorrow we must leave early. Our first 
leg is across the Davis Strait to Nuuk, the capi-
tal of Greenland. After a fuel stop at Nuuk, we 
will continue down the coast to Narsarsuaq, 
known as Bluie West One to World War II 
Military Airlift Command pilots bringing war 
materiel to the European theater and 
wounded soldiers back home. EAA

Jeff Skiles, EAA 336120, is EAA vice president of 

communities and member programs.

All of us must perform our work 
while explaining to the pilots of 
the shiny corporate jets about this 
anachronistic aircraft.




