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Favorite Aviatrix

by MARIJANE NELSON / AOPA 461489

NN Ajusting the colorful Hawaiian lei
around her neck, the attractive woman
at the controls of the United Airlines
Boeing 747 looked both capable and
feminine as she posed for photographers,

No, she hadn’t signed on as a pilot
with United; Marguerite Gambo Wood
(AOPA 185083) had just concluded an
interview as honorary chairman for
the launching party held to mark the
beginning of International Women’s
Year OIWY).

The United States had chosen to
begin its IWY activities by recognizing
women in aerospace, and the opening
event was held in Honolulu on Jan. 11,
1975 to coincide with the date Amelia
Earhart departed from there to make
her record-breaking flight to Oakland,
Calif., in 1935.

At the time Amelia Earhart left Hono-
lulu to become the first pilot to fly solo
to the North American Continent,
Marguerite recalls, “I was just getting
my introduction to flying. I'd decided to
take flying lessons at John Rodgers
Field (now Honolulu International) in a
Consolidated Fleet with no brakes—just
the old tailskid.”

Marguerite still wears the pin a
friend gave her following her first solo
flight, A set of wings with the Hawaiian
coat of arms in the center has en-
graved on the back: “April 1, 1937 in
honor of the occasion, She sometimes
presents miniature copies to special
friends when they obtain some hard-
won rating.

Long before women’s lib had gained
eminence, Marguerite was making her
way in a traditionally male domain.
Bill Holloway, her associate during those
early years, said, “Marguerite was the
first woman in Hawaii to become a
commercial pilot, first to get an instruc-
tor’s rating, and first to operate a flight
school.

“She is also an excellent business-
woman. She started Gambo Flying Serv-
ice in 1939, doing charter work with
her Fairchild 24. I was working as her
mechanic after she got the Aeroncas,
and the flight school was coming along

real well . . .” Bill's voice trailed off as
he remembered the events of Dec. 7,
1941.

“I was just getting ready to take off
in the Meyers when the Japanese Zeros
made their first pass over the field. I
made it safely back to the hangar and
started dispersing our airplanes around
the field so that they wouldn’t all be
destroyed if the hangar was hit.”

Marguerite, who had left earlier on
a cross-country flight with one of her
students, didn’t comprehend the danger
as quickly as Bill. She suddenly found
herself in the company of Zeros and
remembers, “The Army Air Corps had
been holding a lot of simulated attacks
and practice drills, so I just looked at
the planes and thought, “my, theyre
certainly getting realistic!

“I started suspecting something when
I saw the smoke coming up at Kaneohe
Naval Air Station as we flew along the
windward side of Oahu, but I was more
curious than alarmed. Then, as we came
in to land at John Rodgers, I saw Bill
Holloway racing out to meet us in my
Packard, wildly waving a white flag. As
soon as I stopped the plane, he helped
us push it off the runway, and we took



This Fairchild 24 of Mrs. Wood's was the only civil aircraft permitted to fly in Hawaii
after Pear! Harbor. It airlifted supplies to a nearby leprosy colony.

Marguerite Gambo Wood gives pointers to two, young marine student pilots at her second school, the
Hawaiian School of Aeronautics, in 1950. Bernice P. Bishop Museum photo.

cover in a ditch, We lay there for over
half an hour while the Japanese strafed
the field.”

Although Marguerite’s encounter with
the Zeros has become legend since the
episode was depicted in the movie
“Tora! Tora! Tora!” it is her dedication
to the cause of general aviation and her
willingness to help others that has won
her the respect of the flying community.

Following the Japanese attack on
Oahu, all civilian flying skidded to a
halt. Marguerite was authorized to
make a few last flights to deliver sup-
plies to the isolated leprosy settlement
on Molokai’s Kalaupapa Peninsula, but
the Gambo Flying Service, along with
the other island flight operations, was
out of business. The six Aeronca train-
ers, affectionately given such Scotch
names as “McTuff” and “McGruff” by
Marguerite and her Scottish grand-
mother, were carefully disassembled and
packed into crates.

Responding to a call for women pilots
to join the WASP (Women’s Airforce
Service Pilots), Marguerite was soon
bound for Cherry Point, N.C., but her
plans suddenly changed when she
dropped by the CAA office in Santa
Monica to visit an old friend, a Mr.
Bromley. “We’re in dire need of flight
instructors for our training programs.
We need you to teach flying more than
they need you to ferry planes,” he said.
“Please don’t go East—stay here and
instruct.”

Young and determined, Marguerite
took on a job that ordinarily would have
been full-time work for two—handling
the ground school and acting as chief
flight instructor for the Pierce Flying
School. She weighed only 89 pounds
when she left the program, after train-
ing Army and Navy pilots under the
blazing sun at Nogales, Ariz,

“We were more successful than the
other training programs in the area,”
Marguerite proudly recalls, “because I
scheduled our flying early in the morn-
ing when it was cooler and less turbu-
lent and we used the afternoons for
ground school.”

Marguerite met her husband, Robert
Wood, when he came to Nogales from
Fort Huachuca Army Base to learn to
fly. Although he has a multi-engine
rating and still flies occasionally, most
of his time is devoted to his engineer-
ing work (construction of Hawaii Loa
College) now that he is retired from the
Army.
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HAWAII'S AVIATRIX continued

Civilian flying was still prohibited
when Margurite returned to the islands
in 1946. She toock a job correcting
papers for USAFI (United States Armed
Forces Institute) classes offered to mili-
tary personnel at the University of
Hawaii.

While there, she convinced the school
that it should establish an aviation
ground school, “No matter how hard
they tried to kill general aviation in
Hawaii during those years, it never died
completely. Pilots still retained their in-
terest. I had 90 people show up for my
first ground school class.” Marguerite
said.

“I wasn’t planning to go back into
the business, but the pressures were so
great. We were swamped with appli-
cants wanting to learn to fly after the
war, and the GI Bill gave many boys
the opportunity to realize their goal.
So I opened my second school, the
Hawaiian School of Aeronautics.”

In 1952 Marguerite’s husband was
transferred to Germany, and she sold
her school, turning the hangars over
to the Territory with the proviso that
two hangars would always be reserved
for the use of general aviation,

“And that is the reason I have these
two hangars today,” Marguerite ex-
plained. “When we returned from Eu-
rope, I was just flying for pleasure.
Then I heard that Pacific Flight Service
and Hawaiian Aircraft Sales were going
out of business, and the state was plan-
ning to let the airlines take these build-
ings for their freight operations. I said,
‘Oh, no, you can’t! We’ve got to have
a place for general aviation planes!’
They said the only way I could have
them was to come out of retirement and
take over their management.

“So we got busy and cleaned the
hangars up; then we encouraged busi-
ness people to fill the space, and
helped them get started. Now everyone
is expanding. Panoramic Air Tours is
10 airplanes strong and going to move
to the south ramp. When they’re gone,
we’ll enlarge our flight school. Hono-
lulu Flyers started here with one plane,
and now they have expanded to four
planes and 40 members. Another club
has just started with Grumman Ameri-
can planes, and they already have 50
members.

“I like to encourage flying clubs.
What we have done here in Hawaii is
to train a lot of people and then leave
them without a place to fly. Hangar and
tiedown space are hard to come by, not
to mention the great expense of being
a private owner. If pilots rent, they
must pay high rates because they’re
competing with the training program.
Flying a light airplane is really the best
way of seeing our beautiful islands.
Pilots need a means of flying at a rea-
sonable cost.”

With all civilian flying on Oahu con-
centrated at Honolulu International,
general aviation is greatly hampered. In
a letter to the Hawaii state legislators,
Marguerite stressed the need for small

airports, or air parks so popular in
England and FEurope, to handle the
general aviation segment of student in-
struction and private flying.

“Our local problem,” she wrote,
“seems to be to separate the student in-
struction from the terminal airport for
safety and to promote the growth of
private flying, In order to do this, we
must have an airport available for this
use.”

Admitting that it takes a supreme
diplomat to cope with Hawaiian politics,
Marguerite refuses to let up on her
crusade for gemeral aviation. If no
general aviation airport is approved, she
will continue her Hawaii Country Club
of the Air at its Honolulu International
Airport location. In addition to providing
a home for flying clubs, offering air-
craft and hangar rentals, and providing
gas and oil, her FBO is FAA- and VA-
approved for flight training. In March
1974, she became the Hawaii distributor
for Grumman American airplanes and
since then has added five Trainers and
two Travelers to her expanding flight
schoal’s fleet, with more on order.

When the writer went up for a local
flight with Marguerite, a student pilot,
just returned from a lesson, asked to
come along. As we circled over Makapuu
Point watching the hang-gliders soar
along the sheer cliffs, I learned that the
student was an airman stationed at
nearby Hickam Air Force Base, and that
he’d gotten a job pumping gas on week-
ends at Marguerite’s flight school to help
defray the cost of his private pilot's
license.

It was a familiar story—I'd heard
others talk about the scholarship Mar-
guerite provides each year so that a
Civil Air Patro]l cadet can receive two
weeks’ flving instruction at the CAP
summer encampment and about her

personal “scholarships” to aid pilots
having financial difficulty achieving
ratings.

To show their appreciation for her
many contributions to general aviation,
the Aloha Chapter of the Ninety-Nines
planned a special event to honor Mar-
guerite. “It has to have been the best-
known secret since the attack on Pearl
Harbor,” remarked Jane Kelley, who was
recruited to portray Marguerite in a
series of skits based on highlights in
her aviation career.

As it happened, the secret was kept
only too well, for on the appointed
evening Marguerite had had a rough day
and decided to skip the “regular meet-
ing.” She was dragged there by her
husband, her protests abruptly stopping
when she saw the large banner across
the doorway: “This is Your Night, Mar-
guerite Gambo Wood!”

The appearance—front-row center—
of Jane Kelley’s voungest daughter,
Bitsy, peering out from under an over-
sized leather helmet and goggles as she
assumed the role of the budding aviatrix
circa 1936, replaced sentimental tears
with laughter.

Marguerite took the place of honor
and sat back to enjoy flying in the Wood
tradition, and a tribute well deserved. []




