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Chile's first female war pilot, Margot 
Duhalde, has died at the age of 97.

Ed: Sometimes we hear of stories, too late to honour the 
person whilst living. Here is one veteran who did so much 
for Britain, although born far away.

Margot Duhalde Sotomayor (12 December 1920 – 5 
February 2018) was a Chilean pilot who served with 
the Air Transport Auxiliary of the Royal Air Force in 
World War II. She was Chile's first female pilot and 
first female air traffic controller.

Duhalde learned to fly with the Air Club of Chile in 
Santiago, gaining her Pilot’s Licence in 1938. At the 
outbreak of World War II, Duhalde volunteered with a 
French-Chilean group and travelled by ship to Europe 
with the intention of joining the French Free Forces 
as a pilot. She arrived in Liverpool, England, in April 
1941, and was initially detained in jail in London for 
five days as a suspected spy. Upon her release, she was 
informed that the French Free Forces did not accept 
women pilots, and she was instead assigned domestic 
work and kitchen chores. She subsequently learned 
that the Royal Air Force was willing to accept women 
pilots, and she applied to join the Air Transport 
Auxiliary of the RAF, an organisation responsible for 
transporting aircraft.

Although she spoke almost no English, she was 
trained as a transport pilot to enable her to fly both 
single and twin-engine aircraft, and both British and 
American machines. Over the next four years, 
Duhalde moved more than 900 aircraft, of 70 different 
types, from English bases to combat zones in France, 
Belgium and the Netherlands. She rose to become a 
first officer in the Women's Section of ATA.
"The work was very difficult," she said. "We had to fly 
in terrible conditions with a minimum of visibility."

"It was very dangerous, and we had no contact with 
the ground because the Germans were listening."

After the war, in 1945, Duhalde flew warplanes for the 
French Air Force. She was France's first female 
combat pilot. She served as a transport pilot for the 
French, based in Meknes, Morocco. In 1946, the 
French asked her to complete a tour of South 
America demonstrating French aircraft; she travelled 
to Uruguay, Argentina, Brazil and Chile.

She returned to Chile in 1947; however, the national 
airline LAN did not hire women as pilots at that time. 
Instead, she took a job as a private pilot for a 
prominent businessman until 1949. She later opened 
her own flying school and worked as a flight 
instructor and as an air traffic controller in the air 
force. She was Chile's first female air traffic controller, 
and continued until she was 81 years old. Duhalde 
died in Santiago at the age of 97. 
She spent the war transporting planes into combat 
zones in continental Europe. Later she became Chile's 
first female air traffic controller.

A government statement said: "We are grateful for 
the huge contribution she made to Chilean aviation 
and recognise the courage she had to fulfil her life's 
dream, breaking stereotypes and showing the way to 
other women."

Last year Mrs Duhalde told a Chilean TV station "the 
men were convinced they were the only ones who 
could do things".

"They always looked down on us women, it is only 
recently that they are beginning to realise we are 
equal and actually better than them."

In 1946 Duhalde was made a Knight of the Legion of 
Honour, and in 2007 she was made a Commander of 
the National Order of the Legion of Honour. In 2009 
Duhalde received the Veteran's Badge from the British 
ambassador in Santiago, Howard Drake, for her work 
with the British Air Transport Auxiliary during World 
War 11.

Ed:	 An Air Traffic Controller retiring at the age of 81 - 
eat your heart out Tony Brown, you could have gone on for 
years, as I know you would have liked to!
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George was born on a farm in Gloucestershire. The 
main crop was apples, which probably explains  his 
love of Cider as his preferred drink!

He joined the Royal Air Force as an apprentice in 
1940 at RAF Cranwell. In 1943 he was selected for 
pilot training and sent on the Commonwealth 
scheme to RCAF Medicine Hat. Later he re-trained 
as a navigator, insisting it was because he was very 
good at maths!

He married Mary, who was a Sgt WAAF that he met 
at RAF Habbanyia. They were married at the British 
Embassy in Bagdad.

He flew on Wellingtons and later Hastings in the 
Middle East, on occasion delivering gold - alas he was 
unable to claim any for himself. 

He reached the rank of Master Navigator and later in 
his career he became an Air Traffic Controller at 
bases such as Brize Norton, finishing his RAF career 
at RAF Macrahanish on the Mull of Kintyre. On 
returning south as a civilian he got a job at No 1 
AIDU preparing navigation and radio logs for The 
Queen’s Flight.

During his service career he joined the Royal Ancient 
Order of Buffalos (RAOB) and later in civilian life 
became a Mason. Reaching high posts with a number 

of lodges.

He also took up bowls and again did very well, 
judging by the number of badges on his bowls blazer!

A real gentleman, he was a long serving member of 
the Chiltern ACA ever since moving to Aylesbury 
and was a very regular attender at our monthly 
meetings

Lasers and Air Traffic Control

The Airport Operators Association (AOA) and NATS 
have welcomed the Government’s amendments to 
the Laser Misuse (Vehicles) Bill that ban the shining of 
lasers at facilities providing air traffic services. The 
amendments were tabled by Aviation Minister 
Baroness Sugg and  published on Wednesday 21 
February 2018.

NATS Safety Director, Dr David Harrison said:
“Providing a safe environment for our air traffic 
controllers at airports to perform their duties is a 
priority for NATS.

“Working with the AOA, NATS is pleased to have 
persuaded the Government to make it an offence to 
shine lasers at air traffic control towers. Air traffic 
controllers are a vital component of aviation safety 
and they deserve to be protected by the law to carry 
out their duties, so this is an important step forward.
“We are very pleased the Government has accepted 
our arguments and look forward to working with 
them on the implementation.”

Chief Executive of the AOA, Karen Dee said:
“In the past five years, we have seen 13 incidents of 
lasers being shone at air traffic control towers at 
airports across the UK. While small in number, these 
incidents could have serious consequences.

“Incidents have resulted in, for example, a controller 
taking an unplanned break and having their duties 
temporarily taken over by a colleague. With rostering 
and breaks carefully planned to ensure that 
controllers are fully attentive and alert, someone 
having to cover an extra unexpected shift is 
disruptive and could have safety implications, though 
thankfully this was not the case in this instance.

“These amendments show that working with NATS, 
the AOA has persuaded the Government to 
recognise the vitally important role air traffic 
controllers play in ensuring aviation safety.”

HP Hastings




