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    FOREWORD 

Some may read this story with eyes full of prejudice or bias, that 
is to be expected, however, the facts I report are nonetheless true.  
If it were otherwise, I would have answer soon to my Creator as a 
prevaricator of truth.  I will not forfeit eternal life for such a cheap 
exchange.

This story is really not about me, but about things God has done. 
Some are rather astonishing experiences.  If you are annoyed by 
theological comments I have inserted, or if you have doubts about 
their accuracy, just check the Biblical references provided, and 
continue to read. 

If you are too busy to read this entire story, I suggest you scan 
the table of contents and select a chapter that is of greater 
interest.  You can always read the other stories later.   But if you 
skip all of them, you will lose a great blessing.

This account is intended to glorify God, not me, or any other 
person.  
If it were not for God’s intervention and protection I would be 
only a faint memory today, my bones bleaching in some unknown 
jungle. 

Robert Frost, the American poet, wrote the well-known words I 
have borrowed and incorporated into the book’s title: 

“Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—I chose the one less 
travelled by,--and that has made all the difference”.  

Which spiritual path will you choose to travel?  Each one will 
decide his or her eternal destiny by the road chosen.  Please make 
the right choice !
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“TWO ROADS DIVERGED IN A WOOD….”
       (Apologies to Robert Frost)

One day, around 1929, a tall man, by the last name of Hollenbaugh, carrying a handcase, 
knocked at the screen door of my Grandmother Gates’ farmhouse.

He courteously explained that he was in the area visiting farms and had some special 
books that he thought they might be interested in.  His books carried a spiritual message, 

some also had an emphasis on prophecy indicating what God says is 
coming on the world.

My Grandmother and her oldest daughter, Evelyn, were interested, 
they purchased a copy and began to read, going to the Scriptures to 
cross check statements they were reading.

These two ladies eventually became the first Seventh-day Adventists 
in the Gates family.  Their convictions were discussed in the family cir-
cle, leading other members to further study and make critical compar-
isons with Scripture. 

They were unwilling to listen to prevailing prejudice and criticism, 
nor even take the word of others, or good books, for truth. 

Like the New Testament Bereans, Scripture for them would set-
tle any issues.

I was born August 21, 1936, on the main floor bedroom in the old Heisey homestead 
just outside the city of Palmyra, Pennsylvania.

My Aunt Evelyn (Gates) Heisey helped the old Osteopath Doctor Lodge make the 
delivery. 

Unaware of the Biblical injunction to circumcise male babies on the 8th day, when mod-
ern science shows that the clotting mechanism peaks, he proceeded to do it immediately 
before leaving the house !   

Mr. Hollenbugh and wife

Chapter One
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Unfortunately, bleeding proceeded  at such a 
pace that it appeared that my life was seriously 
at risk.  Tension rose, and Aunt Evelyn excused 
herself and went to a private spot where she 
could pray. 

She shared with me the story just before she 
died.  Her prayer was for God to save my baby 
life IF I would become an influence to help oth-
ers get into Heaven.  If not, then she was willing 
to release the matter to God’s decision.  When 
she returned to the table, the bleeding had sud-

denly stopped.

It always astonishes me that my parents, who never finished high school, should have 
instilled in me and my sister Saundra, the firm plan to get a college education. It never oc-
curred to us that we would do otherwise. Most relatively uneducated people never hold up 
to their children such a goal.  

Today I understand what happened.  It wasn’t a question of getting ahead economically, 
or politically, but rather they had a deep rooted conviction that God had called us all to 
dedicate everything  to Him, and  to serve Him.  The most effective way to do that was to 
be well prepared.  

They may have been blue-collar working people, but they were determined to provide a 
full Christian education for their children.

The offspring of several of those who became Seventh-day Adventists became Pastors, 
Physicians, Nurses, and Teachers, helping others get ready to meet Jesus in peace.  This was 
a direct influence of the commitment of their parents to follow the Lord.

My parent’s decision for us involved Christian elementary school.  Of course they paid 
taxes to support the local public schools, but they were not satisfied with that.  They would 
pay extra tuition and bus fares to get us to a Christian school, where God’s Word was re-
spected and taught, along with all the other subjects required by the State.

The local Harrisburg, Penna. Adventist Church provided a 2-room, 2-teacher school 
through the 10th grade.  The library was a small closet, with a total of about 100 books, cov-
ering all age levels.  

My interest in reading came from home as Mother read constantly to my sister Saundra 
and me.  They also always purchased lots of character-building books from the Adventist 
Book Center.  We devoured everything brought home. 

Of the children in my Dad’s family, among the five boys, my Father was the only male 
who made a clear commitment to serve God at whatever cost.  The influence of that early 

Heisey Homestead
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decision will tell through eternity with souls in Heaven.  

One day, years later, while establishing a Church in the jungle town of Trinidad, Bolivia, 
I wrote Dad & Mother asking if they might be willing somehow to help us to buy a property 
for the first Center there.  Their response was to make a commitment to the Lord for that 
purpose.  As a  result it brought a great blessing to that town.

Dad approached his youngest brother 
Danny, who was executor of Granddad’s 
will, and asked if there would be any way 
he could withdraw his inheritance, even 
before my Grandmother’s death.

His share of the old farm, for which 
he had really slaved so many years, was, as 
I recall, about $9000 in 1961.  Not much, 
but there were 8 children among whom to 
divide the assets.

Dad and Mother sent a check to 
Bolivia which was turned over to the 
Mission/Conference Office, and used to 
buy a large building in the center of the 

jungle town of Trinidad.  

The building was modified for living quarters for 
our family, with a church on the lower floor, as well 
as a 60-student church school surrounding the open 
patio.

The first Adventist Church in Trinidad, 
Bolivia

The Elementary School marches in the pa-
rade for the National holiday, 6 of August.
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Well over 100 persons were initially bap-
tized in that Catholic town, and the first 
Adventist Church established since the 1600’s 
when the Jesuits first settled the place.  

Several years ago we revisited the town, now 
grown into a true and very busy city, only to dis-
cover that there were many Adventist churches 
divided into 3 pastoral districts with as many 
Pastors!   

Today an Adventist TV channel continues 
to spread to the darkest corner of the city the 
message of Jesus’ soon return.

I am looking forward to introducing my 
Dad and Mother to souls in Heaven that their 
sacrifice made possible.  Dad & Mom were not 
“getters” but “givers”.  

They early learned the principle of putting God first in their choices.  Their example has 
filtered down to inspire Meraldine and me to do the same.  I suggest you too consider the 
eternal impact of such priorities.

I finished the 10th grade at the Harrisburg Church School and then was accept-
ed by Shenandoah Valley Academy (SVA) for my junior year at that Christian boarding 
high-school.

Mother always kept alive her relationship with her early roots in the Shenandoah Valley.  
Initially she wanted to have a son, and send him to a military academy in the Valley.  This 
idea dimmed as her commitment to the Lord deepened.  

The Christian influence of SVA was what she now wanted, so I was happy to have pa-
rental support for leaving home for a boarding school.

My first year was busy.  My farming background got me a job on the Academy farms, to 
help defray tuition costs.  I loved operating the John Deere tractors. 

Paul Thompson and I were the only two students employed on the farm that year.  The 
manager did his best with the two of us, but we left the dairy work to other students.

A small part of the first congre-
gation in Trinidad.

The present new school building 
with a much larger enrollment! 
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My Senior year was full of activity.  I was 
elected by my classmates to be class pastor.  That 
seemed appropriate, since I felt called to ministry.  

The year 1954 was High School graduation, 
for all 27 of us! The entire student body was 
slightly over 100.  It was a comfortable number 
and encouraged a family atmosphere.

The nearest Adventist Senior College was 
located in Maryland, about half a mile from the 
District of Columbia: Washington Missionary 
College.

 I was accepted there to begin 4 years 
of theological undergraduate study, beginning the fall of 1954.

I was intimidated by the required, but feared, 2-years of Biblical 
Greek, which was unavoidable for all students of Theology.  

Somewhere I had developed an opinion that “an ounce of tal-
ent was offset by a pound of persistence”.

I didn’t believe I had the talent, but I could muster the per-
sistence.  I resolved the issue by determining that if neces-
sary I would repeat each year of Greek till I managed to pass 
satisfactorily.

I’m not proud of the “C” grade I received, but I managed to fin-
ish Greek in only two years, thus not delaying graduation!  Later 
I even studied more Greek on the graduate level at the Seminary.

One of my Seminary classmates in Greek was Desmond Ford, 
who would later become, in the Protestant world, a notable dis-
sident on Adventist doctrines.  My biblical languages professor 
seemed to favor Desmond in class because he seemed so compe-
tent in Greek.  

For those who read this and know something of Desmond’s history in being relieved 
of his ministerial credentials, it may come as a surprise to learn that, contrary to circulated 
reports, he was not “defrocked” by a jealous, embarrassed, and angry group of peers.

The church spent great amounts of time and money to dialogue with him about the fine 
points of his doctrinal contentions.  After all, he was a Professor of Theology at a senior 
college overseas.

Richard on John Deere at SVA farm

Richard at North Hall,
 College dorm, in 1955
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Church leaders ultimately decided to invite him to join them in a major effort to listen, 
discuss, and study his points with a large group of Biblical language specialists, seminary 
theologians and experienced Bible teachers, at Glacier View in Colorado. Nearly a week was 
set aside for the dialogue.

 
Cell phones didn’t exist then, so the quiet of this isolated refuge allowed everyone to 

concentrate on Desmond’s arguments.

The points and counterpoints discussed may seem esoteric to those not accustomed to 
such discussions and in-depth studies, but it was carried on for days in an environment of 
Christian courtesy.

Ultimately it was decided to cease paying Desmond’s salary from the tithe of Church 
members.  This meant his employment was terminated.  

It was unreasonable to pay him to teach ideas clearly contrary to the theological posi-
tion and understanding of his employing organization.  In addition it confused students, 
leaving them uncertain of their own position.

Nothing was done in haste, but slowly through study and prayer, careful listening and 
Christian dialogue.  

If you have heard reports to the contrary, I urge you to rethink things.  I know some-
thing about this matter.  Prejudice will never be overcome with reason, but a thoughtful 
Christian will investigate both sides before deciding an issue.

Today, my Greek New Testament is constantly consulted in daily personal Bible Study.  
Even the Septuagint Scriptures (Greek Old Testament)  used by Jesus & the Apostles, com-
prises, along with the authoritative Hebrew Scriptures my constant cross check of the King 
James Translation.

I cannot help but comment that I am frustrated to recognize that most Christians of 
all denominations choose Bible versions “because it speaks to me”.  Or they simply “like” it 
more.  

Not understanding the source issues and the negative influences on most modern 
translations, they often miss what God actually says to them !  This is particularly true in 
apparently contradictory texts.

I often ask inquirers “Why did Jesus lie to the thief on the cross?” This quickly raises 
eyebrows, leading to a deeper examination of what He actually said.

Jesus later stated that He did not go to Paradise at death on Friday. On Sunday morning 
He told Mary He “had not yet ascended” to His Father! 

(Paradise is defined in Revelation as where the tree of Life is located, by the Father’s 
throne. (Rev. 2:7; 22:1,2)  It is not some mystical other place)
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The resolution is simple.  The punctuation was added centuries after the text was written.  

“Verily I say unto you, today you will be with me…”    Or He might have said:  “Verily 
I say unto you today, you will be with me...”

There are so many reasons to “Study” the Bible, not just “Read” it.

The solution for non-Greek students is to obtain an interlinear Greek-English copy with 
translation under each word, but you must insist on one based on “The Majority Text”.  

All Bibles before 1880 were based on the “Majority Text” of nearly 5500 textual copies 
or fragments, not on the 3 “early”, rejected, texts that have been used principally for most 
modern translations.    Consequently the NIV, for example, leaves out hundreds of other-
wise acceptable verses !

With all its out-of-date wording, the King James Version relies on the 5500 witnesses, 
just like Luther’s Bible, and Wycliffe’s and many others before 1880.

Now you understand better why I am dedicated to helping people get ready for Heaven.  
That’s my priority. I can’t resist including some spiritual guidance in this otherwise secular 
document!

When I was about 10 years old I attended a special service at our local Church when a 
notable pioneer missionary to the Amazon River spoke.  

He and his wife had started a 
Medical Mission Launch program 
along the great Amazon River.  
They helped people who had no 
other medical resource, then, only 
after that, would they open God’s 
Word and teach them.

I was inspired and at that mo-
ment I decided that I too wanted 
to be a missionary to the jungles, 
and operate a medical launch 
among less fortunate peoples, be 
just like Pastor/Nurse Leo Halliwell.

That seed, deeply planted, had a 
great influence on subsequent events 
in my life.

After graduating from High School at SVA I spent part of my first year in College in a 
romantic haze, praying about, looking at, then dating, young ladies that I hoped might be 

A medical launch serving isolated 
people along the river
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suitable as a sweetheart and a life companion in missionary service.  Nothing suited.

Near the end of that first year, and by the old age of 18, I was about to conclude that I 
was destined to be a bachelor.

My sophomore year in college I was elected class pastor.  The college annual staff sched-
uled a photo session one evening in the Library. To my great surprise, a double number of 
officers appeared.

The college’s nursing students lived in a special dorm, and as sophomores, they too had 
elected officers, an unusual situation, so both sets of officers were summoned to the picture 
taking session.

As I was seated on the arm of a soft chair, waiting to be called to assemble for the 
class-officer picture, across the room I spotted a girl that absolutely caused my heart to beat 
faster.  

This had never happened before in all my life.  It was dramatic. I was captivated.  
Something inside me snapped.  I was normally timid around females, but for this one, I was 
ready to sacrifice my ego and timidity.

After the photo session I returned to the men’s dorm somewhat dazed. I didn’t even know 
her name.  I found a list of student photos and her name was under the photo:  Meraldine 
Dickerson. She was the nursing class officer I had seen across the room.

Even today, after 57 years of marriage, she claims that I am 
wrong when I insist that she returned my flirting glances that 
night.

Maybe so, but the truth doesn’t matter any longer.  She be-
came in due time my precious sweetheart and mother of our four 
children.

Together we committed ourselves to serve God and seek 
constantly to stay in the center of His will.  It has been a blessed 
journey.  

To any who contemplate marriage, remember this important advice:  Take God into 
your plans, don’t decide anything so serious as marriage without His leading and approval.  

If you don’t do this, you take the biggest, probably the worst, gamble of your life.  You 
risk happiness here and you also risk your eternal life.  Such a gamble is not worth it. Satan 
is always at hand to help you make the wrong decision.  

Let God lead in issues of romance, He won’t disappoint you.  He loves to make people 
happy.  Turn your will over to Him.  He will guide you to the right choice.  After all, Isn’t 
that what really matters?
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During the 4 years of undergraduate study, I frequently found myself visiting the nearby 
world headquarters of the Adventist Church.  I let them know that I was committed to a 
Mission Assignment in South America.  

I would go to the appropriate office at least once each year, sometimes more frequently, 
to remind them of my calling.

They always were courteous, patting me symbolically on the back and encouraging me 
to continue my studies and later get back in touch.  I would repeat this interaction again 
and again.  

I often wondered if the old leading men would get tired of my visits.  Sometimes they 
remembered me, sometimes not.  I wasn’t discouraged, remembering, persistence is worth 
more than talent!

WHEAT HARVEST IN THE MIDWEST

There was an old bachelor, an Adventist wheat farmer, at Enterprise, Kansas who ev-
ery year took two trucks and two combines south to Texas to follow the wheat harvest 
northward. 

Many farmers were glad to contract out the harvest itself to those who had equipment. 
The last fields to be harvested each year were in North Dakota.

When I discovered that he preferred to hire college students to help him operate equip-
ment, I was quick to make contact.  There would be no problem with Sabbath work, and 
when he responded positively, I was delighted.

Two friends, Jim Daddysman and Ray West discovered my plan and immediately 
begged me to see if they too could join the small party.  The old farmer, Ben Morelong, 
agreed to take all 

three of us.  We would earn a percentage of the profits.

I was an old farm boy, and felt quite at home in the field, the other two had a more urban 
background.  

Chapter Two
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We left for Kansas in my 1957 
Ford Victoria, a maroon and white 
hardtop convertible.  It was a classy 
car for a poor college student to own.

Before the days of interstate high-
ways, we had to drive longer hours 
before finally arriving at Ben’s Kansas 
wheat farm several days later.  

He received us graciously and in-
vited us to share his fare at a bachelor’s table, 
covered with old newspapers.  We grinned and 

sat down to eat.

That summer I would turn 20 while working in Nebraska.  First, 
however, we had to drive the two trucks, loaded with combines, from 
Kansas to our first contract in southern Oklahoma.  There were a lot of 
things to learn, and we were quickly introduced to the machinery, and 
their intricacies.

When 
we arrived in 
Nebraska, I con-
tacted a family 
member, Wayne 
Enyert, who had a 

large wheat farm. I explained who I was 
and what we could do with our team.  I 
mentioned the one condition that we 
would be unable to work on Saturday.  

With that Wayne terminated the 
conversation.  Understandably, he 
would NOT risk his year’s income with 
a group that wanted to obey the 4th com-
mandment !  At least I tried, but I had 
already guessed how he might respond.  
There is a price to obedience.  

It can sometimes be a “Cross”.  But 
those who follow Jesus must be pre-
pared to face loss, and discrimination, 
as He did for us.

No motel accommodations were 
ever available, so sleeping each night 
was an adventure.  

These combines we trucked throughout the
West to harvest wheat the summer of 1956.

Ben Morelong, the owner
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Once a farmer offered us an old chicken house, with 
only one double bed.  It fell my luck to sleep on the floor.  

Twice during the night I awoke to find a mouse crawl-
ing over me, once on my neck, another time on my arm.  
But I got reasonable rest, considering the weariness of a 
wheat harvester. Sometimes we just slept under the truck 
for protection from rain.

We lived a rustic life that summer, and I began to think 
how nice it would be to be married and have a nice house to live in, with a sweetheart to 
share my place of rest at night.  But that was just a dream for me.  College came first.

When we finished the harvest in Mandan, North Dakota, we found that the 5% of prof-
its was less than we had hoped for, but was better than nothing.  We each had about $300 
for college tuition.

We returned to college much wiser, but very little richer, however we had had an expe-
rience our classmates would never enjoy.

Upon my return from the wheat har-
vest, I felt honored to be chosen as the 
College Junior Class President.  When I 
finished my Senior year, in the summer 
of 1959, the smaller class again asked me 
to be its President.  It was a privilege to 
serve.
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PANDEMONIUM IN THE NURSERY

Before beginning my last year of college Meraldine and I were married on September 
1, 1957.  She just had obtained her B.S. in nursing, and we settled down to get me through 
what I expected would be my final academic college step. 

My final exams were just ahead when our firstborn son arrived about 20 months later. 
 
We named him David.  He appeared fine on the outside, but inside his little abdomen 

things were different.

After about 3 days he still refused to nurse or accept milk formula.  X-rays led to a deci-
sion to do an exploratory surgery.  

Meraldine had been hired as clinical instructor in surgical nursing at her alma mater.  
She knew which surgeon to choose, and Dr. Camalier was asked to 
undertake the very delicate task.

After hours of perspiration and working, Dr. Camalier report-
ed that he had found unformed sections of bowel which he had to 
excise, then he united the ends of the good parts.  The baby was 
returned to the nursery for postoperative monitoring.

Food passed satisfactorily for several days, then a full blockage 
occurred.  Once more Dr. Camalier opened the little abdomen to in-
vestigate.  He made some small changes and sewed the baby closed 
once more.

Several days later, the a third intestinal blockage repeated itself.  
Again the baby was opened, adjustments made, and the abdomen 
closed.  

Retention sutures were used. Retention sutures are huge loops on top of the skin, used 
to pull resisting wound edges together.  Poor baby David’s general nutrition was so poor at 
this point, that the retention sutures were simply pulling sideways through the skin, leaving 
a horrible scar potential.  

Even Meraldine had a postpartum complication.  She developed a deep vein thrombosis 
(clot).  This was really life-threatening, as part of the clot could break loose at any moment, 
get caught in her lungs, and quickly cause death.  She was put on absolute bed rest in a dif-
ferent hospital.

Chapter Three
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Meantime, I was shuttling between Children’s Hospital in Washington, D.C. where baby 
David was being cared for, and the Washington Adventist Sanitarium and Hospital where 
Meraldine lay.    Across the college campus, I was trying to prepare to pass final exams.  It 
was difficult to keep my attention on my studies, yet it was absolutely necessary.

Meraldine and I, as we prayed together for our firstborn, felt we needed to follow 
Scriptural counsel regarding the baby’s case.  The Apostle James, the Lord’s brother, gave 
believers the following counsel:

“Is any sick among you? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray 
over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord, and the prayer of faith shall 
save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up, and if he have committed sins, they shall be 
forgiven him.”  James 5: 14,15.

Now the baby had no understanding or sins to confess, but I did!
I was the one pleading with God for my child, and if I wanted Him to hear and answer, 

I would have to comply with the conditions.

Sometimes there are things a man needs to confess to his wife, but they are embarrass-
ing.  God makes no exception for such embarrassment.  Humility He accepts and wants this 
from His children.  

I set things in order with my wife, and with a clear conscience asked my major professor, 
Elder Leslie Hardinge, a Scotsman, to anoint baby David and ask God’s healing of the child.  

But there was one critical condition.  That condition is one we always must include in 
such special requests.  We must add:   “If it is your will”.  We must let God decide each case.  
Only He knows what is best for us.

We were preparing to be missionaries in a foreign, medically disadvantaged, land, and 
we could not go with an invalid baby.  We wanted our baby boy, but God would have the 
final word about his healing, which would affect our future (and, in turn, yours too!).

Dr. Camalier came to Meraldine’s bedside shortly after the last surgical effort to save our 
baby, and had a frank chat with her.  He treated her as a colleague since they both worked 
together.

“I can’t save your little boy”, he said.  “I have done everything possible, but I can’t create 
peristalsis”.   Peristalsis is the wave-like motion of the bowel that passes food along as it 
extracts nutrition for the body.

“Little David never has had peristalsis, and this is why the full intestinal blockage was 
always repeating.   I can’t create peristalsis”, he explained.  “He can’t live without it”.  It was 
devastating news. Tears came to her eyes.

When the physician had gone, Meraldine reached for God’s Word.  “Lord, do you have 
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any consolation, and encouragement for me?”  she prayed.  Her Bible fell open to Isaiah 42:8 
and there she read:

“I am the Lord, that is my name, and my glory will I not give to another, neither my 
praise to graven images.”

What did it mean?  Could God really be saying something to her? In less than 24 hours 
there was pandemonium in the nursery.  The nurses were excited.  

They listened with stethoscopes to baby David’s abdomen, and they could hear peristal-
sis !  Something unusual, contradicting medical possibilities, had happened !

God had given Meraldine indirect, advance notice, of His intentions regarding our baby.

Our hearts were overflowing with gratitude when we got the news of his miraculous 
change.  Within a few more days he and Meraldine were both discharged and returned 
home together.  

I passed final exams without difficulty.

Several weeks later Dr. Camalier spoke with Meraldine by phone.  “Take that baby back 
to Children’s Hospital and get more Xrays. If possible, I want to see what happened inside 

him”.

While she sat in the 
hall waiting for authoriza-
tion to take the baby home, 
the Xray Technician came 
down the hallway carry-
ing a dripping Xray.(Dry 
development was not yet 
invented).

Recognizing her, and violating medical ethics, he decided 
to show her the Xray right then.  “Look”, he said, “the right side 
of the intestines are on the right, the left are where they too be-
long.”!    This would not have been unusual, but for one thing.

“That can’t be”, replied Meraldine, “Dr. Camalier told me 
he never tried to correct their reversed mal-position to reduce 
trauma to the infant”.  

“Lady”, said the Technician, “God did it”.  And instantly Meraldine felt reproved, and she 

Four generations

Holding our just-healed firstborn.
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thanked her Lord for His wonderful mercies.

Today, David carries horrible scars where the retention sutures pulled out, but God left 
the outward signs that he might, when asked, be able to glorify His name.

His own story of God’s intervention in helping him in 74 countries to establish televi-
sion networks, some just streaming signals, aviation programs, and secondary boarding 
schools is told in his books Mission Pilot, with a sequel title Mission Miracles.  A third vol-
ume should be ready soon.

David has several specialties.  He is an ordained minister, a Registered Nurse, Licensed 
aviation mechanic, certified flight instrument instructor, has 2 Master’s degrees, one in 
computer science, the other an MBA-Master’s in Business Administration.

To whet your appetite to read what God has done, and is doing, in his ministry for oth-
ers, look at the following pictures:

In Guyana, Adventist believers come to 
meet the plane.

David & Becky with 2 natural and 3 
adopted children.

Carlos Gates (blue shirt) with 
Jaguar that ate their watchdog !
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NURSES DON’T ALWAYS UNDERSTAND
Our second son, Douglas, was born about 15 months after David.  As I recall, the nurses 

in charge of Labor & Delivery at the large Adventist Hospital were “old maids”.

They did not see any reason why a husband should be present at the birth of a child !  I 
had to keep my distance.  It was frustrating.

We thought maybe we would have a girl, but with delight we accepted our second son.  
He would later be distinguished, among other things, as a Specialist Physician who en-
couraged fathers to be present and under his supervision, assist with the delivery of their 
children!

The two boys would be companions as well as competitors in everything involved in 
growing up.

Six years later our little girl was born in Cochabamba, Bolivia.  Debbie would be the 
only girl among three brothers.

Debbie added that different influence that boys cannot bring to a home.  As an adult, 
she too, would follow her Mother’s example, and become an R. N., doing critical care nurs-
ing, and later, even humanitarian work among immigrants.

The day she was born, I waited patiently to be called to the delivery room to observe.  
Hunger finally drove me to slip out for just a few minutes, but thereby I missed her birth.  
What a disappointment for me after years of waiting for the opportunity.

Before we finished our decade of service in the Bolivian jungles, our youngest son, Don, 
was also born in Cochabamba.  He and Debbie enjoy a dual citizenship, a status recognized 
by the U.S. Government.

Don’s birth was the only one I was allowed to witness, so I felt somewhat repaid for 
many years of observational privation.

After long denying any interest in a medical profession, Don later  became a board-cer-
tified Emergency Room Physician, with training that combined an astonishing medical-re-
call memory.  It has made him a blessing to many.

He may not be remembered for winning the body-building title of “Mr. Teen Tennessee”, 
but he worked hard to obtain it, and our family won’t forget.

Chapter Four
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 JUMPING THROUGH THE HOOPS
After finishing those 4 years of college, I decided to make a “final” visit, to the old men 

at Church headquarters.   They asked me if I had been to the Seminary!  My reply was “no”.  
They said to enroll there, and then get back in touch!

During my Seminary experience I did something no other student  apparently did.  I 
went to the District of Columbia and enrolled in a night school teaching diesel mechanics!  

During the day I studied at the Seminary, then at night, I was in diesel school.   My goal 
was simple.  A medical launch captain needed to know how to repair and maintain diesel 
engines

My wife, recently graduated with a BS in nursing, had been invited by the college to be a 
clinical instructor in surgical nursing.  She would train rotating students during their final 
year.

She even trained me, and during my senior college year she dis-
covered an opening, and I was employed by the Adventist hospital.

I spent half days in Surgery as an instrument technician.  This 
turned out to be essential preparation for the medical launch work 
that I expected to do in South America. 

Preparation time was about over.  I obtained a Masters Degree in 
Systematic Theology from the Seminary, and once more made one 
of my now routine visits to the appointee’s office of the Adventist 
Mission Board at Headquarters.

The next question they asked me might have been discour-
aging.  It too received a negative answer.  “Do you have any ex-
perience as a Pastor?”—then---“Get some experience and get 
back in touch “!!!!

We had several invitations to Stateside pastoral assignments, now we had no choice but 
to accept one.  I backed the trailer into the yard to load furniture for a trip to Seattle where 
we would be assigned a district.

While I backed in the trailer, Meraldine came out of the apartment, checked the mail 
box, and matter-of-factly announced that there was a letter from the General Conference 

Chapter Five

Meraldine as a new RN 
graduate and clinical 
instructor in surgery
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Mission Board.   

I paused, and said, “read it”.  She did.

Then I simply pulled the trailer out of the yard and parked it.  It would NOT be going 
to Seattle.  

The letter contained an invitation to go to Bolivia’s 13,000 ft. highlands as Supervisor of 
Altiplano Mission Stations among the Quechua and Aymara Indians. 

The invitation was not the hoped for Mission Launch Captain, 
but we would be happy to accept.  South America here we come.

        
Whether you now recognize it or not, that was a pivotal mo-

ment for our family.  The bi-cultural environment so prevalent 
today in the Gates family began at that moment.  

We made a decision to use our educational advantages, will-
ing to leave this favored land, willing to help the underprivileged 
in other places, and now that has indelibly affected you and your 
attitudes. 

That well-known American poet, Robert Frost wrote:  “Two 
roads diverged in a wood and I,--- I took the one less travelled 
by,---and that has made all the difference”.  We certainly chose 
a less travelled 
one!

As we observe the effects that life in 
this country has had on many of our peers, 
with their struggle to climb the “ladder” of 
“success”, we recognize that we have been 
exceedingly blessed to have been delivered 
from that pressure--exceptionally blessed! 

God has more than repaid us for our 
willingness to lay down our lives for Him.  
We were willing to never see our stateside 
family again. Willing to die in a 
distant land, in search of souls for 
whom our Savior died.  That is 
God’s attitude.  We made it ours 
too.

A typical scene on the barren, cold, highlands of 
Bolivia at an Aymara Indian Church.

Meraldine and two 
Aymara Indian ladies.
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HIGH  IN ALTITUDE, LOW ON OXYGEN
At SVA, as an academy student, I took two years of Spanish from Helen Hambleton, 

who had been born in Lima, Peru.  Her father was a businessman there.  I am ashamed to 
admit that my last grade in her class was a “D”.  I barely passed.

Today I am actually fluent in Spanish.  I write, read and converse comfortably in that 
language.  Probably I’m the only one from my 1954 Spanish class that can do so.  God pays 
back with His blessing, when we dedicate our poor talents to His glory.

We arrived in Lima, Peru, a stopover on our way to Bolivia. Meraldine and I had two 
little baby boys to carry in our arms. Later two more children would be born in Bolivia, one 
of them, our only girl.  

Debbie’s Bolivian nationality would later be critical to saving the Adventist TV network 
there.  God always knows what is coming, and is prepared.  So He deals with each of us.  Just 
because we can’t discern what the future holds is no reason to distrust Him.

We landed at Bolivia’s 13,000 ft. high, five-mile-long runway five days after having 
reached Peru.  

The thin air contained so little oxygen that as the plane descended for landing, to pre-
pare the passengers, the cabin air began to be reduced to match the environment at the 
airport.  Our two little boys promptly fell “asleep”, in our arms, causing some alarm.

At the time we didn’t remember that reduced oxygen intake is part of the falling asleep 
process.  

Our own labored breathing and dizziness didn’t 
help us on our way through Immigration and 
Customs.  

There were several missionaries waiting to re-
ceive us.  They spoke to the Customs officials and we 
were promptly waved through the process without 
being quizzed and charged taxes on items in our pos-
session.  The respect and appreciation for Adventist 
missionaries was obvious.

That first night in the high altitude of the Capital 
city of La Paz is still fresh in our memory.  We were 
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Snow capped Illimani overlooking 
the Capital city of La Paz. 
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made guests in the home of one of the missionaries.  

About one in the morning we woke up with a splitting headache.  We were uncomfort-
able, couldn’t get back to sleep, yet we finally did. The following day was tiring.  We hadn’t 
rested well.

It was quickly arranged for us to rent a large house in the city.  This was expected to 
be our base for many months while we followed the Division policy of intensive language 
study.  No job assignment could be given till language study was completed.

While living in La Paz we received our first check from the South American Division.  
It instantly made us millionaires!  

It was a strange feeling to realize that each stateside dollar was exchanged for 12,000 
bolivianos.  $100 US meant one could have Bs.1,200,000, and thus be a “millionaire”.

The imposing house we rented had a wall surrounding it for safety from street thieves.  
A tall iron gate at the main entrance was always locked.  But there was also a lawn to be 
cared for.

One of the missionaries knew a man who needed work, so he was sent to us to mow our 
lawn.  He came carrying his “mower”.

in his pocket!

His “mower” consisted of the lid of a tin can.  He squatted in the lawn, grabbed a hand-
ful of grass with one hand, and with the other hand holding the lid of the can, he sawed off 
the grass!

We were dismayed, but had no way to solve the problem.  It was all part of the cultural 
shock we had been warned about.

 A CHANGING OF THE GUARD
About 5 weeks after arriving in La Paz, we received a visit from the Conference/Mission 

President, Pastor Charles Christiansen.

He wanted to “ask our opinion”.  

Chapter Seven
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The North American Farm Manager/Agronomist 
working at our boarding academy in Cochabamba, sever-
al hundred miles away, had been asked by Administration 
there to teach English in addition to all his other respon-
sibilities with the dairy and the agricultural needs.

The question put to us was, would we be willing, con-
trary to Division language-study policy, to relieve him 
and teach his English classes, beginning immediately?

One should learn as early as possible in one’s career, 
that such “inquiries” are tantamount to “orders”.  We ac-
cepted the assignment cheerfully!

We took an all day train trip through the mountains 
from La Paz to Cochabamba.  This was a relatively comfortable method of travel, particu-
larly when compared to covering the same route by “bus”.

New missionaries had to be treated gently to not scare them off.

Finally, about dusk, at a short whistle-stop in a small village named Vinto, just South of 
the city of Cochabamba, at a more comfortable 7000 ft. elevation, we grabbed our 2 boys, 
our bags, and jumped down from the rail car, to be greeted by George Burgdorff, who was 
there to meet us. 

No train station, just a few burros, some Indian women, 
and a gravel road. Our new responsi-
bilities were about to begin.  

We were assigned a partially fur-
nished 3-room apartment on the 
ground floor, at the south end of the 
boy’s dorm.  There was a table and 
chairs, a double bed, a bathroom, and 
possibly other amenities.

But our happiness was suddenly 
marred by a crippling attack of an 
orthopedic nature that resulted in 
agonizing spasms 
in my right leg 
and back.  It was 
so severe that it 

took nearly 30 minutes to walk to the bath-
room from the bed, which had become my 
sole place of residence.  

Mission President Charles 
Christensen & his family.

George Burgdorff, former 
Farm Manager, with wife 

Dorothy.
Seated in front of our new home. 

ArgentineDirector Jose Bernhardt at my 
elbow, and Bolivian Treasurer Federico 
Chuquimia and wife standing behind us.
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I didn’t think of taking an antispas-
modic for relief.  After days of suffer-
ing, I began to think that perhaps our 
missionary service was about to end, 
before it had really begun.

TRACTOR ROLLOVER
When I was 15 years old, at home on the farm, I had taken my Dad’s Farmall “A” tractor 

with a load of trash to a gully, when I made a very sharp turn on a hillside I caused it to 
overturn.

In an instant I leaped off the tractor on the downhill side, landed on my feet, which 
slipped, causing me to fall flat.  The tractor continued its downhill roll, pressed me into the 
ground, one wheel on one side of my body, the other wheel on the far side of my body, then 
rolled further down the hill and leaned against a tree.

As all this occurred, I cried to the only 
Helper I knew and He heard and protected 
me from serious injury.  My right foot was ap-
parently fractured, but I did not realize it, so I 
walked a quarter of a mile home.

Mother and Dad had no medical training, 
they simply inquired as to how I felt, I was reas-
suring, and therefore I never received any fur-
ther medical attention.

Years later I discovered by Xray the broken 
right foot that likely led to skeletal misalignment 
and the severe spasms I suffered at our boarding 

school in Vinto.  After several weeks the attack passed, and our first decade of missionary 
service began in earnest.

Chapter Eight
Boy’s Dorm--Our home on right end
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CALL OF THE WILD
Unable to really speak Spanish, I became the English teacher for the senior class for 

about 7 months.  If I couldn’t speak their language, they would have to learn to speak mine.  
As a result, we spent some interesting class time together.

One of the goals I soon developed for them, was honesty.  Exam times were usually an 
opportunity to copy answers from others.  One of the students who most offended, later 
became a Pastor and worked in several countries.  I trust he learned honesty, if he did not 
learn English, in my classroom.

Our call to mission service was described as “Mission Station Supervisor” for the 13,000 
ft.high altiplano around Lake Titicaca.  This is where Adventist schools and churches were 
first established in the country.  This was well before the government became interested in 
public schools for its citizens.

In a “visit” from the Mission/Conference President, shortly after arriving in Bolivia, it 
was tactfully revealed that an experienced Bolivian Pastor had already been assigned our 
job!  

Then we were asked if we would be interested in going to the jungles to pioneer work in 
villages where no Adventist church existed. 

Jungle rivers, and jungle wildlife would be everywhere, but if we could not work on a 
Medical Launch on the river, at least we could be close to one !  We were delighted.  

Chapter Nine
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EDUCATING THE G.I. TRACT
Several times before the school year was over, and my English classes terminated, the 

Mission President and I boarded a DC-3 plane and flew over the hump into the tropics, to 
the dirt street village of Trinidad, looking for a central location and Church property that 
would become our home for the next few years.

It was while being offered lettuce there at a “restaurant” that I questioned the wisdom of 
eating such unwashed things.  The President reassured me, so I decided to risk it all.  

Diarrhea was always the result of my ingesting bacteria unfamiliar to my GI tract, but 
after a few trips to the jungles, it ceased, and I had relative immunity.  

We practiced this pragmatic “medical” technique with our children later, and it always 
worked.  Exposure to non-life-threatening bacteria leads to resistance.  This is why “old 
hands” seem to have special toughness in a foreign environment.  Over-protection produc-
es the very opposite of its desired effect.

During the nearly 10 years we lived in that jungle environment,
we moved in stages so far into the jungles that I like to say we would be coming out the 

other side had we penetrated farther.   

Never did we serve a morsel of meat on our table.  Our health, and 
that of the children was excellent, and we obtained all the nutrition and 
protein needed from plant sources, which is the original diet.  

After all, did God put a slaughterhouse in the 
Garden of Eden?  

Always allow the manufacturer to prescribe the 
best fuel for the machine.

This explains, in part, why thousands of 
Adventists have been shown in U.S. govern-
ment-sponsored studies to live an average of sev-
en years longer, and be freer of disease, than their 
fellow Americans.  For me, slow suicide by diet is 
really not an option!

Chapter Ten
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Happy jungle buddies!
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ON THE WAY AT LAST
When the school year closed at our board-

ing academy in Vinto, we boarded a DC-3 for 
Trinidad, Bolivia.  The dirt streets were traveled 
mostly by ox-carts, and pedestrians, but there 
were also about 5 motorized Jeeps and one or 
two old trucks to watch out for.

The first building used as a church and also  
living quarters In Trinidad, Bolivia, then still a 
quiet, dirt-street, town.

Few houses had running water, and no 
electricity existed till about dusk every eve-
ning.  As the evening progressed, and people 
turned on their light bulbs, voltage began to 
drop precipitously.  Lights went out at mid-

Chapter Eleven

David & Doug show off relative sizes of a chicken’s  versus a  local 
Rhea’s egg ! (The Rhea is a So. Am bird similar to the ostrich) 

The first building used as a church 
and also  living quarters In Trinidad, 
Bolivia, then still a quiet, dirt-street, 

town.
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night, when the municipal generator was turned off. 

If we wanted to have florescent lights, or show slides for evangelism, we needed to buy, 
or have someone build, a voltage transformer with a variable switch that would increase the 
voltage in steps, as the evening progressed, and we turned it up manually.

During a baptismal visit from the Bolivian Mission 
President, Bert Elkins, something occurred that caused a 
positive kind of anxiety. 

When he left, he forgot some small notes.  One con-
tained a list of things to put on the agenda at the next ad-
ministrative board meeting.  It contained the following en-
try:  “Present Richard Gates’ name as a candidate for ordina-
tion to the ministry”.

When I cleaned up the room where he had stayed, I 
found this list, and when I read my name, and the comment 
associated with it, my heart beat a bit faster.  Of course I 
wanted to have the confirmation of God’s church that they 
agreed that I had been called to minister.

The service would not confer any special sanctity, or virtue, but it would allow me to 
perform weddings, baptize, and added the witness of God’s people as an evidence of my call 
to be a spiritual leader.

Just before our first furlough home to the States, at the end of 1963, I was ordained 
at a large workers meeting at our school in Vinto, on the outskirts of the large city of 
Cochabamba.  

It was a thrill for us. Meraldine was 
on the platform with me, and was con-
sidered to be part of the ministry team, 
as I was ordained.  Mission, Union, as 
well as Division representatives were 
present.

Pastor Bert Elkins baptizes 
my candidates

My ordination photo --1963
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INTERACTING WITH OTHER MISSIONARIES

During the nearly four years I interned as Pastor of the Trinidad church, I formed many 
friendships with people in the town.  One memorable one was with the North American 
Pastor of the local Pentacostal Church.

John (everyone called him ‘Juanito’) Anderson had been reared in those jungles by par-
ents who lived in a nearby Indian village, 

dedicating many years to civilizing the entire tribe.  He had grown up there, and was 
thoroughly tri-cultural himself.

In a friendly way he was always annoyed with me.  Earlier he had dispatched one of his 
elders to attend our evangelistic series in the local theater to discover what errors we might 
be teaching.  Many of his congregation were regularly attending our meetings.

The elder listened, reported back to him, and then ultimately declared that he was con-
vinced we were right, and joined our fellowship by baptism.  For many years he was a leader 
in that Adventist congregation.

One day Juanito and I were visiting after an encounter on the street, and he was telling 
me about his childhood experiences with the Indian tribe.  He said that one of the first 
things they had to teach the Indians, was NOT to eat bats!   Indians consumed all kinds of 
repulsive creatures.  

My unspoken impulse was to remind him of his typical Protestant position on the mat-
ter.  Simply thank God and eat anything set before you !   I resisted the thought, and said 
nothing.  After all, why not eat a bat, if one is thankful for it?  

I did not point out that the Biblical standard of clean and unclean animals existed in 
Noah’s time. (Genesis 7:2) It was not a Jewish ritual, it existed many centuries before a Jew 
walked the earth.  

God wants us to be healthy and happy, enjoying long life, but we choose what we will 
believe and what we will do.  Consequences always follow.  “Whatsoever a man sows, that 
will he also reap.”

Juanito’s mother was an old retired missionary, with many years of experience in the 
jungles.  She was living with him when she was diagnosed with cancer.  She decided to re-
turn to California to seek the best medical treatment.

Chapter Twelve
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I understood her quiet hostility to Adventists, but I was surprised when I learned to 
whom she turned for help in her last days.  She placed herself in the hands of Seventh-day 
Adventists at one of our hospitals in Southern California.

Juanito came to my house on several occasions to ask me to help him communicate with 
his dying Mother.  He knew I was an Amateur Radio operator and had equipment and a 
good antenna.  

It was my privilege to assist him, and before she died she was able to speak with him by 
radio and phone patch directly from LA to the Bolivian jungles.  Satellite phone service was 
yet unheard of.

God loves, and will use, everyone, but He seeks to win their fullest allegiance by what-
ever means is available.  It was a pleasure to be an instrument in God’s hands to help the 
Andersons in their crisis.

FLYING THE ‘HUMP’ IN OLD BOMBERS
Fresh vegetables arrived every 

day or two, by DC-3, or in modified 
WWII B-17, or B-27 bombers, from 
La Paz, 500 miles over the mountains 
to the west.

 
This was NOT true for other 

smaller villages scattered over the 
jungles.  We were to learn this by 
hard experience in later years.

In the early 1960s, infrequently 
Meraldine and the boys would ac-
company me by plane to civilization 

in the large capital city of La Paz.  If we could ob-
tain seats on the commercial line, (the now bank-
rupt, LAB: Lloyd Aereo Boliviano) that was pre-
ferred, but often our return to the jungles would 
be in a WWII,  4-engine B-17 or B-27 bomber.  

Chapter Thirteen
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Seating was on an old plank, without a seatbelt. Flying over the hump at 25,000 ft. with-
out oxygen, in an unpressurized cabin was routine.  

If the flight was in the early morning, from the jungles to La Paz, then the cargo was 
freshly killed beef, with sides of it thrown on the floor, and blood running down between 
the feet of the passengers.  

It was a wonderful relief to find a “seat” (space) on any plane and competition for them 
was constant.  I think the pilots pocketed the revenue from the paying passengers.

In all the years we flew in and 
out in under such risky condi-
tions, the Divine hand was always 
under and with us, and we never 
suffered an accident or a near one.  
But many of these old modified 
bomber aircraft did eventually 
crash and never flew again.

Not all B-27 passengers 
had a seat!

 

At least Meraldine and 
boys had a seat on this 

B-17 bomber

I stand with arms crossed looking at 
our mission jeep before leaving on 

the B-17 for La Paz.
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A TEAM BEGINS TO FORM
We had not lived long in the village of Trinidad, when we were advised that a young 

family of Bolivians would join us as part of a team to do evangelism there. 
 
The husband had just finished his theological studies at the Senior Adventist College of 

Puiggari, in Argentina.  With his wife and one child, Anita, they would need us to care for 
them till they could find a place to live. 

We saw them descend the wooden ladder from the DC-3 after land-
ing in Trinidad.  Like me, he was a ministerial intern, and ready to begin 
a life of service to others. Neither of us was ordained, but looking for-
ward to it.

As I got to know Jose Amasias Justiniano, I said to my wife, “keep 
your eyes on this young man, he is likely to become the first national 
(Bolivian) president of the Adventist mission in this country.”  Till then, 
all had been foreigners, largely North Americans.

Amasias (we called him by his second name) indeed became the first 
Bolivian Mission President, then he became the first Bolivian Union 
President, and finally, till he retired, was the Division Evangelist for all 
Spanish-speaking countries.

A son Sammy, born later, became a Cardiologist, and Anita is, in 2014, the wife of the 
Senior Pastor of the Loma Linda Church on the campus of the Medical School near Los 
Angeles, California.

Amasias retired some years ago, but died of a cardiac problem while under the finest 
care son Sammy could provide his Dad !

Once while we worked with Amasias and his family in another jungle village, he and his 
wife told us they were willing to sell every thing they owned, to continue evangelism in the 
jungles, if there were no more funds available from the Mission budget.

That kind of dedication to soul winning has inspired us to be generous too.  That is the 
spirit God requires of His children.

Chapter Fourteen
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BLIND THIEVES
I had a very large reel to reel, electric, tape recorder.  It was old, but it worked, and we 

always used it to play sacred music before beginning our church services.  

One day the recorder refused to play.  I was stymied.  There were no repair shops for 
such things in the town!  What should I do?  

I remembered a friend who was the employee of the Airlines that made several weekly 
flights in from the Capital.  He maintained their radios for ground to air communications 
with approaching aircraft.  Maybe he could help me.

I found him and he agreed to do what he could to repair it.  “Just put it on the table 
there”, he said.  I hoisted the big box up and put it where he indicated.

Now the Mission Office had recently sent me an unexpected notice of a small financial 
gift.  They would pay a reasonable fee to play once a week the “Voice of Prophecy” on a local 
AM radio station.

I was thrilled.  Large reels of tape were shipped by air to me. Everything was ready, but 
a severe problem blocked the plan.

The owner of the radio station was a dedicated Catholic gentleman, and he made it very 
clear to me that he would NOT accept the Voice of Prophecy programming.  There would 
be no Adventist preaching using his facilities.  Everything was at a standstill.

Several weeks passed, and I went to look for “Lucho”, the radio technician who had my 
tape recorder.

Then he told me an astonishing tale.  Someone had broken into his house and stolen 
every radio in sight.  They even fished out from under his bed a tape recorder and it too was 
gone.  My heart fell.

I waited to hear the worst, but Lucho added:  “Your tape recorder was in plain sight, but 
for some reason they never saw it”.   “There it is, it is repaired and works well.  Take it home”.

I praised the Lord as I carried it back to the church.  

Then something astonishing happened.  

A few days later I was walking down the sidewalk when I saw the radio station owner on 

Chapter  Fifteen
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the opposite side of the street, he was coming toward me.  He motioned me to come to him.

“I’ve changed my mind”  he said, “you may put your radio program on my station, but 
under one condition only”  “You have to provide a tape recorder, I don’t own one”!

Every Sunday morning it was my privilege to carry the heavy recorder to the station 
and listen to those wonderful words coming over the speakers and out into the town, and to 
jungle villages miles away:  “Lift up the trumpet, and loud let it ring, Jesus is coming again”!!!  

Only a God in Heaven could make thieves blind, in order to save souls for whom Jesus 
died.  Thank you Lord, you are wonderful.

The story of “Blind Thieves” was printed on the front page of the Review and Herald 
church paper about 1964.

A Machine Gunner Fires At Me
Something bothered me immensely in Trinidad.  Nearly every day I would see a small 

Cessna aircraft fly overhead to one of the  distant villages located around Trinidad.  

The plane was operated by a local priest who flew Church missions for the Catholic 
Bishop who also lived in Trinidad.  

Why couldn’t Adventists take their special message too by air?  This question annoyed 
me for several years.

About that time, the General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists yielded to persua-
sion by the South American Division President, James J. Aitken, himself a pilot, to allow his 
Division to officially initiate a flight program in the Peruvian jungles.

When permission was finally granted, Clyde Peters, a very experienced fixed wing and 
helicopter pilot, was chosen to be the first SDA pilot officially authorized to fly for the 
church.  

This program established the flagship, first SDA airbase, on Lake Yarinacocha, in the 
Peruvian jungles.   I did not know then that many years later I would be called by the 
Church to be the chief pilot at that very place.  Meanwhile I was distressed by my own non-
flight limitations in the Bolivian jungles.

Chapter Sixteen
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I was determined to leave no stone unturned in my effort to get an aviation program 
started in the jungles.

Our secondary boarding high school at Vinto received an exciting notice one day.  The 
Vice President of the country, Rene Barrientos, was offering to be present at the upcoming 
graduation and hand out diplomas to those finishing their studies.

Graduation was only a few days away, so plans were quickly laid to accept his offer, and 
serve a meal to him and his party, in the Director’s home, immediately afterward.   I was 
delighted to be invited to be present.

I resolved to ask him for help in the vision I had 
for the tropics. I intended to ask him for aviation 
gas to assist us when we made humanitarian flights. 

He was very gracious. At the meal we talked at 
some length about the plan, and he suggested I go 
immediately to the Capital of La Paz and contact 
the Department of Health, using his name as a con-
tact reference.  

I left the next morning for La Paz.  What I did 
not realize was that Vice President Barrientos had 
used our graduation activities to disguise his impending attempt to overthrow the govern-
ment.  He wanted to be President!  He was “innocently” travelling and helping Bolivian 
citizens, hoping not to be suspected of treason.

When I arrived in La Paz the next morning the Mission President advised me of an 
Administrative Committee scheduled to study some important points, and he invited me to 
join them. I accepted, and thereby postponed my visit to the Department of Health.

We had just begun our board meeting when someone rushed in to tell us that soldiers 
had just set up a mortar right outside the office!

Within a few minutes we heard the sound of firing from low flying P-38 aircraft.  These 
WWII fighter planes, even if then obsolete, were still fearsome and deadly.

There was a hillside with a view of the city not far from the Mission office.  Military 
forces loyal to the President occupied the hillside and it was there the P-38s directed their 
fire and bombs.

Our tranquil board meeting had come to a sudden end.

I peered out a window toward the hillside that was coming under attack, just then plane 
dove toward our office, pointing its machine guns right at me. 

A second later the pilot pressed the trigger and began to spray the hillside with bullets.  I 
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trembled how close the decision to fire was to death and destruction for us.  But we suffered 
no damage.

The Mission Treasurer, Karl Bahr, later to become Assistant Treasurer of the General 
Conference in Washington, called me suddenly to his office.  He handed me a set of car 
keys.

“Dick, go downstairs and take my car a few blocks to the house and put it behind the 
walls in the garage area.”  

Obediently, I agreed and went immediately down to the street.
The mortar by the office had been fired at the hillside, but it had been moved away 

again. No soldiers were in sight.

I approached the car, began to put the keys in the door, when, on the hillside, a machine 
gunner spotted me and opened fire!

It is not the shells one hears going by that threaten, they have already missed their tar-
get.  I heard several large bullets whistling by my ear.  That was all I needed.  I rushed back 
in the building,and returned the keys.  The car would wait calmer moments.

Thank you God for putting your protecting hand over me.

Several hours later a man in a heavy overcoat, with the collar pulled up around his ears 
came hurriedly into the Mission office.

“Please let me stay here.  The revolution is in progress and I know what we did to them 
when we took over, and they will assassinate me quickly if they discover me.  Please let me 
hide here”!

The Mission Administrators went into a quick conference.  A Christian couldn’t turn 
the poor man out to be killed.  For the moment, he could stay.

A few hours later things seemed calmer, and we all resolved to try to get to the Mission 
homes several blocks away.  The man hiding with us came along.  We made it without 
incident.

A short time later we saw soldiers going from door to door across the street, looking for 
hiding enemies of the revolution.  We prayed, “Please God, don’t let them come here”.    

We could have been charged with conspiracy, as well as with an anti-government atti-
tude should our visitor be found under our care.   The curtains were pulled shut.  Doors 
locked.

The missionary wife decided where to put visitors.  I had been staying in a bedroom 
just off the dining area.  The man hiding from the soldiers was assigned to sleep in the same 
room with me!
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I knelt to pray, and then climbed into bed, wondering what I would do should soldiers 
come to the house.  I too would probably be harassed, and interrogated as a conspirator.  
What would I say, what could I do?

The night seemed to pass quickly as I slept well.  The next morning a plan was discussed 
with the visitor to get him outside the city.  

Ernesto Lorini, the man who always had a solution for problems, and worked tirelessly 
for the Mission, would take the mission Van and drive the fleeing man to a remote place 
outside city limits.

The day before, Ernesto had gone out of curiosity, only hours after trouble started, to 
the presidential palace, to see what was happening. This was probably the most dangerous 
place in the city.  

As he looked around, suddenly an old Indian lady rushed out of a nearby doorway 
screaming epithets at a fleeing politician.  A soldier stepped out onto the sidewalk and 
quickly shot the poor woman with a high powered rifle.  She fell dying, but no one ap-
proached to help her.  Death threatened anyone who moved.

Ernesto decided to return home before he too became a victim of the insanity.  As 
he moved cautiously, he saw a paper on the street that seemed to be covering something.  
Again his curiosity overcame better judgment, and he raised the paper to look.  Underneath 
were the brains of someone who had been summarily executed hours earlier.  Human blood 
still flowed along the curbs.

Now, Ernesto didn’t want to transport the fleeing man alone.  He really wanted a North 
American along for the help and the prestige it might provide if stopped.  I was “elected” to 
be his companion!

The three of us left in the Van.  Our  “visitor” slunk down in the back as far as possible 
to not be easily recognized.  I don’t think any of us ever knew what government post he 
represented.

We made our way through city streets, taking back ones whenever possible.  Finally 
making it up and down hills to the remote destination we had in mind.  Our passenger ex-
ited quickly, thanking us for our merciful help, and we saw him no more.

We returned to the Mission Compound without being stopped.  A short time later we 
were told that all roads leading out of the city were blocked, as the search continued for 
“enemies” of the revolution.  Air Force General, Rene Barrientos, had become Bolivia’s new 
President ! -- No aviation gas was ever provided!

Human cruelty abounds all over the planet.  Angels stand amazed at our inhumanity to 
each other.  Someday soon it will all be over.
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AN OFFER WE COULDN’T REFUSE
One day in 1963 I was advised that a local air taxi pilot had suffered an accident with a 

very expensive and specialized aircraft.  It was one usually used by missionaries to land on 
postage stamp sized airstrips.  

At that time they were highly priced at $ 50,000. His airplane, a Helio-Courier, could be 
bought for $3,000!  It was an “as is” offer. We would have to retrieve it from a cattle ranch 
where it had a broken landing gear, and a bent propeller.

But where would we get $ 3,000?  To poor missionaries that is an impossible sum.  They 
have only one choice:--- turn to their Heavenly Father for help. And so we did, and He an-
swered in an amazing way.

In California an Adventist physician went to the beach to swim with his son.  They 
were alone, when an undercurrent separated them and began to carry them far out into the 
ocean.

Both were nearing exhaustion, and ready to give up the fight, when the Doctor pleaded 
with God to save them.  He promised God if given life, he would prioritize His work, in-
stead of accumulating funds for retirement.

Suddenly the physician found himself lying on the dry beach.
He looked for his son, and way down the beach he too lay, recovering from near 

exhaustion.  

They embraced, went home and began to look at financial resources.  Stocks, bonds, 
and investment certificates were collected from a bank vault, and cashed in.

The resulting funds, exact-
ly $3,000, were sent to the Bolivia 
Mission arriving at precisely the 
right time to make the purchase of 
the plane.  God has His own way to 
save souls and get funds to cover the 
needs of His children.

Clyde Peters came from the air-
base in Peru to Bolivia to pick up 
the aircraft, he brought along the 
propeller from his own missionary 
Helio-Courier. 
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Together we flew in a local air taxi to 
the ranch, installed the borrowed pro-
peller, patched up the landing gear, and 
rescued the plane. Clyde later flew it to 
Trinidad, later on to Peru. 

Clyde was a sky diver and brought his 
parachute with him.  He told me he would 
bail out if the engine quit on the way to 
Peru.  But he didn’t need it!

During the few days Clyde was with us in 
Trinidad, he offered to make a parachute jump 
to entertain the populace.  No one in that vil-
lage had ever seen a man fall from a plane and 
land with a parachute.  It would be an astound-
ing event, and everyone was expected to hur-
ry to the airport to see what would happen to 
him.

At precisely the moment planned for the 
jump, some political people rallied the populace 
to make a demonstration before one of the gov-
ernment offices.   

I was distressed by the apparent conflict, and as organizer of the airport event, decided 
to hire a motorcyclist to go behind the crowd and tell them to hurry to the airport to see 
Clyde’s jump.  

The ploy worked perfectly, the crowd dissipated quickly, the mob protest failed and 
everyone streamed on foot to the airport!

Several shirts were laid out on the 
ground, an air taxi operator volunteered 
his plane for the trip to altitude, and Clyde 
descended in front of everyone, landing 
precisely on the marked out spot.  

Replacing the gear on the Helio.

Doug & David roll a barrel of gas to 
the plane that took Clyde up for his 

parachute jump.

Testing the engine 
on the Helio
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The people were enchanted, and for weeks afterward one could see little boys making 
parachutes and tossing them into the air, many attempts failing when the little chutes got 
caught in trees or wires.

In Peru the Helio-Courier was discov-
ered to have too much corrosion in the 
wings, so it was sold to the Wycliffe Bible 
Translators to be used for teaching their 
mechanics in North Carolina.  

But we had made our point about mis-
sion aviation! 

We had just finished our first 3+ years 
in Bolivia when policy was changed to al-
low early furloughs.  We were provided 
tickets to fly home for 3 months.  I would 

be expected to attend 5 campmeetings to 
report on missionary work overseas, but it 
still sounded to us like a wonderful vacation.

One idea was prominent in my mind.  I needed an airplane !  As I talked at campmeet-
ings about God’s Work in the jungles, the need to reach more villages always surfaced.  An 
airplane was indispensable to the plan.  

Gradually a plan took shape, and much to my delight, a Captain with American Airlines, 
my former roommate at SVA, Verne Hiett, sent me $2000 to apply on the purchase of a 
small aircraft for flight lessons. 

In early 1964 prices were considerably 
different than today.  I found a 2-place 
Cessna 140, taildragger, with hundreds of 
hours of service still left on the engine be-
fore a complete overhaul would be legally 
required.  I agreed to pay $2600 for it.  It had 
a black and white paint design. 

I borrowed $600 and with the $2000 re-
ceived from Verne Hiett, 

I now owned my first aircraft.  The plane 
was located in south Texas, so I began to take 
flight lessons at the Corpus Christi airport.  
My overall goal was to meet certain restrictive require-
ments set out by the Church’s aviation committee.  

Clyde and me by the rescued plane

My 2-place Cessna 140 
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Safety, not merely a license, was the motivating factor behind the rules.  I would not 
only have to obtain a pilot’s license, but have an absolute minimum of 200 hours experience, 
to include an instrument rating.  It is the instrument qualifications that separate the men 
from the boys in aviation.

The instrument rating was the one 
of the hardest obstacles I had to face. I 
accomplished it under the stress of lim-
ited furlough time.   I relied again on 
persistence rather than talent.  

The Cessna 140 was later sold and 
the funds applied to a 4-place Cessna 
170B, tail dragger, with metal wings, 
which was a later model.  My experience 
had been only in tail draggers, not tricy-
cles. Interestingly, a pilot can’t go from 
a tricycle-geared plane to a tail dragger 
without special training.  

I simultaneously began paperwork to obtain of-
ficial authorization from the Church to operate an 
aircraft in the Bolivian jungles.   Permission was 
eventually granted, subject to complying with the 
established restrictions, thus becoming the second 
such Adventist program in the world field.

The 4-place Cessna 170B, like new, 
ready for service.

Uncle Darwin and Aunt 
Evelyn Heisey were substantial 

contributors, along with my 
parents, to the purchase of the 
Cessna 170B taken to Bolivia.
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LEARNING WHAT SERVICE MEANS
Official permission to operate a missionary aircraft meant also that funds would be 

provided for its operation.  This was an important part of the paperwork process.  

I would almost never see the promised, subsidized help.  The problem was a huge debt 
the Bolivia Mission/Conference owed to the superior organization, the Inca Union, located 
in Lima, Peru.

Whenever monthly funds were sent from the South American Division headquarters, 
through regular channels for my operation, the Inca Union simply confiscated them, and 
Bolivia never saw them…my aviation funds went on the Bolivian Mission debt!  

Once the Cessna 170B was paid for, I voluntarily transferred the ownership to my em-
ploying organization.  They now owned the aircraft.  

The Union, left out of the decision making process, apparently thought that Pastor Gates 
would also have to figure out a way to operate the plane he had just given to the Church!  

Since the Union had not been consulted about the plan, but included only the higher 
organizations, they felt ignored, so the decision to withhold funds was not the kindest one

The Union’s attitude clearly complicated the operation.  Only once in 5 years did I re-
ceive sufficient cash to buy one barrel of engine oil.  The Union did pay the plane’s insur-
ance from the aviation subsidy, but the balance of the funds was confiscated and applied to 
the Bolivia Mission’s debt.

Learning to fly in Corpus Christi was sometimes traumatic, sometimes easy.  The last 
landing and go around before being authorized to solo, I looked down at the end of the run-
way, and saw for the first time, of all things---a cemetery!    Was this symbolic of my future?

Upon landing, the instructor got out, and said I should make the next takeoff and land-
ing alone.  It was a moment of thrill, and of terror.  He closed the door, and backed away, I 
bowed my head and prayed a prayer asking God to always guide my flights.

I pushed the throttle to the firewall, and roared down the runway alone.  Would God 
continue to be with me?  I prayed for His presence that day, and for the many expected 
future takeoffs and landings.  However, I was yet to face a crisis that nearly turned me com-
pletely away from aviation.  

Chapter Eighteen
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GOD TESTS MY WILLINGNESS
My earlier medical launch plans were not God’s plans for me.  

In Spanish one says:  “El hombre propone, pero Dios dispone”.  That is, man makes his 
plans but it is God that overrules them.

After soloing enough to feel somewhat confident, I phoned Meraldine who was waiting 
on me in Washington, DC.  I would leave shortly and join her and the boys.  

The departure airport was a small county one, in south Texas, not far from the Mexican 
border.  My flight plans were well made, but my self-confidence did not match the plan.

  
At that time I was not an instrument-rated pilot, and did NOT trust my instruments.  

I determined that I would rely instead on what my eyes told me when I looked out the 
window.  

I would use instead the “iron compass”, that is, I would follow the railroad tracks to 
Washington, DC!!

At takeoff, I had reasonable daylight left.  I would land at dusk, get a motel, and eventu-
ally I would arrive at my destination.  

After takeoff I began to climb for altitude, I nervously fiddled with my trim adjustment, 
power setting, and a number of other things.

After flying about 10 minutes I discovered I hadn’t released my takeoff flap settings.  
This was a rank novice error.  Now I adjusted them for faster flight.  

Flying on, I kept climbing for another 15 or 20 minutes.  Finally, I noticed for the first 
time that my heading was questionable.  

I hadn’t till then noticed my compass—another “nervous novice” error.  The setting 
sun was shining directly in my face.  I was going due west, toward California, not northeast 
toward Washington!

Now I faced a decision that I had not counted on.  Time had been wasted, and I couldn’t 
get to my planned destination by dusk. I was unwilling yet to do any night flying. 

I would have to return to my departure runway.  Then I could start for Washington the 
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next morning.  So I did an about-face, 180 degrees, and headed back to the starting point.

When I arrived for landing the nearby palm tree branches were standing out at 90 de-
grees from the trunk.  There was a very, very stiff cross wind and I would have to land in it.  
What would I do?  I couldn’t yet cope with such complications.  Yet I had to land!

The first approach and power reduction caused a near fatal wreck, I added power, but 
the cross wind began to blow me into a nearby hangar, but I was somehow lifted above it, in 
time to make another attempt.  

The second try was little better, so I decided that a third trial would be the last, life or 
death, I would land the aircraft.  No power would be added for another go-around.  This 
was my moment of truth.  Live or die.  I was committed to God’s hands, and His will.

As the plane neared the end of the runway, it was drifting sideways in the crosswind, but 
I managed to get it back and centered for just a moment.   Then it happened.  The plane just 
landed, wobbled a little on its gear, but rolled quietly down the blacktop runway.

My heart was beating wildly, fear and stress had affected me, but I was safe!    

However, the crisis was not yet over.  I tied the plane down, went to a nearby motel and 
spent hours talking earnestly to God about this new aviation assignment that I felt He had 
put on my shoulders.  I wanted to be relieved of it.  

I expected to die soon in some accident, but I had two boys and a lovely wife to care for, 
they were more precious to me than any airplane program.  

I wanted to see my children grow up, I wanted to interact with them, and guide them to 
Jesus and help them choose a life of service for Him.  Please, dear God, remove this burden 
from me.

Tears began to fall as I knelt alone by my bed.  I begged for some evidence of Divine care 
and leading in this moment of desperation.

I  took my Bible and opened it involuntarily to any text.  Through my tears I read:
 “ Fear thou not; for I am with thee: be not dismayed; for I am thy God: I will strength-

en thee; yea, I will help thee; yea, I will uphold thee with the right hand of my righteous-
ness.” Isaiah 41:10.

“I the LORD have called thee in righteousness, and will hold thine hand, and will keep 
thee, and give thee for a covenant of the people, for a light of the Gentiles”  Isaiah 42:6  

It was enough.  God had clearly answered my pleading and my tears.  Even though the 
primary and original meaning has other applications, it nonetheless was what I needed to 
hear from my Lord.   

He still uses His Word to communicate with us.  It is, after all, His own Word, which is 
what at that moment I needed from Him.
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To you who are reading this history, please listen!  God spoke to me at that moment of 
great need,----and He kept His word.  

During eight years of flying in the jungles, I never suffered a missionary aviation acci-
dent. I came close, but it never happened.

My bones should be bleaching somewhere in an unknown spot in the jungles, but they 
are not---because He cared and told me so.  He never fails to keep His word.  Unfortunately 
we are the ones who fail Him. 

Dear one, don’t fail Him. I want you all to be in Heaven, ready to meet Jesus in peace 
when He comes.  God respects our choices.  But please make the right ones.  Jesus is at the 
door. Time is short.

 TWO ALONE OVER THE SEA
Some parents, like Abraham in Scripture, also make the 

great sacrifice of their children.  They give them to God, for 
service, sometimes, never knowing if they will see them alive 
again.  They too share in their missionary ministry and will 
have a reward of souls won for Him, 
when Jesus comes.

    
When finally all was ready for 

the ferry flight to Bolivia in the 
Cessna 170B, I needed a highly ex-
perienced pilot to accompany me.  
That turned out to be Jim Lanning, 
living in Maryland, not far from 
Church headquarters.

Jim was a company pilot who 
asked for time off to go with me.  
In 1964 he had approximate-
ly 10,000 to 12,000 hours flying 
time .

  

Chapter Twenty

Pastor and Grandmother 
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Moments before I leave 
for the dangerous flight to 
Bolivia, my Mother shows 

emotion.
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A more qualified man I could not 
have found.  He had been for a short 
time a roommate at SVA with my 
cousin Paul Heisey, my Aunt Evelyn’s 
second son.  He loved the Lord and 
wanted to use his talents for His glory.  
I was more than delighted to have him 
aboard.

We departed the Fort Lauderdale 
area, for Bolivia, about sundown, our 
destination was a postage-stamp-sized 

island in the Caribbean. 

In 1964 there was no GPS, but we did 
have a radio beacon tuned to a frequency generated on the island. Occasionally we lost the 
signal, but we flew a compass heading for approximately the calculated several hours time 
we needed to arrive.  

During the quiet night hours of the flight, I noticed the normally very stable RPM nee-
dle jump a few times.  I commented about this to Jim, who reassured me that when one flies 
at night, especially over water, it is common to see and hear such things.  I dismissed the 
matter, but would be rudely reminded of it later.

As we neared the destination the signal became louder, and in the distance we saw 
some faint lights. As we got closer to the island, we saw the lighted runway.  The lights were 
smudge pots, burning kerosene!  

As we descended over the approach end of the landing area, a herd of pigs ran under our 
landing gear, but were soon no longer a threat.  Welcome to a different world.

The next morning we walked around to see where we were, and I asked someone where 
the Adventist Church might be.  They told us and indicated where we could find the Pastor’s 
home.  

We knocked on the door and the wife answered.  She was a black lady, and right there 
on the porch we identified ourselves and shared our love for the Lord.  She responded in 
kind, and in a few minutes we encouraged one another and separated, expecting to never 
meet again till Jesus comes.

 Jim Lanning and me, ready to depart 
for Bolivia
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 SO CLOSE TO DISASTER
We continued our flight south. And as we passed several islands without landing, the 

RPM gauge again began to act erratically.

It got so much worse, that we began to look for a runway to land and be able to inspect 
the engine.  But just blue ocean loomed ahead with no sign of an island runway.

Finally, we neared land again, but it was pure jungle growth, north of Brazil.  We flew 
onward, looking for a landing spot.  Finally a few miles north of the Amazon river we saw 
one, but there was not a building in sight, or even a town near the runway.  That didn’t mat-
ter much to us, because the power had dropped, and we wanted to get the aircraft on the 
ground to find the cause.

We landed in the tropical heat and turned the engine off.  The first thing we did was 
disassemble the carburetor.  Nothing was evident there. We didn’t have a way to look inside 
the engine, and that we needed to do.  So….we decided to fire it up again and run a test.

We loaded our tools, climbed in, and fired up the engine.  It seemed to run satisfactorily, 
so we went to the far end of the runway to have as much takeoff run as possible.  We did an 
instrument engine check, but everything seemed in order, so we began a takeoff run.  

We normally would expect about 2500 RPMs at takeoff.  Down the runway we went, but 
RPMs didn’t reach more than about 1500, maybe a bit more.  We aborted the takeoff, and 
returned to the far end again.

 Once more we tried to take off, this time it was a bit better, but we could get no more 
than 1800 maximum RPMs.  Again the run was aborted, and we returned to the end of the 
strip.

Jim said, “let’s try once more, if I can get it to reach 2100 RPMs, I’m going to try to get 
airborne.  I’ll hold it off till we clear the trees”.

We had many gallons of high octane fuel in plastic containers behind the seat, which 
allowed us to pump fuel while in flight for those long legs when no fuel was to be found.  It 
was a dangerous decision to take off at 2100 RPMs with a defective engine, but we had no 
alternative.  No other human help was available.

I said to Jim, “Before we make this last effort, let me offer a prayer for Divine help and 
guidance.”   We both bowed our heads and I opened my heart to the One who had been my 
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Helper since the day of my birth, and the bleeding crisis that had followed.

“Lord”, I said, “You have given us this aircraft, and you have assured me of your care in 
this aviation program, you have been our Helper, our Protector, our Guide, all these years.  
Now I come to you with a special request.  We need your hand over us in this last attempt 
at flight. 

Please don’t let the RPMs reach 2100 unless you are going to care for us.  We trust this 
matter to your hands, in Jesus’ name we ask.  Amen.”.

“Alright, let’s go”. Jim pushed the throttle to the firewall.  RPMs quickly accelerated to 
about 1500, they climbed a bit as our ground speed increased, then they reached 1800, run-
way was fast disappearing, then it was 1900, 2000, and finally 2100, and we lifted off, and 
very slowly climbed above the trees that reached out to pull us down.  “Thank you Lord”.

We began a slow circle of the dirt runway.  We climbed slowly with less than full power, 
but we were gaining altitude, and gaining more safety as we progressed upward.

After reaching several thousand feet we turned the nose of the plane south toward civ-
ilization and the 100 mile wide mouth of the great Amazon.  We would have to cross it to 
find mechanical help.

As time passed we relaxed a bit but were still tense as the engine would not develop its 
full power.  Something was seriously wrong.  Conversation slowed as we each were lost in 
our thoughts.

I occupied my time making calculations.  When we reached the north bank of the 
Amazon River, we would have another 100 miles of a huge island with uninhabited jun-
gle to cross.  It was not an inviting thought.  I knew we would reach a point of no-return.  
Exactly halfway across there would be no turning back.  

At precisely the estimated point of no-return, the engine began to lose significant pow-
er.  We were still flying, but a gradual descent ensued. Could we make it to the huge city of 
Belem?  We flew on.

Gradually descending we continued south for another 25 minutes scanning the horizon 
for signs of life.  There is was.  Belen, the big Brazilian city on the south bank of that great 
river.  We realized at that moment that we would have enough altitude to land safely.

We radioed our position, asked permission to land, as an international arrival.  
Everything approved, we got into the landing pattern.  As we glided onto the runway, our 
sighs of relief probably could have been heard a long way off!

After completing paperwork for Immigration and Customs, we inquired about mainte-
nance service for our aircraft.  The authorities stated that there were no maintenance ser-
vices on the field for small planes, only for large commercial ones.  If we wanted a mechanic 
to look at our engine, we would have to fly to the Aero Club five miles away!
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Jim volunteered to take the plane there, but first he asked me to empty the aircraft of all 
cargo, then he would fly it alone to the Aero Club.  

Missionaries came to pick us up, and they helped me load everything into their car.   
Then Jim took off on the last 5 mile leg of a very tense journey.

Half way to the Aero Club, Jim later reported, the engine just stopped dead!  He looked 
back from where he had departed, then looked ahead to where he wanted to go, and decid-
ed he was halfway.  He landed dead stick on the Aero Club runway. 

With several helpers they pushed the plane the rest of the way to a mechanic’s hangar!

Would you like to know the rest of this stressful story?  Keep reading.

The mechanic took the engine apart.  He found that aluminum  caps on the end of sev-
eral piston rods had gotten oil behind them, which pushed them out against the cylinder 
walls, causing tiny flecks of aluminum to break off.  The flecks collected on an oil filter, 
impeding adequate oil flow.  Consequently the engine protested, not developing full power, 
threatening to quit altogether.

Once we had a diagnosis, Jim shared some additional bad news with me.  “I can’t wait 
to see the engine back in service, I only have a few days off, I have to return to Maryland 
promptly.  You will have to fly alone the rest of the journey”.

I had a few days to absorb Jim’s bad news.  Immediately I put the impending danger out 
of mind.  The missionaries were generous in their hospitality, and I was made part of their 
family.  

Jim returned to the States, purchased needed repairs, and Brazilian airline pilots did 
us the favor of personally carrying them in their baggage back to Belen for us.  Repairs 
progressed rapidly, and soon I was test flying the plane and checking the engine responses.

MILES TO GO BEFORE I SLEEP
Now the reality of what faced me became clear.  I had no way to communicate with 

anyone who cared if I lived or died enroute.

Chapter Twenty Two
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Nor would there be an easy way to internationally phone a safe arrival in Bolivia.  

If there was to be a soul winning aviation program in the jungles there, I would have to 
commit myself and my safety to the same Friend who had always cared for me.  I would fly 
alone.

Only God would be my co-pilot.

Loading my green, 5-gallon, plastic containers with aviation fuel, storing them a 
reachable distance behind me, I set off one morning determined to get to my destination, 
Trinidad, Bolivia.

As I flew I could move fuel with a 12-volt auto fuel pump from the containers through a 
flexible rubber fuel line, up through an air vent, and into a tube leading into the wing’s fuel 
cap.  The arrangement worked perfectly, it was an old trick designed by ferry pilots who 
had to fly unusually long distances. A similar device was probably used by Lindberg when 
he crossed the Atlantic.

As I flew south, I passed over jungles were probably no white man had ever set foot.  I 
prayed as I flew, looking down on remote Indian dwellings, “Lord, keep this engine run-
ning, I’m depending on You”.  

 I knew that if the engine quit, no one would ever find my remains. It was time alone with 
the God who had given me life, who had called me to serve Him far from my homeland.

Weather posed another safety threat.  I had general information about storms ahead, 
the best information was positive, but things can change quickly, and for me that day they 
did.

About noon I reached a point when I had to turn west toward Bolivia.  As I turned in 
that direction I could see only purple storms completely blocking my path.  I was about to 
fly into pilot killers.  No one knew where I was, only God and I would know what was about 
to occur.

Then something wonderful happened.  Through the purple and violent storms ahead, 
a path appeared, perhaps it was 5 or 10 miles wide, but it was clearly open and lay directly 
ahead of my little aircraft. I passed unharmed through the storms.  

I quickly recognized that my God still calms angry waves, seas, and storms for His 
disciples.

I landed that evening in a Brazilian border town.  Before departure the next morning I 
asked the aviation authorities to notify Bolivia that I was entering their airspace, but they 
refused, saying they had no such responsibility.  Again, no one was watching for me, no one 
was expecting me.
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I flew for several hours into Bolivia, passing Santa Cruz, but not landing, then I turned 
directly north toward my final destination.  When I neared Trinidad, I radioed my position, 
and requested landing permission, giving my plane’s foreign ID.  

Landing a foreign aircraft would normally have caused a stir, but when I landed, I looked 
up at the tower but no one came out to ask me anything.  I could almost hear them say, “Oh, 
it’s just the Gringo, Pastor Gates” and then they must have turned back to their duties.  

I was well known in the town, but I still had to insist that a customs official to come to 
the plane to clear my entry, but it took him nearly 48 hours to comply!

No authority ever asked for import tax on the aircraft, and when I asked to register it 
as a Bolivian plane, it was quickly done, and I was given a national pilot’s license, based on 
my stateside one.

A new era in Adventist jungle evangelism was about to begin.

The ferry flight from Florida to Bolivia had created several incidents that thoroughly 
tested my faith in God’s leading to establish an aviation project in the jungles.  Now I could 
begin using my plane to reach honest souls, with an engine nearly new.

 TAMING THE TASTEBUDS
Shortly after arriving with the plane, we laid plans to establish a church in the next larg-

est town to the north, Santa Ana del Yacuma.  It was full of cattle ranchers, and of course, 
many poorer people too.

 Amasias, who was actually reared in those jungles, would do the preaching, and I would 
support him by visiting the interested people, and giving Bible studies, as they sorted out 
Biblical truth from preconceived Biblical ideas.  

The Mission would send several other workers to also help.  Our budget was limited, 
but we did our homework, and things began to happen.

Several years before leaving Trinidad for Santa Ana, Amasias and I made a joint visit to 
a carpenter who was attending our evangelistic meetings.  We sat under the shade of a tree 
in a bare-dirt yard.  His wife brought out on a platter, several glasses of something for us to 
drink.

Chapter Twenty Three
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I was a newcomer, and did not recognize, or much less appreciate, some of the flavors 
enjoyed by the locals.  The drink brought to us was prepared from corn, a non-alcoholic 
drink, called “Chicha”.  

This must be distinguished from the intoxicating “Chicha” made in the highlands.

We courteously accepted the white liquid.  I sipped a bit, then felt I was about to uncer-
emoniously vomit right in front of my host!   

I fought back, managed a smile, and continued to drink. 

The task was successful, and I returned the empty glass to the hostess.  

Amasias, was now an educated and cultured son of the jungle. He had been away at 
Christian schools for many years, but now found himself in his home environment, longing 
for its tastes and sounds.

When the hostess asked if we would like another glass of the same drink, he was quick 
to answer for both of us.  “Yes, thank you”!!   I dreaded the assignment, but I conquered my 
physical response, by sheer determination.  Again I returned an empty glass.

After living in those jungles many years, I confess that I actually learned to like Chicha!   
It taught me a valuable lesson.  

From my babyhood I have been a vegetarian, and it has brought me many health advan-
tages, but I learned in Bolivia that it isn’t easy to retrain ones taste-buds. 

Those who have been accustomed to eat the flesh of dead animals, with its constantly 
increasing disease-causing agents, suffer for their food choices.  (1 Cor. 10:31) It just isn’t 
easy to make a dramatic change in diet to God’s original plan which was established at cre-
ation, in Eden.

The battle may be fierce, but the rewards are great.  Science supports the conclusion that 
all nutritional needs, protein included, are available from plant sources.---God is the Master 
BioChemist!
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 GOD’S SECRET AGENTS

Together Amasias and I visited Santa Ana and met the municipal authorities, and they 
welcomed us.  We explained that we needed to rent a hall, but there wasn’t one to be had in 
the entire town!  

Circumstances forced us to look for a walled yard capable of holding hundreds of peo-
ple.  We found it, as well as several  homes to rent for the team members.

The town had no television to distract, no real entertainment centers, so our arrival 
caused a stir, and when we posted local signs announcing the meetings with colored slides 
to be projected, we were inundated with people coming to see and to listen.

Initially a choice of topics appealing to everyone is presented in towns with a Catholic 
culture. All are interested in society’s dilemma with crime.  Love courtship and marriage 
themes are heavily attended.  This sub-
ject may be followed by how to have a 
happy home.  These topics build confi-
dence in the speaker.

Gradually spiritual themes are inserted, and finally 
a full Bible study theme is provided night after night for 
weeks on end.  Many quickly lose interest and never re-
turn, but there is always a group who stay and want to 
understand God’s will.

Young people in large numbers always attend.  They 
are interested in discovering real values, in knowing what the 
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future holds, and what God expects of 
them.  In Santa Ana we baptized many 
youth.

A church of about 75 members was 
established, and we prepared to build a 
house of worship for them. 

In Ohio a wheat farmer came to a 
Campmeeting where I spoke, and af-
terward he came to me offering the 
profits from his next harvest to build a 
church in Santa Ana.  

We rejoiced to have the funds to 
complete the structure.  

That farmer and his wife later provided wheat funds for building the Sanctuary in San 
Joaquin where we held our next campaign.  God is always providing in advance for the 
needs of His work.

The plane was the key to moving about 
among the villages.  We flew where we wanted, 
on our own schedule.  It was a Divinely provid-
ed luxury, but it really meant souls for whom 
our Savior died.  That was the true benefit.

 QUESTIONS DIFFICULT TO ANSWER
Just about 3 weeks before I arrived in Bolivia with the plane, an old, and very influential 

Protestant missionary, Wally Herrin, from New Zealand crashed his plane into a mountain 
side and was killed. 

 

Chapter Twenty Five

Laying foundation walls Santa Ana 
Church

A river village where cows 
sleep in the “street” at night!



• 59 •

I had met him once, when he came to my Trinidad home and asked for a favor.  He 
needed transportation to get himself and his cargo to the dirt airport a mile away.  I was 
delighted to help him, for I had heard so much about him.  He had lived with and worked 
for the jungle people for many decades.  His influence was immense.

It was obvious to me that he would never support my expected evangelistic ministry, 
but with his immense influence would cause doors to close, impeding the progress of God’s 
Work. 

Misunderstanding and preconceived ideas lead even God’s children to make mistakes.  
With his unfortunate, but fatal crash, his influence was no longer an obstacle to the aggres-
sive program I was about to begin.  

Only in eternity will we under-
stand the reasons for what God al-
lows.  We may guess at them, but 
only He knows.

I have a biography about this 
missionary’s life and ministry, and 
it is moving.  When the Catholic 
Church had an iron grip on village 
politics, God used this man to break 
that grip on towns  all over the jun-
gles.  He had prepared the way, and 
I’m convinced he did it for the Lord.  
Now a new phase in God’s plan was 
about to develop. I was ready.

 THAT SPECIAL SPARK 
Amasias’ story is a thrilling one, and I include it here that you, the reader, may see how 

God works to call to service those that He knows will respond.   Divine intervention in hu-
man affairs is continuous.

Amasias’ father was a jungle cattle rancher.  Amasias wanted to have his own ranch 

Wally Herrin’s first plane in the jungles.
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someday.  He was on horseback, chasing cattle, when his horse stepped into a gopher-hole, 
fell, and threw the boy over his head, seriously injuring one of his legs.

The family had nowhere to get medical attention for the boy, so they decided to find a 
way to get him to a dirt strip where a government plane landed several times a week.  They 
would send him north to the somewhat larger town of Guayaramerin.

Guayaramerin was on the Brazilian border, just west of the Mamoré river, but on the 
Bolivian side..  It had a small hospital.  It was run by Seventh-day Adventists, and Dr. Elmer 
Bottsford, of Nashville, TN was the Director and only physician there.

Dr. Bottsford told me that when Amasias arrived at the dirt airstrip, the employees 
looked around for a way to get him the approximately 8 blocks to the Adventist hospital.  
The solution was a wheelbarrow.

He arrived at the hospital in a wheelbarrow.  Dr. Bottsford examined his leg, and direct-
ed his assistants to put him in a bed.

Infection has already set in, and the diagnosis was osteomylitis, a complication that 
would lead to many painful scrapings of the bone followed by long recuperations.

Amasias spent many weeks there, weeks that turned into months, till he became part of 
the family.  He eventually asked permission to attend their morning worships, which was 
happily granted.

As he improved, he began to walk about, but he was restless.  One day Dr. Bottsford 
said that he came to him with a request.  “Would it be possible to do some work to help 
compensate for my care?”

Bottsford thought about it, and decided to give him a can of paint and a brush.  He was 
instructed where to paint on the external part of the building.  He did such a good job, that 
he was given another can of paint, and another assignment.

This became Amasias’ routine job.  But still he was restless.  He was observing the staff, 
and admired the professional care given to patients.  

Again, one day he approached Dr. Bottsford and asked another loaded question.  “Would 
it be possible to be trained as a Nurse?”

Bottsford reflected on his thoroughness and faithfulness as a painter, and decided that 
maybe he could be trusted as a nurse-trainee.  

He agreed, and assigned young Amasias to Anna Marker, the chief R.N. at the hospital, 
who was also the wife of Pastor Enrique Marker, the launch captain, both were Argentine 
missionaries.

It is not clear whether treatment for osteomylitis continued, but Amasias  had estab-
lished himself at the Adventist hospital as part of the staff, and would never really return 
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home as a ranch hand.

Dr. Bottsford reported that Amasias became so competent and faithful in his nursing 
responsibilities, that he alone would see emergency patients during the long night hours, 
and only awaken the Doctor when everything was set up and ready for him.  He was a very 
satisfactory nurse!

There was something in Amasias’ nature that continued to call him to higher service.  
This is a most unusual characteristic in jungle youth who have never been farther than the 
edge of the family ranch.

Amasias approached Dr. Bottsford one day with another of his now famous “requests”.  

“Would there be any possibility that I could become a Minister and a spiritual leader?”   

Dr. Bottsford quickly realized that this could be a costly undertaking.  It was much dif-
ferent than anything he had previously asked.

Reviewing his past response to confidences placed in him, it was decided to give him a 
positive answer.  

This would mean he would have to leave Guayaramerin and travel hundreds of miles by 
plane to the big city of Cochabamba, completing high school there, then, make a transfer to 
Argentina or Peru for years of undergraduate theological studies.

But you already know “The Rest of the Story”.   

I have often wondered why some youth have a special 
spark inside them.  God will use anyone, but those who 
adopt high goals for themselves, He will honor, but they 
must do it to honor Him. 

A favorite writer of mine has said:  “Higher than the high-
est human thought can reach is God’s ideal for His children”.  
Amasias’ story illustrates what God can do for the most 
disadvantaged.

Amasias, his wife and two children, eventually left us 
alone in Santa Ana, as did the rest of the evangelistic team.  
Other responsibilities called them all.  We remained to min-
ister to the new believers.

After a time we felt we could absent ourselves, return-
ing frequently with the plane for their encouragement.  We 
made plans to go east to San Joaquin, a smaller village, 
where no Adventist church had yet been raised up.

Amasias Justiniano (left)
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PESTILENCE AND PROVIDENCE
San Joaquin had a sad history.  Founded in the late 1600s by Jesuits, it never grew much.  

It’s ranchers provided the funds for most economic movement in the town.  As in all these 
villages the many poor families managed a minimal existence.

About 1961 Hemorrhagic Fever broke out in the town, killing a high percentage of all 
who did not flee.  Bleeding began from the mouth, with bloody diarrhea, then dehydration 
would follow, and most of those infected perished.  It was similar in effect, to the symptoms 
of the 2014 Ebola crisis in Africa.

The US Government sent American specialists from Panama with equipment and treat-
ment facilities in large military planes to its dirt runway, which was lengthened to accom-
modate the huge aircraft.

As in any crisis of this type, property prices fell dramatically.  And in the midst of it, I 
came looking for a choice property for God’s house of worship that I expected we would 
soon build there.

The Americans from the Panama military base determined that the cause of the fever 
was mice.  They were the vector, they carried the virus, which when they urinated on dry 
rice or bread, etc. would thereafter infect the one who ate the product.  

A campaign to cut the tall grass around the town was implemented, to keep the mice 
away, and traps were set in hundreds of homes. These efforts were slowly but surely crowned 
with success.

(An interesting side note:) A childhood friend of Meraldine, Robert Tyson, was one of 
the infection specialists sent from Panama.  He fell in love with a young lady from that 
small, isolated village and married her, and later took her back to a world she could never 
have imagined while living in San Joaquin. 

A most unusual opportunity presented itself.  I found a vacant lot just one block from 
the central plaza, and almost but not quite, next to the cathedral, which every village has 
on its plaza.

With Hemorrhagic Fever still a threat, the population was only beginning to move back 
to town.  The price for the lot was so low that I was delighted to pay it, and take possession.  

Chapter Twenty Seven
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Meraldine accompanied me as we went house hunting.  We needed a place to live and 
bring our two boys and little girl who was born to us in Bolivia.  

We found a thatched-roof house to rent.  It had several rooms, no running water, and 
it had dirt floors.  It would do.  A good missionary wife does not complain when asked to 
sacrifice that souls may be won to Jesus.

Our first task was to finish building the simple sanctuary.  Then we put out signboards 
announcing a series of meetings, along with the title of the day’s topic.  Because color slides 
would be projected  using a small generator, we were guaranteed an overflow crowd.  

I preached each night using my ever increasing Spanish vocabulary.  By then I had been 
speaking the language for a number of years, and could easily and clearly make my points, 
even if the syntax was not always grammatically smooth !

We established in San Joaquin a Church of about 50 baptized  members.  

We stayed with them for a reasonable period, and then 
using the airplane visited them frequently enough to keep 
them from feeling abandoned or orphans.  A visiting sched-
ule was the plan the Apostle Paul used with the churches he 
raised up.

We established lay leadership.  From the first church in 
Trinidad we invited a spiritually mature family to join us in 
San Joaquin.  

Domingo Tacaná, grandson of a Catholic priest, would 
be the spiritual leader of the new congregation.  They joyful-
ly accepted, and we supported them with a modest stipend 
received from supporters in the States. Lay Pastor Domingo 

Tacaná & family

1968: New San Joaquin church---in 2009 members-Inside
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WHITEWASHED WITNESSES
Domingo Tacaná, as grandson of a priest, reminds me of several similar experiences I 

had in San Joaquin.  

It was widely reported that the local priest in San Joaquin had been “exiled” to the town 
by the local Bishop.  The reason for this assignment was his frequent adultery in larger vil-
lages, which created protests from husbands, and problems for the Bishop.

Numerous mornings, as I passed the priest’s living quarters, his paramour would be at 
the door sweeping the front porch, and would call out a greeting to me.  She was clearly not 
an employee.

One day the priest was included as a passenger on a flight with me and there were only 
three of us at the dirt strip, seated, waiting for something.  

Suddenly the priest began to squint at a small child in the distance, who seemed to be 
coming to the airstrip.  He couldn’t make out who the child was, but his companion said, 
“Yes, Father, that is your little boy”, and so it was, the child was bearing a message for his 
Dad.

After many years living in Latin America, I have concluded that the lack of consistent 
dealing with sin among the popular church membership, has led to a culture of widespread 
adultery, dishonesty and petty theft.  

Of course every country has this problem, but it is so common in that part of the world, 
in contrast to North America, that the popular church has to bear the primary responsibil-
ity for creating it.

A historical perspective also supports this conclusion.  Those who came first to the 
northland, found religious freedom. They came here looking for God.  This deeply affected 
our laws, our cultural practices, and our standards.

Those who settled the south went there looking, not for God, but for gold.  The under-
lying influence of that difference cannot be overlooked in the final analysis.

If you visit the Supreme Court building in Washington, look up above the huge pillars at 
the statues there.  In the center of them all is Moses, seated, holding the 10 commandments 
on his lap!   

 Jim Lanning and me, ready to depart 
for Bolivia
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God’s law is theoretically the basis of civil law in this country.  This is an entirely differ-
ent concept.  We enjoy a rich heritage and it shows in many cultural ways.

God intended His people to have a redemptive influence in their society.  It cannot be 
otherwise.  The standards of the Christian Church are involved in the quality of a country’s 
culture.

An interesting sidelight:  In 1998 Meraldine and I returned to Bolivia to search for 
ex-Adventists whom we had baptized many years before.  In Trinidad, one of our “girls”, 
now married and with a grown family, offered to take us directly to those individuals for 
whom we were searching.

She confessed to us something we had not known.  The day before she was baptized, she 
was still working for the Catholic Church, in some volunteer capacity.  She found herself 
in the presence of two priests, one of whom was Padre Miguel, the Bishop’s airplane pilot.

She posed a question to the priests, but it was Miguel who answered her.  ‘Padres”, she 
said, “I’m supposed to be baptized in the Adventist Church tomorrow, what advice would 
you give me?”

“Daughter”, Padre Miguel replied, “ Be baptized, Saturday is the true Sabbath, not Sunday, 
and may God bless you” !  We were silent and astonished at his reply.  One must never forget 
that the influential Reformers were almost all formerly Catholic Priests. Rosario, the “girl” 
telling us her story, has remained all these years faithful to her Lord.

 A  BELATED JUNGLE SURVIVAL COURSE 
The South American Division had several high-ranking friends in the U.S. Military.  

These men arranged for two Adventist missionary pilots to go through the Jungle Survival 
School in Panama with all the military that were on their way to Viet Nam.

I was chosen to go, along with the Division Aviation Supervisor, Dave Hensel.  We met 
in Panama and went together to the U.S. Air Base.  They were expecting us, but we had to 
sign a waiver releasing the Government from any responsibility in case of our injury or 
death.

Dave and I were separated, and assigned to different groups. Several days of lectures and 
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demonstrations preceded the last long phase.  Our group formed a huge circle in shallow 
water around a large nylon parachute that was fully open and floating on the surface of the 
water.

  
One by one we had to submerge, swim under the parachute and then stand up breathing 

out, and then re-breathing again and again, our own stale air!  

There was a technique for escaping the airtight nylon parachute which clung tightly 
to the water surface and to our bodies.  Hand over hand we had to pull it overhead till we 
found ourselves outside the chute and in fresh air once again.

Many men have drowned asphyxiated when landing in water and the chute closes over 
their heads.   This training offered an escape technique.  However, missionary pilots don’t 
carry parachutes, but nonetheless we had to comply with orders and go through the train-
ing.  Claustrophobia was always a threat.

Then each man was handed a harness to wear, with a short rope on the end of which 
was a metal hook.  We were required to jump off a dock into deep water, and stay afloat till 
a passing motor boat came by trailing a tow rope.  As he came near us, we had to attach the 
metal hook to the tow rope.

The boat operator then took off at high speed, towing us underwater.  This was meant 
to simulate a high wind landing on water with the chute pulling one underwater.  Our task 
was to find a special clip located on the harness and release ourselves before drowning.

The hard jerk of the boat pulling on my harness caused the release clip to leave my chest 
and move far above my head.  Underwater it was impossible to find.  I waved my arm fran-
tically and the boat operator stopped and I surfaced to fresh air.  So much for that test.  In 
any case, I would never be using a parachute.

The next day we were loaded into a Huey helicopter and flown to an isolated mountain 
top, dropped off and told to walk home. No food was allowed to be carried in, as we would 
be expected to kill and eat whatever we could find in the jungle.

Within the first hour a large snake was discovered, and it was announced that we would 
have snake soup for supper.

I didn’t participate in snake soup that night, as I expected to be back in civilization in 
several days. 

Several boys from New York City were overheard making disparaging remarks about 
some Papaya fruit that our guide had brought along.  I found a piece of Papaya in the mud, 
washed it off in the rain and considered it delicious.  Years of living in the jungles as a mis-
sionary had changed my eating preferences.

In case of capture, escape and evasion attempts were expected of all military personnel.  
The walkout experience included this element.  We were advised that jungle Indians were 



• 67 •

watching us and would receive a one dollar cash payment from the military for every hat 
they could collect from us.  To lose one’s hat was considered a “capture”, and we were to 
avoid it.

As we trekked through the forest toward a rushing river in the valley below, the path 
narrowed toward the edge of a cliff.  There was a big tree growing right by the cliff, and we 
had to pass between it and the cliff ’s edge.  Behind the tree was an unseen Indian and as 
every man passed the tree a hand reached out and grabbed his hat !  The Indian earned a 
good cash income that day.

Much later we reached a very rapid river.  Our instructions were to jump in fully dressed, 
with our backpack which contained something to keep it afloat.  Each man was assigned a 
companion to help him in the dangerous downriver trip.   

Of all the men in that large group, I was linked up to the new Commander of the Air 
Base that had just arrived to take charge.  He was a Major, and I was the absolutely lowest 
ranking man there—a poor civilian!

The rapids were fast and the waves very high.  There were trees underwater and huge 
rocks.  With boots on we struggled to keep our feet forward as we careened downstream 
at breakneck speed.  One pair of swimmers beside me straddled a tree and groaned as they 
came to a sudden stop, and waves rolled over top of them.

No one could help anyone else.  It was physically impossible, as the water carried us rap-
idly and inevitably to some destination below.  Finally we were extricated and buses waited 
to take us back to the Base.

I don’t know how much of this learning was valuable to me, but at least I do remember 
that when eating ants, to first pinch off their head so they won’t attach themselves halfway 
down!

There are issues in such situations that one must consider when incorporating Biblical 
standards on healthful diet choices.  I deal with that in another area.

LOOKING FOR LAND
The dozens of young people baptized in the various churches, placed us in a difficult 

position.  We always explained to them about God’s plan and invitation to give Him our 
best.  
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The young people inevitably responded with “I’m ready to give Him my talents, but I 
don’t have funds to study and prepare”.  

I talked about this dilemma with Pastor Enrique Marker, the Argentine launch captain 
based in Guayaramerin, at the north end of Bolivia’s jungle region, and he suggested an 
exciting solution.

Pastor Marker had spotted a large cattle ranch along the Mamoré river that had been 
abandoned but could now be obtained by a simple request to the government under the 
homesteading act.

We immediately planned a trip to inspect the place.  The only caveat would be the meth-
od of travel.  We would depart San Joaquin by ox-cart, then continue downriver in a dugout 
canoe.  It would not be a comfortable trip.  However, we had a big problem, so we needed a 
big fix.  The trip was on.

Meraldine with our two little boys decided 
to come along.  Simon Pereira, a Christian-book 
salesman, and wife Maria, would also accompany 
us, so would the Mission Educational Director, 
Monroe Dale Duerksen. Also the elderly Pastor 
Marker, the Medical Launch Captain, would fol-
low the oxcart to the river, by trying to ride his 
bicycle !  

We were an unusual group, but determined 
to do something to help youth who were willing 
to serve the Lord. 

The oxcart driver started us out with plenty of daylight to cover the 40 miles to the river.  
At some point the wooden axle of the oxcart broke. But he had brought along a spare axle 
which he installed as we struggled to hold up the heavy cart.

Meraldine & boys on the oxcart Changing a broken axle on the oxcart
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However night overtook us, and he lost his way.  Riding an oxcart can be excruciating.  
And this trip really was.  

The cart had no springs to soften jolts. But most of us were willing (we said), to “suffer 
for the Lord”! 

It must have been 2 in the morning before the pain ended and we finally reached the riv-
er. Barking dogs at a thatched-roof house along the river woke up the owner, and he came 
out to see what was going on.  

To his surprise some foreigners were arriving, but he offered us the best he could.  He 
told us to tie our hammocks up to the posts of his house, and try to rest the short balance 
of the night.

Meraldine and I laid down in one hammock.  I hope to never have to do that again.  I 
couldn’t get away from her, and she couldn’t get away from me.  

Had the night been much longer we might have developed bedsores on our hips from 
the constant pressure.  It was NOT comfortable, and I do not recommend it to anyone.

The morning finally came, and we bor-
rowed a dugout canoe to continue down 
river.    Caimans (cousin to the Alligator) 
were sleeping along the river, as we ap-
proached they slid into the water, some-
times, dangerously close to the canoe.  But 
we rowed on. 

         
Finally we arrived at the abandoned 

ranch. It had a long house. The lower half 
was brick, the upper part frame, a floor of 

brick, and a Spanish-tile roof.  No ame-
nities, just a place to live.  

No bath, no running water, no elec-
tricity, but it was available !

Rowing a dugout to find 
the abandoned ranch on the 

Mamore  River

Our future home at Puerto
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It was ideal for what we had in 
mind. Paperwork was initiated imme-
diately, and soon we had secured it.  
The Church’s Conference office would 
hold the title.  

The law required us to reimburse 
the former owner for any improve-
ments.  The house was valued at $ 2000, but that was all.

Coordinates:12 degrees, 34’, 58.24” S  + 65 degrees, 01’27.34” W

Our plan was to seek support from Stateside brethren to be able to compensate young 
people for 10 months of work, before they departed the jungle by plane for our boarding 
school in Vinto/Cochabamba.

Bolivia, like a number of Andean countries, has a divided ethnic population.  The jun-
gles were settled by white Europeans, with Spain heavily represented.  The highlands of the 
country were descendants of the Incas.  The cultural difference was vast.

Adventist work had begun over a century earlier in the highlands. Consequently the 
national pastors and teachers were almost entirely of Incan descent.  

We had almost no church leadership with a European background.  Our evangelism in 
the jungles, and the acquisition of the 23,000 acre ranch dramatically changed that situation.

Within a few years we had dozens of white youth from the jungles in training for leader-
ship. It was only a few years before we began to see the impact.  The girls went to boarding 
school too, and they worked in the “Laundry” and at other tasks.

The jungle young people became the Directors of God’s Work in several fields.  

It is always astonishing to North Americans 
to learn that this “free” property was 36 

square miles, with 6 miles of riverfront By 
U.S. measurements it was 23,000 acres, 
Open grasslands with scattered forest, 

comprised the property. 

Puerto Adventista and runway
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They became regional presidents, evangelists, 
nurses, teachers, physicians and leaders every-
where, even in other countries.

The big advantage of having a large ranch was 
to identify the serious youth from those who only 
wanted the excitement of travel.  

It was easy to profess loyalty to God’s plan, 
but quite another matter to be willing to work 10 
months building fences, milking cows, cooking, 
etc.  The work program quickly identified the sin-
cere ones.  These got scholarship funds for one 
year of study.

The boarding school had its own industrial 
program for worthy students, and if our jungle 
youth proved responsible, they could stay at the school, be employed during the following 
vacation and never lose a year of study. 

 

FAMILY FOLLIES
David and Doug were the objects of a lot of attention.  They had early mastered the local 

Spanish, and could easily express themselves, and understand the people.  In addition, they 
gained respect for the special connections they had to “headquarters”!

My Aunt Evelyn and Uncle Darwin Heisey had provided us from their health-food store 
in Pennsylvania, a gift of many cartons of soy-based meat substitutes.  This was a real trea-
sure for us, and most unexpected.  It cost a lot of freight charges to get them to us.

Apparently David found the cans of vegetarian protein a source of exciting material to 
trade to curious Bolivians for other benefits he thought he needed.  We never missed any 
cans, and only learned of these transactions many years later, as David described them to 
us.

In 1963, when Doug was about 3 years old, we took a trip with the Markers on their 
Medical Launch.  Behind the Launch, towed by a rope, was a dugout canoe used by Markers 
to make short trips when the Launch was tied up at shore near some village.  

Jungle girls doing student laundry 
at boarding school in Vinto.
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The Launch was going down river, with muddy, and very deep currents swirling under-
neath, while we were momentarily distracted, little Doug decided to ride in the canoe.  We 
looked everywhere for him, only to find him quietly riding alone towed along behind the 
Launch.  

How did he ever make it across those treacherous several 
yards to the canoe?  Only Heaven and his guardian angel know 
the answer.  Our hearts still thank Jesus for His hand on our child.  
Only one slip of a footstep and his little body would have gone 
into the dark depths of the river, and we would have lost our little 
blond-headed boy.  Surely Lord you have a special plan for him.  

This would not be his last encounter with near death in a riv-
er.  That story is told elsewhere in this book.  Thank you again, 
Heavenly Father, for your merciful care.

Meraldine recalls that Donnie, born in Cochabamba, had his 
own special eating requirements.  When he woke up his food had 
to be ready, or he later would refuse to eat.  He preferred eating 
outside, while watching the trees and life going on around him.  
He never crawled, but went straight from a spring-loaded “jump-
ing chair” to walking.  Perhaps the rough brick floor at Puerto 
discouraged crawling.

When we made our “permanent return” trip home to the States, Debbie asked her 
Mother about bathing facilities.  “Is there a river where we are going to live?”  “No”, replied 
Meraldine.  “Then how will I take a bath?” questioned Debbie, clearly reflecting her jungle 
practice based on environmental necessity.

Arriving from Bolivia, at the airport in Dallas –Ft. Worth during a layover in 1963, 
David and Doug were fascinated by the discovery of coins left in pay-phones by passengers 
in a hurry to board.

They collected and happily showed us the many coins they had found .  The States must 
have seemed like a land of easy money.

But that discovery was almost overshadowed by their astonishment of American waste-
fulness at the ticket counter. Looking up from their low perspective, they spotted something 
unbelievable on the underside of the counter.  

“Mommie, look at the chewing gum”!   Who would throw away that much gum?  Gum 
was a rare delicacy for them.  They had to be restrained from pealing it off for their own use.

I recall how awkward we both felt in a grocery supermarket in Lima, Peru.  We had just 
come from several years in an isolated jungle, and it was difficult to pick up where we had 
left off.  

Doug (right) at age 3, 
on Medical Launch 

Trip
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The same thing happened when we arrived in Miami.  A hippie walked by us while we 
were eating, and we hardly knew what to make of him.  Things were changing, but so had 
we.

         ANTONIO KILLED BY “CHE” GUEVARRA   
Antonio Zavala was 18, and working at Puerto, intending to earn a scholarship, when he 

was inducted into the Bolivian Army.  He had no choice, he had to go.
  
He was a new Christian, but with weak faith he agreed to be trained with a firearm to 

take human life. 

It was a Sabbath morning when he was ordered, in the south of the country, to attack 
a group of guerrillas led by the now infamous communist agitator “Che” Guevarra, Fidel 
Castro’s most famous exporter of revolution.

The U.S. Government was aggressively supporting the Bolivians in their fight against 
“Che” and his guerrillas. But the Bolivians did the fighting.   

That Sabbath morning Antonio got into the sights of an enemy machine gunner, and 
was physically cut in two by its deadly fire.

We were terribly saddened when the news arrived.

It was  in Bolivia that “Che” also, finally met his own end.  He was captured in a ravine, 
and taken to a little shed, that contained a bed, and was locked inside.  This prison was 
temporary.  

But the U.S. Government was not happy.  They knew how porous was the Bolivian judi-
cial system, it had Communist sympathizers.  It would be easy for “Che” to escape captivity.

What happened next was not widely reported in the States, but the U.S. Ambassador’s 
wife knew the details and she shared them with the American Women’s Club in La Paz.  
Several of our missionary wives were present, and they told me what she said.

It is not clear what political moves occurred behind the scenes, but a quick decision was 
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made.  A Bolivian soldier opened the door of the shed, where “Che” was lying on the cot.  
He pointed his rifle at him.  Guessing what was about to happen, “Che” said, “be courageous 
man, I’m ready”, and the rifle took his life instantly.

To avoid establishing a place of pilgrimage to honor “Che” His body was flown over-
night to Panama. It was identified by the U.S. military, and returned immediately.  Then 
taken by the Bolivians in a helicopter to an unknown site in the jungles, burned and buried.  

In numerous countries one still finds T-shirts worn with pride carrying the image of 
“Che” Guevarra.  His memory still lives,--- not part of the government’s plan !  Again, God’s 
Word still says that “the wages of sin is death”.

There were always some students who were ultimately unwilling to do their part. A few 
decided to leave the school.  This became more than a change of plan, it usually spelled 
spiritual failure and a premature marriage back home.  But most stayed and worked hard.

AIR TAXI TENSIONS
The plane was based in several towns while I was in-

volved in raising up new churches.
In Santa Ana a situation developed that  complicated 

my work with evangelism.
Because the mission plane was the only one in town, I 

was bombarded with requests to make ‘emergency’ flights.  
Sometimes they were genuine, sometimes not.  It was very 
difficult to deny help to the “shakers and movers” in a town 
where we needed their cooperation.

Frequently a rancher would plead for me to take vac-
cines to his ranch to save his cattle from hoof and mouth 
disease.  Of course if I agreed he would load the plane with 
supplies for his employees and join me in the trip.

No flight could be provided without charge.  I was not 
receiving any funding from my employing organization, and 
consequently the plane rarely moved without knowing where 

Gates Family at Puerto 
in 1970
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the funds were  coming from to pay for the flight.  Good management required careful 
planning if the operation was to continue indefinitely.

Missionary pilots carry things that are necessary but not always reported in the Church 
papers !   

A rancher donated a large, 2-year old, heifer to our educational project at Puerto.  He 
lived so far away that the only solution was to pick the animal up by plane—by our small 
Cessna plane!

Six men carried her to the aircraft, hog-tied and protesting.  The passenger seats had 
been removed, and she was slid in carefully and held down by one of my helpers from the 
airbase.

Before letting her be loaded, I examined the ropes holding her legs together in an “X” 
position, and decided that it could not be improved upon.  If the rope came loose she would 
kick through the side of the plane, probably causing a fatal crash.  It was critically important 
that that NOT happen.

My defense of last resort was a 32 caliber pistol I carried under the seat of the plane.  
Now it was on my lap, ready for instant use to stop her from getting fully loose.  My helper 
held her head down, and covered her eyes with a cloth.

We arrived safely at home, and turned the animal out to pasture. It was another risk 
taken for God’s Work, another risk survived.

Once a rancher asked me to take him and his cargo to a different site.  I agreed.  The 
cargo turned out to be nine (9) sheep!

They were loaded, all their feet tied safely to immobilize them, and I delivered the man 
and his cargo safely to his destination.

On occasion I would be awakened early in the morning by a representative from the 
local police station asking me to transport a prisoner to a larger jail in another town.  There 
usually was an interesting a story behind the request.

One time I was caught in a three-way scheme.  I received a telegram in Santa Ana asking 
me to make a flight on a certain date to Trinidad to retrieve a man and bring him back to 
Santa Ana.

The request puzzled me, because in Trinidad there were a number of air taxi operators 
he could have chosen.  I reluctantly agreed to make the flight, picked him up and delivered 
him to Santa Ana.

He readily compensated me for the effort.  By that time I had a reputation for caring for 
special flight requests.
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With the evangelistic team we studied the problem I faced. It was agreed that during the 
day I would do air taxi work for the local people, and at night I would be at the meetings to 
assist.  

The reason for this adjustment was that the funds promised by the nearly bankrupt 
Mission to cover our evangelistic costs were not forthcoming.  We were expected to solve 
our own problems.  

Only with an airplane was this possible, therefore I would earn the cash to pay our bills, 
and keep food on everyone’s table.

The passenger I had just brought from Trinidad to Santa Ana turned out to be a well-
known “Robin Hood”, with a reputation as a cattle thief.  The poor people loved him, be-
cause he shared his stolen property with them.  

He had been warned at the risk of his life not to return to the town.  For this reason he 
asked the Adventist missionary, who knew nothing of his history, to make the flight for him.

At some point during the night hours, he was drinking when one of the big cattle ranch-
ers approached and shot him in the back.  Confusion ensued, and the rancher escaped, but 
the wounded man needed extensive medical care.  

By daylight someone was knocking at my door asking me to transport the hurting man 
back to Trinidad for surgery.  I, of course, agreed, and went immediately to the dirt airstrip 
to prepare the plane. 

The poor man arrived shortly in a Jeep, groaning with pain from the rough road.  Then 
I had to set him up in the back seat of the plane which caused him more discomfort.  There 
was no choice because I had no room for a stretcher.

A 50 minute flight later and we arrived in Trinidad.  A jeep quickly transported him to 
the hospital for surgery.  I returned immediately to my Santa Ana base.

We learned later that he died on the operating table.  Now things began to turn sour in 
Santa Ana and in Trinidad.

What I did not understand then was that the poor people in both towns would be very 
upset about the murder of their hero.

Again, early the next morning I was awakened by another man from the police office.  
They had just captured the rancher that murdered “Robin Hood”, but a lynch mob was al-
ready forming and the police feared they could not protect him.  Would I please transport 
him to the larger prison in Trinidad?

Again I hurried to the runway.  To my surprise there was a mob already forming there.  
They had anticipated the police move.  They wanted revenge on the rancher, and they 
guessed correctly that he would soon appear at the airstrip.
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I began to understand what was happening, and feared for my own life should these 
well armed people shoot at my passengers or at the plane as it departed.  I prayed for God’s 
protection.

Watching the mob, now being restrained by a few policemen, I was hurrying, but ne-
glected one important preflight precaution.  

I had made an aluminum cover for the plane’s paper air intake filter.  So much dust was 
on the dirt runway, that I wanted to keep it out of my filter. It was essential that the cover be 
removed before flight so the carburetor could get sufficient air to mix with the fuel. Under 
pressure from the mob I forgot to remove it.

Suddenly I spotted a Jeep with the prisoner and several policemen coming down the 
dirt road to the airstrip.  The mob saw them too, and started moving to block their path, but 
the police already on site were able to prevent them for doing it.

To take full advantage of the flight they brought two prisoners. Both were put in the 
back of the plane, and the guard that accompanied them sat with me up front.

This seemed like a risky arrangement, particularly if one of the prisoners had managed, 
somehow, to hide a weapon.  This seating arrangement made me more nervous.

As we took off, I kept my eyes on the gauges, with occasional glances at the mob, trust-
ing that no one would shoot at the plane.  We began to climb but not with the normal power 
that I expected.  

I kept tinkering with the settings, but finally realized what had happened.  The air intake 
was still covered, and I never would develop full power.  It was too late now.  I didn’t want 
to face the mob again.  We would continue our flight.

The policeman noticed my distress and gave me inquiring glances.  I then told him what 
had happened.  I added that I didn’t expect any further adverse complications, but he decid-
ed he might die in a crash and said so.  I tried to reassure him, but he grew silent.

Fifty minutes later we made our approach to Trinidad.  As I began to glide to a land-
ing the policeman excitedly said “No, no, don’t land here, go farther down the runway”.  
Another mob had formed there and he didn’t want to face it alone.  

Apparently word had been sent by radio to Trinidad, and the poor people there were 
waiting to finish what the Santa Ana mob had failed to accomplish.

I learned later than when a Jeep picked up the prisoners with the policeman, they head-
ed for the jail.  The Trinidad mob blocked the road at a narrow bridge.  The policeman 
ordered the driver to go full speed ahead right into the mob, so the driver laid on the horn 
and accelerated till the people fell back in fear, and let them through.
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So ended that experience, that is for the time being.  More sadness was yet to occur. Sin 
brings consequences.  God has warned man that “the wages of sin is death.”

The Adventist Church in Trinidad conducted a prison ministry, and each Sabbath visit-
ed the prison and interacted with the men.  For nearly 18 months the murderer from Santa 
Ana was incarcerated there. 

The Church, and even I, had occasional contact with him.   Finally some wealthy ranch-
er apparently financed Neno’s release, and he returned to Santa Ana to continue his life 
style.

In Santa Ana “Neno” Suarez was the youngest son of an extremely wealthy rancher.  His 
older brothers had political connections, and also lots of money.  He felt secure, and had 
resumed his arrogant position in town.  

Neno began to threaten several of his enemies.  One day one of them was given a warn-
ing about what to expect.  

“Neno” is asking about where you sleep.  I’m telling you, he will kill you”. “Not me”, re-
sponded the man, “he’ll never kill me”.  With that he loaded his pistol and went looking for 
Neno.

Neno was sitting in a comfortable chair, reading when the man approached from the 
rear, discharging his pistol into Neno.  He died quickly.  

I never saw Neno again.  His record is now closed.  He must face the judge of the Universe 
at the second resurrection? ( Rev. 20:6).

One evening a man approached me asking for a flight to retrieve a very sick man about 
100 miles away.  I agreed to go the next morning.

We left about 9 in the morning, but he was my navigator. We finally reached our desti-
nation, then I noticed that the strip was completely boxed in by trees.  I made a low inspec-
tion pass, and set up the approach.

My angle of descent was not steep enough, but I relied on my brakes to stop short.  
However, a surprise was waiting for me.

The sun had not come over the trees yet to dry the grass, and it was like wet glass.  I 
skidded off the end and into small secondary bushes, the propeller sounded like a bush hog 
mower cutting brush. 

With a rapidly beating heart I exited the plane and found the propeller was only 6 inches 
away from a stump.  Thank you Lord.

Now I needed to measure the runway for our departure would be heavier with the sick 
man aboard.

 Jim Lanning and me, ready to depart 
for Bolivia
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I began to step off the distance to the far end, with my head raised, and eyes fixed on a 
distant target.  I was nearing the end when I saw my right foot was coming down on the tail 
of a 10 foot Anaconda snake.  

My full weight came down on him, and he objected vigorously.  He raised himself up 
to nearly my head, and opening wide his mouth he hissed right in my face.  I was only too 
happy to leave him alone, and he slithered off into the trees.

A physician examining me at that moment would have diagnosed me as having tachy-
cardia, but that attack also soon passed.   We departed safely and the sick man received 
medical attention in the village.

MOVING TO PUERTO ADVENTISTA
After establishing the congregation in San Joaquin, I needed to find a base that was 

central to the new churches.  The 23,000 acre property at Puerto seemed the best solution.  

We were approved by the Mission Administrative committee to move there and to 
spend what turned out to be our last 3 years in Bolivia.

Initially an airstrip had been built about 
three quarters of a mile from the house, but 
it was awkward to reach, particularly during 
the rainy season when water was sometime 2 
foot deep in part of the pastureland.  

On one occasion two of our men were 
riding horseback through the pasture in 
knee-deep water when a floating log up 
ahead, gradually sank out of sight.  They 
knew precisely what they had seen, and re-
turned to the house for the shotgun.

When they got back to the same spot, the 
“log” was floating again!

Chapter Thirty Four
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house at Puerto
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Two shots later and they hauled out a several hundred pound, 25 ft. long, anaconda 
snake.  It took two horses and two lassos to drag the carcass to the house.  

The snake was skinned and left to dry on some logs.  I eventually gave part of it to some-
one, and the rest to another individual.  When I wanted one to take to the States, I had to 
buy  a 25 ft. skin from a local tanner.

With the energetic young people working for 
a scholarship, we began to clear trees for a runway 
close by the house.  Then we hand-planted sprigs 
of grass to provide a better surface.

One major problem existed.  In the mid-
dle of the strip was a depression that we 
were unable to totally fill.  So we decided to 
use the first half of the runway for landings 
and takeoffs.  The plan worked quite satis-
factorily for years.

Snake-skin on display at Illinois 
State Fair--2012

Alfredo Zavala (Black hair) made bricks and tiles. Anselmo Gualasua 
(with hat) was his right hand specialist.

Corral with milk cattle at Puerto
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Meanwhile we pushed ahead with roof tiles and brick making 

 I wanted to raise bees for the honey we would be able to harvest for the kitchen.  I found 
a beekeeper in another town who sold me 2 hives.

Bee hives must be tightly closed up at night to be able to move them safely during the 
following day.  One night the 2 hives were prepared for moving and taken to the plane the 
next morning.

I examined them carefully and decided they were ready. Once loaded I took off alone 
for Puerto.  I was afraid that if the bees should escape in flight, I would be stung so badly 
and continuously that it would lead to a crash and my likely death.  For that reason I didn’t 
want to take anyone else with me.

I had reached about 3000 feet above the jungle when I noticed that there were 3 or 4 
bees flying around against the windshield.  My worst fears were beginning to be realized.  
The bees had found a way to get out of the hive, and more were coming.

Then an idea presented itself. The Cessna side-window was hinged at the top and could 
easily be opened to allow one’s arm to hang out in the wind slipstream.  I opened the win-
dow in flight and the suction it created drew the bees out !  Eureka.  I was saved.

I lost a few bees, but the majority arrived safely at Puerto.

BEES AND ONE BIRD
Domesticated honey bees are relatively easy to manage.  However, they do resent being 

disturbed in their daily routines.  

I do not remember who placed one of the hives near the thatched-roof “machine shop” 
where the blacksmith, Ernesto Cabrera, worked to keep things running at Puerto.

We went in and out of the blacksmith’s work area frequently, and the bees didn’t seem to 
be bothered, however, it bothered me to have to walk through the constantly ascending and 
descending worker bees bringing nectar back to the hive.
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One day, exasperated with the bee traffic through which we had to walk, (and knowing 
better) I donned my bee-keepers’ head gear, put on gloves and a long-sleeved shirt, and 
approached the hive to move it to a different location.

The job was quickly completed, and I was satisfied.  I was pleased for only a few min-
utes.  Shortly every worker bee and guard bee in the hive exited to find the culprit that had 
moved their home in plain daylight!

Everyone at Puerto had to run inside for safety.  No one was exempt. Activities at the 
base came to a halt for the rest of the day.  No one could go anywhere without being stung 
by angry bees.  

It was a high price to pay for the satisfaction it brought.

We had a turkey gobbler that was everyone’s pet.  He walked around like king of the 
roost.  However, he didn’t have any defense against the hive of angry bees.  His bare head 
became the target of attack for the bees.  

From inside our homes we watched the poor bird walking around shaking his head each 
time he was stung.  It was pitiful, but we could do nothing to protect him.

Only when darkness fell could we come outside again, for the bees had returned to their 
hive.  We found the poor gobbler and examined him.  

He probably had at least 100 stingers sticking out of the skin around his head and neck.  
We extracted as many as possible, and breathed a sigh of relief that the war was over!

God revealed to Moses that He planned to use hornets to drive out the pagan inhabi-
tants of the Promised Land.  (Exodus 23:28). I’m sure it would have worked, for hornets are 
much more fierce than domestic honey bees.  

That day I learned a different lesson about the birds and the bees.



• 83 •

FISHMEAL GALORE
Meraldine was a brave and hardworking mother and missionary.  

At Puerto she lived in a semi-primitive house, without running water, and without elec-
tricity.  She cooked on a kerosene stove, and washed our clothes by hand,

 During those years she actually wore holes in 
3 galvanized, corrugated, scrub boards, built with a 
wooden frame, the kind on which our grandmothers 
used to wash clothes.

We found a large kerosene-heated egg incubator 
in Cochabamba, and shipped it by river to Puerto.  
Soon we had more egg-laying hens than bugs in the 
yard to feed them.

One Friday morning someone shouted that thou-
sands of fish were piling up at the river’s edge, in front 
of the house.  Larger fish had cornered them there 
and they had nowhere else to go.

We waded into the water with large bamboo baskets and 
scooped out hundreds of them, filling about three 50 gallon drums with hand-sized fish.  
We needed fish meal for our chickens, so the rest of the day was spent processing fish for 
egg production.

Many fish also ended up on the plates of hungry teenagers !

Healthful living requires adequate protein.  I could not provide plant proteins for near-
ly 50 people three times a day.  The budget and the plane would not cover the deficit.  
Numerous times I handed a rifle to the men, along with bullets, and sent them out to find 
a deer for food.  

God wants us to eat as intelligently as possible under the circumstances we face.  We 
shouldn’t excuse ourselves because we prefer something else.  He does not accept slow sui-
cide by diet, but He does recognize our human limitations and environment.

Meraldine washing 
clothes in the river
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SUGARED CHICKEN
To sweeten food for our large Puerto family of students and workers, we decided to raise 

sugar cane.  This necessitated finding and transporting a large press that could be operated 
by a horse walking in a circle turning the device.

We were able to find, buy and bring to Puerto 
an old wooden unit that produced more sugar 
than we could use.  

As the cane juice was pressed it was collected 
in barrels and cooked down to a sweet concen-
trate that produced a high grade of molasses.  This 
was carefully transported to the house and stored 
by the long communal table where everyone ate 
together.

The 50 gallon drum of molasses was covered 
with a light cloth to keep out bugs and dirt.  Thus 

it was easily available to the girls working in the 
outdoor kitchen, who needed sweetener for foods 
they prepared.  

Large animals, like cows, on occasion escaped the fences. They infrequently would in-
vade the outdoor kitchen eating the food prepared for the next day. But no cow could reach 
the molasses barrel inside the dining room.  It was a good plan, that is until….

One day a chicken found a door open, walked in and began to pick up bits of food under 
the long table.  Someone spotted the chicken, grabbed a broom and proceeded to shoo her 
out.  

But the bird had other ideas.  A chase followed, the chicken became frightened and be-
gan to fly from one end of the dining area to the other.

She made short flights, landing to rest periodically.  You can guess where she made her 
most infamous descent.  

She landed right on top of the cloth covering the molasses barrel, sank immediately into 
the gooey mass and flapping her wings tried in vain to exit.

Chapter Thirty Seven

Doug in blue, David in Red, on 
the cane press
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Someone grabbed her, but she slipped our of 
their hands and flapping around the room cov-
ered every wall, bench and table space with sticky 
molasses!   It was a disaster that took the rest of 
that Friday afternoon to clean up.  

Students and staff at mealtime  

The outdoor kitchen. 

Our Puerto home 

River view from the kitchen.

Puerto students and staff

  Gates family at Puerto



• 86 •

We consumed the rest of the molasses, for we couldn’t afford to dump such a costly 
product.  No one objected, for after all, where poverty reigns, that was the way things are 
handled.

 Meraldine notified me one day that the girls in the 
kitchen no longer had cooking oil.  The flight budget 
wouldn’t allow me to go get some, so we flagged down 
a passing barge carrying staples to sell to isolated river 
inhabitants.

“I don’t have oil”, the Captain replied, “but I do have 
cow’s lard” !

“What is cow’s lard?” I asked. “Just like pig’s lard” he 
said.  He opened a 5-gallon can to show me.  It looked like 
Crisco, with some brown stains on top.  “It’s collected from 
slaughtered cows”.

“That will do”, I replied. Later we would get vegetable 
oil in town.

This experience raised some interesting theological issues.

In an effort to promote longevity among His people, God had forbidden them to eat 
animal fat. (Leviticus 7:23)  Modern science has convincingly shown that it has negative 
cardiovascular effects.  God didn’t explain, but typically, He expects us to trust Him and 
obey, not argue for our preferences or alternative choices.

Animal fats are chemically different than vegetable oils. Also, vitamins A,D,E, & K are 
in vegetable oils, which when they are overheated are destroyed. Olive oil resists this deteri-
oration, making it superior to the other vegetable oils.  Without an understanding of basic 
chemistry, it is easy to confuse the issues.

Vegetarians who hold unreasonably rigid attitudes leading to a rejection of animal fats 
(lard) in foods, ignore the fact that they are dealing with a fat molecule, not animal flesh.  

Most of them, if bitten by a rattlesnake, would be eager to receive an anti-venom injec-
tion.  Most anti-venom is produced in horses or swine, both biblically unclean animals.  In 
this case, the anti-venom is a chemically pure substance.  This also happens with insulin 
that diabetics use, and cannot be considered prohibited.

I have been a vegetarian nearly 80 years, but I carried my 32 caliber pistol in the plane 
to help get food in case of a crash. I would have abandoned vegetarianism immediately to 
survive.  

It would be ridiculous and contradictory to tell God that I was starving, and dying, but 
doing so as a vegetarian.  

Debbie courageously 
leads a horse to water !
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The health laws revealed in Scripture are meant to prolong life to its fullest. Of course, 
how we respond to those rules bring “sowing and reaping” consequences.

A LINE OF HEROES
Pastor Enrique Marker, the Argentine missionary and medical launch captain, along 

with his nurse wife, Anna, were based at our little hospital in Guayaramerin.   They were 
getting older.

Pastor Marker  had personally supervised the 
construction of the launch years earlier.  

He had gone into the jungle forest, helped se-
lect the very hard and water-resistant black Itauba 
trees to be sawed into planks for construction of 
the hull.  He dragged the logs out to the sawmill 
using oxen, not tractors !  

They were both hardworking, self-sacrificing missionaries of German parents who had 
been immigrants to Argentina.

I have always been impressed with the contribution of missionaries of European stock, 
and particularly of German parentage.  

They seemed to have a stiff backbone for principal, and a toughness to stick out hard 
assignments.

Once I was seated with several of them o the lawn in the shade of a eucalyptus tree at 
our boarding school near Cochabamba.

The Director of the school was Argentine, Jose Bernhardt, with a German last name.  
Beside him was George Burgdorff, from California, an agronomist, responsible for the dairy 
and farm operations.  George also had a German last name.

Jose voiced a complaint.  “It’s not my fault that I’m not a North American”, he said.  
Behind the remark was a fascinating story.

Chapter Thirty Eight
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Two generations earlier the German grandfathers of both men had lived as neighbors in 
Ukraine, then a province of Russia.

Katherine the Great, a German princess had married the Russian Czar’s son, who want-
ed her to move to Russia.  She protested, but agreed IF the Czar would also take an entire 
community of Germans there too, for her sake.  He did.

To incentivize them to go to Russia, the Czar offered them 100 years of exemption from 
military service, as well as a century of freedom from taxes.  It was an offer that was difficult 
for many to refuse.  So an entire German community was settled in Ukraine.

At the end of 100 years the Russians, jealous of the prosperous Germans, began to se-
verely persecute them.  The pressure was so great than a great exodus of German farmers 
began.

Jose Bernhardt’s grandfather hurried his family aboard a ship about to depart, Russia, 
only asking the captain if it was going to America.  Upon receiving an affirmative reply they 
settled down for the trip.  They went to America alright, but it was SOUTH America, and 
they had to disembark in the port of Buenos Aires.

Their neighbor, George Burgdorff ’s grandfather, did the same with his family, but end-
ed up in NORTH America, in the port of San Francisco.

Years later both families, one in Argentina, and one in California, studied God’s Word 
and with true German firmness made a break with tradition, and became Seventh-day 
Adventists.  Now the grandsons were missionaries together at the same school!

I have never ceased to be amazed at the impact the German community had on the 
Andean countries of South America. 

I knew Riffels, Kalbermatters, Mayers, Wenzels, the Markers, and many others, all de-
scendents of those German immigrants to Argentina.  We need to thank God for their 
courage and witness.

A TIME TO RECONSIDER
Some years later we revisited Trinidad to discover there a number of Adventist church-

es.  The city had been divided into 3 pastoral districts, with as many pastors.   
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Today, 2014, there is also a full time, Adventist-owned, television station broadcasting 
God’s last warning to the far corners of that city.

While at Puerto we found ourselves often stressed as we 
considered the impact of mission living on our own children.  
They react naturally, as do most children, wanting to copy the 
lifestyle of those around them.  They did not understand the 
goal of service that we had for them.

We went to the Lord with our dilemma, praying for guid-
ance.  It was becoming clear that we would need to ask for a 
painful ‘permanent return’ to the States if we were to save our 
own children, while spending years struggling to save those 
of others.

The biggest sacrifice missionaries can make is to spiritually lose their own children.  It 
is not really a sacrifice to live without running water and electricity.  Many have made a 
mistake in this, paying a fearful price in the lives of their children.  They may be admired 
for years of service, but that is not the important issue.

I had even given 10-year old David his first flight lessons there in the jungles, yet it was 
time to leave all that behind and begin a new life in the States.

David and Doug had been home-schooled at Puerto, but the younger two had not yet 
started their schooling.  

I was very anxious about the effect this ‘disadvantage’ would have on the boy’s experi-
ence.  To my great satisfaction both boys immediately went to the head of their class, and 
stayed there!

Trinidad TV transmitter 
with satellite downlink  

Outlying district ChurchCentral Adventist Church 
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AGAIN, LONG RANGE PLANNING
We settled in Collegedale, TN, where all 4 children could finish elementary school, then 

secondary, and finally, college.  

Any post graduate studies would have to be done elsewhere.

The Adventist Mission Board showed its appreciation for our 10 years of service in the 
jungles by giving me a scholarship to obtain a doctorate in theology.

I already had a graduate degree from the Seminary in Systematic Theology, and much 
preferred to add nursing instead of more theology to my ministry skills.

While the children were in elementary school, I would start the State-accredited nurs-
ing program at Southern Missionary College.

Ministerial credentials are tied to salary.  No salary, no credentials.
It was painful to realize that, but we had turned down many work offers as we extended 

our leave of absence to finish another phase of family academic preparation.

We determined to have the children at home each night, not in some distant dorm, rel-
atively unsupervised, because such decisions have a negative spiritual cost.

There were many trials ahead, most of them economic, which eventually caused my 
nursing studies to be postponed.  We trusted the same God that had put His hand over and 
under us in the past.  Again, He was always faithfully there.

Chapter Forty
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THE DAY PUERTO DIED
I had made repeated invitations to higher level church leaders to inspect our project.  

No date was ever fixed.  Only AFTER we had gone back to the States did the Division 
President finally include it in his itinerary.

Someone arranged a charter air taxi for the President, for the long flight from Trinidad 
to Puerto Adventista.   The air taxi pilot violated a standard bush flying rule.  He didn’t fly 
low over the runway to inspect its condition before attempting to land.  

Apparently all he knew was that Pastor Gates had for years gone in and out without inci-
dent, therefore he assumed that he could use the entire strip.  The depression in the middle 
of the runway caused an accident that badly frightened, but did not injure the passengers.  

“This would not be a good project to continue” said the Division President, and that day 
Puerto died!

Unfortunately, most Hispanic Christians have a culture that is influenced by Catholicism 
and many have a tendency to take the verbal recommendations of a Pastor as direct word 
from Heaven.

I have seen this phenomenon at work many times.  North Americans have a Protestant 
culture, they think more independently.  That difference produces greatly different results.

We were saddened, but could do nothing more to save the project.

The local Bolivian Mission Administrative Committee then voted to offer the property 
to me, but I could not accept.  Our children’s needs had led us to leave, we could not imme-
diately return.

I made a counter-offer.  For a percentage to cover costs and services, I would place a 
very, very expensive add in the Wall Street Journal with an asking price of $60,000.  They 
agreed and I placed the add.

My phone began to ring.  Even in 1971, by Stateside prices, $60,000 for 23,000 acres, 
with 300 head of cattle and 30 horses, sounded like a great bargain.  

A man from Detroit had sold his auto parts supply network and was looking for an ex-
otic project in which to invest his excess funds.  He badly wanted the property.  

I coordinated schedules with a commercial flight to take him and his family to see the 
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property.  I met them in Miami, and together we flew to Bolivia.

They were enchanted, they signed the papers and the property was sold.  Funds would 
later be transferred to the Mission office.

The entire family moved to Bolivia to start a new lifestyle.  I’m sure their friends back 
home envied their experience.

The man and his older son both obtained pilot’s licenses, and with airplanes and be-
gan moving about the jungles.  On occasion they would carry a paying passenger.  Then it 
happened!

The Father of the family, made a charter flight with a paying passenger.  Enroute the 
plane exploded and everyone on board was killed.  Apparently the passenger was targeted 
for a drug deal that had gone bad.  

The same thing later happened to the son.  Two grieving widows sold everything to a 
local rancher, and returned to the States.  

Puerto Adventist produced many workers for God’s Work, and changed the face of lead-
ership in Bolivia.  It was a tool used for God’s glory, and we were saddened to lose it. Only 
when Jesus returns will we know what an impact it had for eternity.

We sent three girls from the jungles to our Medical School 
in Mexico to take Nursing.  All of them finished Nursing.  This 
started a flow of students from other Andean countries.  Irma, 
in blue,(far left) became an R.N., Chunti,(in brown), later be-
came a Dentist, and Neisa,(far right), later became an M.D.

Finally, in 1977 I finished the nursing program, sat for State 
Board Exams, easily passed, and was certified a ‘Registered 
Nurse’.  Now I needed to get experience before returning to 
South America.

Our first group of students. More students from the jungles.
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I really wanted the first job I got.  I was hired to work nights in a hospital emergency 
room in the city of Chattanooga.  The stress was great, but skipping details, I learned a lot 
I would soon need.

A CALM COMES BEFORE THE STORM
In 1980 the General Conference Mission Board invited us to return to South America, 

this time to be chief pilot at our airbase in the Peruvian jungles.  This was the Church’s pre-
mier flagship aviation program.  It was built to be an example for all following programs.

There was a North American at the airbase who had learned to fly, but much of his 
training did not meet the requirements stipulated by the GC Aviation Committee.  They 
were distressed that he was doing any flying at all.  Now they asked me to supervise and 
authorize all his flights, and in-air activities.

During the several months we had to get ready for the move south, I received at least 
3 letters from this man in Peru, clearly indicating that we were really NOT needed there!   

I began to wonder what he intended, since he was not the one who was employing us.  
It was evident that he anticipated conflict.  Perhaps he already knew what the ruling GC 
Committee wanted.

We believed that God was calling us to this responsibility in Peru, and we would not be 
turned back by his discouraging letters.

The General Conference contacted me and indicated that they had prepared a letter of 
instructions regarding flying conditions the man in Peru would be subject to, once I arrived.

They instructed me to take the letter and hand it personally to him. But this was some-
thing I did NOT want to do!

His three letters to me were a warning of difficult interpersonal conflicts ahead. Wanting 
to handle things as gently as possible, we left for Miami without the letter, intending to catch 
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an international flight to Peru.

When I arrived in Miami, the office of the InterAmerican Division, located in Coral 
Gables, quickly cornered me, and indicated that the GC had called them saying that I had 
left without the letter of instructions to the man in Peru.  I was NOT to leave Miami without 
the letter.  I was caught.  I reluctantly waited there for it.

Sometimes one anticipates difficulties that are not as bad as expected.  The Peru assign-
ment was not one of them.  It was very bad from the beginning.  

Some days Meraldine and I would wake up in the morning and ask ourselves if this was 
really an assignment from God, or were we just difficult to get along with?

It got worse weekly.  We were asked directly if we intended to resign.  Our answer was 
unsatisfactory.  

Then he recruited the Mission President, a Peruvian, to help him dispose of our services 
at the Airbase.  A vote was taken by the mission board to transfer us to an isolated Indian 
village called Nevati, where most of the inhabitants were Adventists.

Meraldine and I decided to go see the President in his office.  One could feel the tension.  
To solve the matter he had to resort to the wording of our call, which was registered in the 
minutes.  We recognized that our future rested on how that vote was worded.  

A secretary’s responsibility can be immense at a time like that. 

He read the recorded vote, inviting us to be pilot ‘at the airbase’, not some isolated Indian 
village!  It was settled.  We returned to the pressure of our assignment.  We would not be 
transferred.

Some time later there was confusion at the Base as my colleague did not appear.  He 
had left before dawn, to never return to the Base.  The GC later covered his expenses for 
psychiatric treatment.

This man had long years of satisfactory service in Peru.  He had a lovely family, but his 
private flying goals meant so much that when they were interfered with, he became distract-
ed and even emotionally disturbed.

Many years later, after treatment, he visited me in my stateside home to ask forgiveness, 
which was gladly given.  He rests now in Jesus, waiting for the call to eternal life.  Men are 
imperfect, but God still uses them for His own glory.

Things ultimately settled down to several quiet routines at the Peru Base.  The local 
ADRA (Adventist Development and Relief Agency) man and I frequently flew together.
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The US Government provided grains and food supplies which we often delivered to 
Indian villages for the malnourished.  The ADRA man was responsible to supervise the 
food management.

LOSING ENGINE OIL IN FLIGHT
We were planning to fly together to an Indian village one morning, when I was advised 

that the local Peruvian aviation mechanic had just changed the plane’s oil while I was eating 
breakfast.  I was assured that everything was okay.

Our home in Peru at the Airbase

Chapter Forty Three

Gates family with Cessna  
185 in Peru

Food for isolated 
Indian Children.
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My habit was to never take anyone’s word for the fuel and oil in my aircraft.  I would 
trust others, but verify. It created safety.

Everything checked out satisfactorily, so we departed together.  We had an itinerary 
planned, with a first stop in the distant Indian village of Shawaya.

When we arrived at Shawaya, I noticed that a pencil-like line of oil had streaked down 
the outside of the cowling (engine cover).  

“You talk with the brethren”, I said, “I need to see where this oil is coming from”.  But 
I was unable to trace it origin, guessing that maybe it came from the oil filter, which was 
easily visible behind the engine.

When Abner Silva, the ADRA man, returned to the plane, I was ready to depart.  

The Indians crowded around the aircraft.  I asked them to bow their heads as always, to 
ask God’s protection.  They did so, and then I asked them to move away as we started the 
Cessna 185’s big engine and dangerously turning propeller.

I fired up the 300 horsepower engine and taxied to the far end of the grass strip.  There 
were thatched roof houses on either side of the runway.  Checking instruments, everything 
seemed normal. 

I pushed the throttle to the firewall and roared down the strip.  Quickly we were air-
borne, and climbing rapidly.

I set the trim tab for normal climb, expecting later to re-set it for faster cruise speed.  
Suddenly I had an unexpected idea.

“Didn’t you have something you needed to do at that little village over there?” I asked.  
“Yes, I do”, Abner answered.  So, I immediately changed my flight plan and trimmed the 
aircraft for a descent.

In all the jungles of Peru, this particular spot is the only place I know that has two villag-
es side by side.  From a pilot’s standpoint they are side by side, but still about 5 miles apart!

At that moment I had totally forgotten the counsel given me by the experienced mis-
sionary pilots from the Wycliffe Bible Translator’s Base next to our Adventist Base.

They knew I was an experienced pilot, but they still said I shouldn’t even try to land at 
this particular village till I had another 500 hours wrestling with the bouncy, spring steel, 
landing gear of my Cessna 185.  I forgot their counsel.  

We were preparing to land.  I made a low pass over the postage stamp clearing, verifying 
that there were no logs or holes in the way.  I circled the 10-house village, and set the plane 
up with an approach attitude.  
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I crossed the river flying slowly, descending gradually, and calculating every detail, 
watching for any variable.  I made a precision landing, it was perfect.  I felt that I was at the 
top of my trade!

When I climbed out of the plane and greeted some women standing by, I turned to look 
at the aircraft and my knees weakened.  

I had been hemorrhaging oil the last few minutes of flight.  The whole belly of the plane 
was bathed in life giving oil.

I was just minutes away from a fatal crash. 
 
By suddenly changing my flight plans, I had been saved by an unseen hand.  Now I 

looked again at my oil filter.  It was loose.  Heat from two flights had caused expansion, 
allowing oil to escape.  Now I needed tools.

I reached under the pilot’s seat to retrieve my Snap-On tool box.  It was gone!  This was 
the only time it ever happened.

There was nothing I could do about it.  I couldn’t tighten the filter with my bare hands.  
So, I began to pray.

“Lord, you have saved us again, now help me, I need tools”.

A lady with a baby in her arms was standing nearby.  I asked her a dumb question.  
“Does anyone here have tools?”.  She looked at me, then indicated that the men were all in 
the forest hunting for food.  She did add “that man over there has tools”.  

I looked where she pointed, and my heart sank.  She had pointed to a thatched roof with 
a floor, but no walls.  

In the distance I could see a small object, but nothing more.  We walked together to see 
this man’s ‘tools’.  

When I got closer I saw a small wooden box with no lid.  The rains would always blow 
straight through this house, and out the other side.  Any tools in this box would be rusty 
and useless.

I pulled the box closer and saw nothing but rusty bolts that he had scavenged some-
where over the years.  I started to push it back, when I felt I should look deeper.  

I pulled the box back and began to take out the rusty bolts.  In the bottom I found a 
clean, working, Crescent wrench, exactly the size I needed to tighten the oil filter.  “Thank 
you Lord.  You are so merciful to us”.

After tightening the filter I returned the wrench, checked the remaining oil level, fired 
up the engine, got airborne and landed once more, as quickly as possible, at Shawaya to 
again check the oil level.  It had not changed, so we aborted further stops and headed home.
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Now you understand why I said that my bones should be bleaching in some far off jun-
gle, were it not for God’s merciful hand over me and those who flew with me. 

A “CAST’ OF CHARACTERS
I once landed at a remote village where I had never gone before. I was alone.  When I 

climbed out of the plane a man came up. 
  
I greeted him and asked if anyone in the nearby village was sick or needed help. I was 

carrying my medication kit and considerable medical 
skills to use to win hearts before sharing the good news.  
He mentioned that his brother had a broken toe, and 
please would I check it?

Being escorted to the village, his brother soon ap-
peared.  He had dropped a log on his foot earlier, injured 
his toe, and had simply tied a dirty rag around it.  I un-
tied the rag, and the fracture of the toe was complete, 
that is compound.  Bone stuck out in both directions !  
Yet there were no signs of infection, and he was going 

barefoot.

A humble 
Indian chapel
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I cleaned up the toe, put antibiotic powder in the wound as a preventive measure.

Then I pulled out some sheets of plaster-of-paris, wet them, and fashioned a cast.  I 
attached the cast to his large toe for stability, and discharged him   He walked away very 
pleased.

When I returned to this village 6 weeks later, the same man met me at the strip.  I in-
quired about his brother and he responded, “Oh he’s fine, he has now taken off that white 
thing you put on his toe”.

 These isolated people do not even have a simple aspirin for pain.  They have no medical 
resources.  

Americans are spoiled with all their advantages.  Our responsibility to help others is 
only increased by the privileges God has allowed us to enjoy.

If I could not be a medical 
launch captain, at least I 
could float my medicines 

to needy persons

Meraldine and  a  few of  “her” 
Peruvian babies (that she delivered)!
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DRUG TRAFFICKERS AT UNINI
Church leaders in the Jungles decided to have a regional campmeeting at a spot where 

Indian believers could gather, and be easily fed spiritually and physically.  They chose Unini, 
one of the first mission stations established nearly a century earlier.

Unini was located on a smaller river, not far from where it emptied into the much larger 
Ucayali river.  Indians used to travel most easily by dugout canoe, and they still do.  A large 
clearing, surrounded by an adequate number of thatched-roof buildings, like that found at 
Unini offered a solution.

I was approached by the Mission leadership to make sure that adequate dry food sup-
plies could be delivered by plane, before the date of the meetings, which was fairly close.  I 
was happy to help.

One morning the plane was loaded with hundreds of pounds of dry grains, flour, and 
powdered milk.  This would provide a short but important nutritional upgrade for the many 
undernourished attendees who lived in isolation, but qualified for such assistance.

Departing the airbase alone I climbed slowly skyward with my heavy load, as I prepared 
to make the nearly one-hour flight south.

Unknown to me at that moment was an incident that had occurred the previous day, 
and that would affect me directly.

A Protestant missionary working in another Indian village along the river had left for a 
furlough in the United States.  Before departing he placed an old dugout canoe across the 
village landing strip, instructing the Indians not to remove it till he returned.  

He was afraid drug traffickers would take advantage of his absence to use the village as 
a loading point.

His fears were realized when a plane coordinating with the Colombian drug network ar-
ranged for a pickup of wholesale drugs at that very village, during the missionaries’ absence.

The Colombian plane, that had illegally entered the country, made an approach without 
first checking the surface of this strip with which they were really unfamiliar. 

Secrecy demanded they make a quick landing, load their drugs and depart immediately.  
No advance notice of their landing was wanted. Confederates were secretly waiting with 
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drugs to load.

It was too late to abort when they saw the dugout canoe lying directly across their path.  
The impact wrecked the plane causing some pandemonium in the village.

Not seriously injured, pilot and passenger in the aircraft, ran quickly to hide in nearby 
undergrowth. Waiting confederates didn’t show their faces.  The wrecked foreign plane was 
immediately reported to the police at the upriver village of Atalaya.

An unsuccessful search for the men who arrived in the aircraft was soon abandoned.  
The men had only one choice to escape back to Colombia. Having done their homework, 
they went upriver to the next closest strip to hide and wait to hijack the next plane to land 
there. They went to Unini!

Meantime I was getting close to my destination, totally unaware of the drama playing 
out below.

As I approached Unini, I saw, much to my dismay, that there were rain and clouds cov-
ering the small valley where I intended to land.  I got closer but the rain and clouds still 
obscured my search for the runway.  I could see nothing!

I decided that perhaps I could approach the strip from another direction, but that too 
was frustrated.  Again I attempted a standard approach, but in vain.  No landing at Unini 
would occur that day!

I trimmed the plane for a climb, and headed home heavy-hearted.

Only a Divine hand can protect those who serve Him sincerely. He had not failed me 
that day.  I had avoided a hijacking and probable later assassination.  Thank you God for 
angels and for your care.

HE CONTROLS THE CLOUDS
I stopped in the little town of Puerto Bermudez one day to care for local church busi-

ness, when I was approached by a police officer.

“Where are going from here?” he asked.  I indicated a mountain in the distance and 
named an Indian village on the opposite side.  
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“I was hoping you’d say that” he responded, “We urgently need to go there too, we want 
to arrest a man accused of being a Communist collaborator”.   “Can you take two of us?”  I 
agreed.

“I have some business to care for, but come back in an hour, and we’ll go over the moun-
tain together” I answered.

An hour later the two officers appeared beside my plane.  I looked at the mountain in 
disbelief.  From a beautiful, almost cloudless sky, the weather had changed, and in the dis-
tance a large cloud covered the entire pass to the Indian village !

It was late in the afternoon, and I expected to make the trip, and still return to the air-
base before dark. “Look at that cloud obscuring our way” I commented.  “If it doesn’t lift 
quickly I will have to spend the night here. We can go in the morning”.   

“No, they replied, we can’t go in the morning, we have other commitments.”  

The next morning I left alone for the Indian village.  While there I met with the breth-
ren.  But there was one Indian brother who came privately to me to ask for counsel about a 
serious problem.  

He had been denounced, as an enemy of the state, by a man who disliked his reli-
gious faith.  Word had gotten out that the authorities were planning to jail him at the first 
opportunity.

I looked at the brother and said, “Do you realize what God just did for you yesterday?”  
Of course, he did not, so I shared with him the story of the unexpected cloud that closed 
the pass.  

God loved him and was caring for his own.  As a result of this incident, he moved deeper 
into the jungle till, he hoped, things would cool down, and attention would turn away from 
him.

”Thank you God for caring for simple Indians, and not just for mission pilots”.

A PILOT AND AN ‘OB’ PATIENT
A male nursing student doesn’t get much exposure to obstetrics.
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My principal teacher, after becoming an R.N., was 
my own wife, who eventually acquired decades of expe-
rience in Labor & Delivery. 

Meraldine held a daily outpatient clinic in the base-
ment of our house at the airbase.  She saw regularly an 
average of 2000 patients every year.  

She diagnosed, prescribed and treated every kind 
of ailment.  Even visiting Stateside specialists would ask 
her to instruct them about what they were seeing in the 
clinic !

Sometimes deliveries of babies occurred during the 
night hours.  I would assist when needed, which usually 
involved holding a flashlight while she sewed up vaginal 
tears postpartum.

I had just landed in a remote village a great distance from civilization.  Several men 
immediately approached me about an obstetrical case.

The woman had been in labor for several days.  For an Indian this is most unusual.  
After asking a few questions, I concluded that by then she was probably suffering from 
uterine fatigue.  

Of course there could have been some problem with the position of the infant.  The 
more one knows, the more possibilities of problems present themselves.

I asked the men to bring her to me, along with her husband.  They did so.  However, a 
group of grandmother “midwives” also came along!  They were clearly unhappy to have a 
man involved in what they considered their exclusive territory.  The husband and I knelt 
down by the patient lying on a rough floor of split bamboo.  He looked expectantly at me, 
and I turned inwardly in prayer to Heaven for wisdom.  

First I tried to determine if the baby was head down.  I tried to palpate her abdomen, to 
determine the baby’s position.

I was terribly inexperienced at the task.  I finally concluded that the infant’s head was 
indeed down. Now what’s next?

There seemed to be no alternative left but to give her a partial dose of Pitocin from an 
ampule I carried in my medicine chest.  

I prepared a needle, and drew up the “Pit”.  

She allowed me to inject it into a thigh muscle.  The husband and I waited a few min-
utes.  Meantime, through the open door I could see the unhappy grandmothers chattering 

Meraldine checks a baby 
for an anxious mother.
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away.  They definitely did not like what was going on.  But I had the husband’s permission 
and they couldn’t override his authority.

Suddenly the patient complained of a full bladder.  “I need to urinate” she said.  “No, 
I replied,” sensing that the uterus was beginning to contract, “just lie still”.  She insisted.  
Again I denied her departure.  Finally, she insisted urgently, and I finally yielded.

“Go”, I said.  She went quickly and I never saw her again.

What I did see through the open door of the thatched roof building was the happy 
grandmothers chattering around a new born baby, cleaning dirt and leaves off his wet body! 
They had picked him up from the ground almost as soon as the mother exited the house.

Experience may be a great teacher, but I don’t like that kind of teaching.

ATALAYA—A WATCHMAN’S WARNING!
 

We had a congregation that met in Atalaya, a small town far upriver from the airbase.  It was 
located on the mighty Ucayali river.   I needed to go there occasionally, but this time I had 
my  three boys along.  There was room in the plane for all of them, so  the four of us, plus a 
local pastor, left together.

Doug was college age and still single. Don, the youngest, was about ready for high 
school.  These boys would later become physician specialists, Doug, an OB-Gyn, Don an 
ER specialist, both graduating from Loma Linda University Medical School.

But this day, for me, they were just my boys, looking for excitement and a trip with Dad 
to a remote village.  Few young men have such a privilege.  It enriches one’s perspective on 
the world.

After landing in Atalaya I cared for the matter for which I had come, but needed to 
make one more flight further south to another Indian village.  The boys decided to stay in 
Atalaya, maybe take a swim till I got back.  I said good bye and departed, never realizing 
how close I would come to never seeing one of them alive again.

In the jungles there had been for sometime a severe shortage of auto fuel.  Gasoline was 
like gold, nobody moved on the river, or on land unless it was absolutely necessary.  Around 
Atalaya hardly anyone was moving with outboard motors.
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The local pastor, Francisco Quinteros, joined David, Doug and Don for a swim across 
the river to a sandbar where they rested and enjoyed the warm afternoon sun.  Finally, they 
began the return swim across the river, back to Atalaya.  

Halfway across, in the deepest water, the pastor started to get severe cramps and couldn’t 
swim.  He cried out for help, which  caused Doug to come to his immediate aid.

As so often happens, the drowning person grabs tightly onto the rescuer, and both go 
down together.  This is what happened to Doug.  He too was losing control, and couldn’t 
support the desperate pastor.  The two were going down together.  

Suddenly, from behind them a voice called out.  “Grab hold of the canoe”.  Where had it 
come from?  It was right where they most needed it, when they most needed it.  

I arrived a short time later and all 3 climbed aboard, considerably subdued.  They shared 
their experience, but the “accidental’ appearance of the canoe did not fully register on me 
till much later.

Thank you God for once again mercifully intervening.  

DILEMMA WITH A DEMON
Theology students from the undergraduate program at Peruvian Adventist University 

often did internships before graduating.  They came to the jungles from the capital in Lima.  

One of my responsibilities as missionary pilot and as an ordained minister, was to over-
see and guide their activities.  With the airplane, I was their only connection to civilization.

One young man, I’ll call him Pablo, was assigned as Pastor-Teacher to the Indian village 
of Nevati.  

It was always a challenge to keep these young men’s eyes on their work, and not get ro-
mantically involved with an Indian girl.

Pablo was human, and sometimes lonely in his outpost. Before long he fell in love with 
one of the girls about his age.  This spelled problems for him, as his culture was so vastly 
different from that of the young lady.  She knew absolutely nothing of the world of the big 
city, and her entire method of thinking was foreign to his.
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Eventually Pablo proposed, they married under some local authority, and seemed hap-
py.  Eventually the honeymoon passed but things gradually deteriorated.  

Misunderstandings increased, and finally she resorted to using a technique for getting 
revenge, one that had been time tested by her pagan ancestors.  Traditional medicine and 
tribal cures are hard to erase from the Indian mind.

She consulted someone who still clung to old witch doctor practices, and was advised to 
place a curse on her spouse.  The method used was simple.

Find a photo of the offender, bring it to the “doctor” for a curse, then nail it to the big-
gest tree that could be found.  

The curse was specific.  Pablo, the object of the curse, was to swell up as huge as the tree 
was round, and die a miserable death.

When I arrived at the village one day to check on things, Pablo was in tears.  His feet 
were so swollen that he could no longer close his untied shoes. He was sure his death by 
swelling was only a short time away.  Terrified, he begged for my help.

Of course I was happy to assist.  I sat down with him to review God’s plan for defeat-
ing Satan and his demons.  It was necessary to point out some of Pablo’s obvious spiritual 
shortcomings, and counsel him to get right with God, and do so immediately if he wanted 
to survive.  Otherwise he would continue Satan’s captive.

We prayed together, and I left to continue my journey.  When I returned weeks later, 
Pablo’s swollen body was once again normal size, and he was happy with his new relation-
ship with God. 

In some parts of the world Satan manifests his control of the population in ways not 
nearly so apparent in more civilized countries.  In both places, Satan is our mortal enemy, 
and can only be overcome in the name of our Savior Jesus.

SNAKES IN THE BAGGAGE
With the two younger children growing up rapidly, we needed to think of their long 

term, and educational welfare, as we had in Bolivia for the two older boys. Debbie, was our 
girl, and Donald the youngest boy.

Don attacked everything he did with all the energy available.  As he grew older, he decid-
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ed he wanted to become a body builder.

He is probably the first and only veg-
etarian to win the state title of “Mr. Teen 
Tennessee”.    As a result of his title win, he 
was featured on the cover of a well known 
body building magazine.   

As a practicing physician today, he 
still exercises daily, but no longer appears 
to be a body builder !

It was time to consider a painful “per-
manent return” request to our employing 
organization.

In due time it was approved, and we began to think about what 
we would need to take home from Peru.  

Don had a special request.   He had collected three smaller boa 
constrictors and it seemed to him very important to take them 
home.  I objected.  He insisted, I objected, and he insisted, then I 
finally relented but with a serious warning to him.

“I cannot guarantee what will happen to us or to you in Miami”, I 
said.  There may be some law against importing snakes, and you may 
be arrested right there in the terminal.  Nothing intimidated Don.  
After all, surely Dad would stand between him and the law.  

If I would help him, he was ready to run the risk.  We took 
a strong suitcase, put two additional metal clasps on it and pur-
chased good locks, one for each clasp, plus the suitcase itself 
had a built-in lock.

In went the snakes, and the lid came down, and the locks 
went on.  We were ready to face the unknown.

A family like ours, returning after years in the jungles, can be expected to have a lot of 
things to bring home.  We were no exception.  We had several dozen suitcases, cardboard 
boxes, and miscellaneous packages.  We checked in everything, and no airline suspected the 
contents of Don’s suitcase, nor were we asked.

Everything arrived in Miami, and was piled in one place in the terminal.  People looked 
at us curiously, but then, but don’t forget, missionaries are sometimes a bit strange looking.

A customs officer waved at me and indicated that I needed to bring the entire mound of 
personal goods to his line to be checked.   Before doing so, I approached him and said  “One 

Donald Gates as he 
appeared on the Body 

Builder’s magazine cover 
after winning the Teen 

Title for Tennessee!

Debbie and Donnie in 
Collegedale, TN. (about 1970)
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of the suitcases has several snakes in it”.  I couldn’t have said anything to frighten him more.

“No, no, no” he responded.  “Leave everything right there, don’t open anything”!  And 
he immediately phoned the Agricultural inspector, who had just gone home for the evening.

The inspector arrived, with a disgusted look on his face. He obviously didn’t like being 
called away from his supper. 

“What do you have there?” he asked.  I said, “I advised the line Customs officer that 
we have three snakes in one suitcase”.  “What kind are they? Are they poisonous?”.   “No 
they are not” I answered, but he still wasn’t sure.  “Are you sure they are not poisonous?” he 
asked again.  “I’m positive”, I said.  “I’ve lived in the jungles many years and I know what I’m 
transporting”.  He seemed to relax a bit more.

“Okay”, he responded, “Bring me the form to sign”, and an aide appeared with the paper.  
He signed it and headed home again.

“Now what do I do”, I thought.  I looked at the line Customs officer and asked “Shall I 
bring all my things over to be checked?

The answer I got was definitive and very clear.  “Get your things immediately out of 
Customs to the sidewalk outside.  We won’t open anything.”!!   

I often thought how easy it would have been to smuggle in illicit things, accompanied 
by snakes.  Our family certainly didn’t appear to be the kind of people who would import 
contraband, nor were we doing that.

Now Don had his 3 boas home safely.  Two of them he donated to the church school wild-
life museum in Collegedale, and one he sold to an interested young man in Chattanooga.  
That put an end to snakes in the Gates household, and I couldn’t have been more pleased.

SURVIVING A PLANE CRASH
As a high school student, David wanted his own plane, so he worked hard after classes 

and saved his money.  He purchased, without my financial assistance, a Cessna 140, with the 
unique registration of N2222V.

He flew it a lot and was building time toward his future as a mission pilot.  One day he 
and I took the plane south from Collegedale toward Georgia Cumberland Academy where 
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a hardtop runway was located in the middle of one of the Academy’s corn fields.  I would 
give him instruction in short field landings.

To be a bush pilot is to have a specialty well above just being a pilot.  Not every one can 
manipulate his aircraft safely in and out of postage stamp sized strips found in the bush.  
David needed to learn the techniques.

It was the Fall of 1977, and corn was ready for harvest.  The Academy Farm was in full 
action.  As we approached we made a low pass to inspect the surface and look for obstacles.  
There was a farm truck parked beside the approach end of the runway, but it presented no 
real barrier to our landing.

As I talked David through the approach, I made sure my single strap shoulder harness 
was securely in place.  Airspeed was reduced to just above a stall, flaps down, descent angle 
sharp, and everything looked right.  But I was about to be surprised.

I misjudged the wing clearance on the pilot’s side by about two inches.  It was a tight 
approach, and workable, but not this time.  

The navigation light on the wingtip was stripped off as the wing clipped the mirror 
sticking out on the truck.  That was all that was needed to wrongly impact the landing gear 
as it touched down.

There may have been some developing weakness in the spring steel-gear attachment, in 
any case it folded, dropping the plane on one side of its belly and letting the left wing touch 
the ground.  

You can quickly guess which way it turned…abruptly left, and out through the corn 
field.

What coincidence could have caused the huge, self propelled corn picker to be right 
where the plane wanted to go?  From about a 40 mph speed to a dead standstill the aircraft 
struck the huge tire and wheel on the front of the machine. 

My body flew sideways out of the one strap shoulder harness and my head struck the 
dash, and my right arm was deeply slashed under the dash.  I blacked out.  Finally I heard 
David calling me, “Daddy, daddy, can you hear me, are you alright?”   We both quickly 
climbed out of the plane afraid it might catch fire.

A pickup truck appeared and we were loaded into the back and taken to a little county 
hospital.  Someone was on duty and sewed up my lacerated right arm, and patched up my 
forehead.  

I had just become an R.N. so was quite sensitive to the care I received.  Never did anyone 
take my blood pressure, no check was made for possible brain injury. No X-rays taken of 
my head. 

I was immediately discharged and sent home.   
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I phoned my wife to let her know we were both alive and reasonably well.  Someone had 
already gone to her door with a long face to let her know that we had suffered a plane crash, 
but they had no further information.  She was frantic, but was now more reassured by my 
phone call.

The next day, in Chattanooga, I was X-rayed and it showed I had fractured my skull, an 
orbital break around my right eye.  No other damage was discovered.  The right eye was out 
of alignment, and produced diplopia, that is double vision.  

The Adventist ENT Specialist with whom we worked predicted that the diplopia would 
probably resolve without surgical intervention, and it has.

The insurance company reimbursed David for a 
total loss, and we shortly afterward both resumed our 
flying careers.  Today David has so many thousands 
of hours international flying experience, that we have 
lost count. His many licenses have opened doors of 
service where he would otherwise not have been al-
lowed to go.  

I have often said, as a pilot, I would rather work for 
God, than for myself.  Some never discover the incred-
ible satisfactions God gives.  God kept His word to me. 
Never did I have an accident during mission flying.  
This incident only occurred in the States. 

PAUL WEIGLEY’S CONVERSION
One day in Tennessee, I received a call from my cousin Paul Weigley whom I had not 

seen in nearly 2 decades.  He had just retired from the Marines as a Major, and was visiting 
family.

Delighted, I invited him to spend the night.  He accepted.

Gates Family at 
Collegedale, Tennessee
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When he drove in I went out to greet him.  It was a renewal of an old, but important 
relationship.  We stood in the driveway for half an hour remembering old times together. 
Finally I said,  “Grab your bags, and come on in”, I said.  “No”, Paul replied, “I have to go care 
for some other commitments”.  “But you said you could spend the night with us”, I respond-
ed.  “I know”, he answered, but he was evasive.

Much later Paul confessed to me.  “I somehow felt that you would probably talk to me 
about my soul, and I did NOT want to hear it.

That’s why I changed my plan and decided not to spend the night”

He had been reared in a very conservative Adventist home, on a dairy farm, and with 
brothers and sisters taught to love and obey God.  

When old enough, Paul turned his back on God’s plan for his life, and joined the 
Marines.  During his military career he had become a womanizer, a drinker, and a user of 
tobacco.  His spiritual life was in ruins, and he didn’t want to be reminded of it.

After he drove away, for days I kept hearing God say to me, “You must communicate 
with Paul, make a recorded tape and send it to him”.   I postponed, not sure if it was just a 
subconscious thought, or if God was really saying something through the Holy Spirit.

I finally concluded that God was really asking me to do something more for Paul.  I 
had professional recording equipment in my office, so I sat down and wrote out 10 dou-
ble-spaced pages of text.

I would read it, but be very careful to make it sound conversational, not something 
being read.  

An astonishing thing happened.  Always when I prepared an article for a magazine, or 
a sermon, editing was always a necessity.  

Numerous changes were inevitably necessary.  But not this time.  Careful review of the 
entire ten pages showed not one thing, absolutely nothing, needed to be revised.  I bowed 
my head and thanked God for confirming His purpose in its preparation.

I reminded Paul of a very traumatic experience he had had as a machine gunner on a 
helicopter in Viet Nam.  Shot down, he crawled to a creek and submerged himself while he 
listened to his buddies scream as they were executed by the enemy who searched them out.

Knowing there was one more crew member unaccounted for, they searched everywhere 
for him.  But Paul pulled himself underwater as they drew near and he became the only 
survivor.

“Paul”, I said, “you were not more valuable than any of the other men.  The only reason 
you survived was because back home your dear Mother and Dad were begging the Lord to 
keep His hand over you and bring you to repentance.  They were asking Him to give you 
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another chance”.    

“Now you are alive, and God is still calling you to serve Him.  

He has honored the prayers of your Godly parents. Now you have to decide what you 
will do”.   I mailed the tape to his physician brother in Florida, to hand carry to him at a 
homecoming at Blue Mountain Academy in Eastern Pennsylvania.

The brothers meeting at BMA had a happy reunion.  Finally they decided to visit anoth-
er brother in Northern Pennsylvania that had been unable to join them.  They would drive 
to his home.

Paul directed them to drive ahead, saying he would follow in his own car.  Alone, with 
time to think, he remembered my tape that his brother had handed to him earlier.  He 
popped it into the player and began to listen, undistracted.  As he listened, he told me later, 
his eyes filled with tears as he began to understand God’s care for him.

The brothers stopped somewhere to sleep, and they talked long into the night, remem-
bering old times together.  At the end Paul said something like this:  “Brothers, I have some-
thing to share with you.  Today I gave my heart to God”.  What rejoicing followed!

Paul became a door to door salesman of religious books, like old colporteur Hollenbaugh, 
who so many years before brought the Adventist message to our Grandmother, his Mother, 
and my Dad.

Paul confessed that it was difficult for a former Marine Major to accept a “No, I don’t 
want to buy your book” from a client.  His mentality was still to command, and expect 
obedience!  But he was learning to live again in a civilian world, with its privilege to say no.

Eventually Paul was remarried to a fine christian lady. Later he was even invited to 
become the salaried Lay Pastor of an Adventist Congregation in Washington State.  He 
flourished under his new responsibilities.  But…..God did not remove the consequences of 
his years of rebellious living. 

Some time later he was diagnosed with lung cancer.  This obviously was the result of 
long years of smoking.  God had forgiven him, but did not remove the results of smoking.  

Once again it was clear that the “sowing and reaping” principle op-
erates among humans.                   

                   
Paul was buried several years ago, and now, along with his 

Mother and Dad, awaits the call of the Life giver at the sound of the 
last trumpet blast. ( 1 Cor. 15:52)
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COUNSELING MARVIN ABOUT TV
My close friend, Marvin McColpin, badly wanted us to undertake the Administration 

of a school project he and Rosella had started  in Central America.

We had just arrived in 1970 from Bolivia to get our children in school at Collegedale.  
We couldn’t see wisdom in accepting his insistent offer, particularly in view of the Divine 
leading that we had received to bring our children home at that point in their lives.

Some years later I ran into Marvin at a large gathering of Adventists.  Actually we met 
in the men’s bathroom!   As we were alone for a few minutes, I revealed to him what had 
seemed to me important counsel.

“Marvin”, I said, “let me share something with you”.  “God is allowing you to have dis-
posable Real Estate income to invest in missionary projects overseas.  A better way to win 
souls is to invest those funds in television and radio here in this country”.  

He took my counsel “under advisement” and we separated.  

It was sometime later that he and Rosella visited Thompsonville, Illinois and met Danny 
Shelton and his brother who were just beginning to construct their first television building 
by faith.  That story is told by Danny, and is a thrilling one.

These dear people didn’t reveal till they were leaving Danny several days later, that they 
wanted to put $50,000 into the project, which they immediately did.  It was an importantly 
timed donation.

One’s influence can never be easily measured.  Sometimes God allows us to see the re-
sults, sometimes not.  

I am sure my influence on Marvin contributed to their decision to support 3ABN at that 
critical moment before it had become widely recognized as a worthy evangelistic television 
ministry.

Marvin and Rosella are resting now, but “their works do follow them”
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PRESUMPTION OR FAITH
Before closing these last chapters I must share something incredible that God did. 

Something more recent.  

David came to me in late 2001 to ask my opinion regarding a response he had just re-
ceived from a volunteer in Bolivia.  He had asked them to look for a single TV station that 
might be for sale.

Later they called him back and reported: “We found a 6-station network available for one 
million dollars”,  “Come on”, replied David, “you know we don’t have that kind of money”.

“But don’t you say that God is able to provide for any need?”  “Yes”, David answered, 
reproved, he was a bit chagrined.

When he inquired as to my attitude, I said I believed that the time in the earth’s history 
mandated we do our best to share the message of Christ’s soon return, and that as expensive 
as it is, television was one of the best ways to share the gospel.  We would investigate.

We made an appointment to meet with the sellers.  David and I got in the twin engine 
aircraft and flew to Bolivia.  The big boardroom was impressive.  A number of lower eche-
lon managers were present.   The Vice President of the firm sat at the end of the table, and 
David across from him, and I at David’s elbow.  Both of us were comfortable in Spanish, so 
that was the language we used.

Discussions were friendly, but finally David said, “I will give you one million dollars 
for the 6-station network”.   There was silence, and then the VP said, “that’s not the correct 
price, it is one and a half million dollars !  Where did you get that figure?”

We named the source, and they immediately called the man into the board room.  He 
was embarrassed, and explained that indeed he had erred, but attempted to correct things 
by phoning us promptly, but we had already left on our flight south.  They thanked him and 
he left the room.

Further discussion followed, and then David finally said, 

“Well, I will agree to pay one and a half million dollars for the network”.   There was 
satisfaction all around the table, and preparations were made to arrange the paperwork.

Then they asked us to deposit one hundred thousand dollars as earnest money! ….at 
that point we were in great difficulty.  I was the Treasurer of GMI and knew we had possibly 
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ten thousand dollars in the Bank, but it was all committed to other projects.  What would 
we do?

We phoned a financial institution in Collegedale, Tennessee and were assured that we 
as well as our ministry were well known, and that the $100,000 would be made immediately 
available, on one condition.

It would be a “short term” loan, and would have to be paid back in several 
weeks.   We accepted.  Again, it was an act of blind faith.

David confessed to me later.  “Dad, if God could cover the one million dollars we didn’t 
have, I thought, surely one and a half million He could also give us”.  It made sense to me.

There is a short statement in the book Desire of Ages, page 371 that simply states:  “If 
the work be of God, He Himself will provide the means for its accomplishment…”.   It often 
seemed  that we were being presumptuous, but we believed that God had said it, and so we 
risked everything, including our own reputations.

As we flew home I looked down at several ocean ports to see yachts of the wealthy lined 
up in rows.  “Oh Lord”, I prayed, “please give us funds to keep our promises.  It’s for your 
glory, not ours.  It will mean the salvation of souls for whom Christ died.  The wealthy 
spend their resources to glorify themselves.  They spend money selfishly.  Please provide 
funds.  We trust You”.

As funds became available, we began to prepare the buildings we had received with the 
6-stations, for use as offices and filming sets.

This included installing uplink equipment to put the signal on satellite. 
 
However, we never seemed to have anything additional to put on the purchase price.  

The matter of the short term loan of $100,000 was our first concern.

I retrieved the mail from the post office several weeks after returning to the States.  One 
letter caught my attention.  The wife of a close friend from Collegedale had just been killed 
in an auto accident.  

The insurance company had just sent him a check as “compensation” for his terrible loss.  
In the letter from him was a check for the entire amount. A gift to GMI.  Exactly $100,000 !  

The Lord had covered the first part of our obligation, but what would He do for the $1.5 
million?

Many months passed without being able to make further payments on the balance owed 
for the stations.  Finally we felt we needed to return to Bolivia and discuss the matter with 
the sellers.  Meraldine and I got into the twin engine aircraft with David and we flew south 
to meet with them.



• 116 •

In the big boardroom with the sellers once again, they were very gracious.  They under-
stood that the project belonged to God, but they also had bills to pay and though they ap-
preciated our frankness and effort to meet with them they felt that another six weeks should 
define the matter.  We accepted, and indicated that there would be no resistance from us, 
should God not provide.

Again we lifted our hearts in prayer, remembering the promise that “He Himself would 
provide…”.   Back home again, the weeks seemed to fly by.  Three weeks, four, five and still 
no sign of funds, or hope of them.  We didn’t ask for funds by letter, or in the churches, or 
on television.  God would have to provide.  Then the phone rang.

The caller was on the West Coast, and he spoke with David.  He inquired about minis-
try issues, but no comment was made about the impending foreclosure.   Finally the caller 
asked “What is your greatest current need?”  With that invitation David shared about the 
looming crisis in Bolivia.  

Several days later I was alone in the office when the phone rang again.  The caller was 
the same man with whom David had earlier spoken.  “Give me your Bank information, I’m 
sending you $1.5 million dollars to pay for the TV network in Bolivia” !

When I hung up, I raised my hands toward Heaven and said “Thank you Lord, you 
are so merciful.  Souls for whom Christ died will be in Heaven because of your care and 
provision”.

David flew to the West Coast to personally meet the donor and receive the funds.  
Twenty-four hours before the foreclosure deadline, he was in LAX (Los Angeles International 
Airport) when he phoned me.  “I have one million in certificates in my pocket, and the bal-
ance will come shortly”.  Thank you Lord !

A phone call to the sellers in Bolivia created excitement and joy for them.  These men 
had more faith in the “rich” Americans than in the God whom we claimed had provided 
the funds.

The donor was a widower.  His wife had died very suddenly several months earlier.  She 
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had always opposed and blocked any gift to Adventist ministries.  Now her husband told us 
“this is God’s money”, and he made it available for TV evangelism.

Several months later he called us again.  He had been cleaning out a closet and found 
a brown paper bag full of cash.  His wife had secreted it there for her future benefit.  “It 
amounts to about $75,000 dollars and I’m sending it to you for ministry needs in Bolivia”.

Maybe the little lady who earlier wrote those words about God providing for His Work, 
was just reflecting optimism…………or could it be that she was communicating a Divine 
message ??  

God said it, we believed it, and that settled it.  He tested our faith till the very last mo-
ment.  It cannot be merely a coincidence or just  good luck!   God is still on His throne, and 
He works in mysterious ways to provide for the salvation of those for whom Jesus died.

Before entering the Promised Land, the Israelites faced the swollen Jordan river, God’s 
command was to cross it !   The priests were carrying the ark, the symbol of the Divine 
presence, and they were required before anyone else, to be the first to step into the water.  

They didn’t know if they would go in over their heads, with the heavy Ark on their 
shoulders, but they obeyed, simply because God had told them to.  As the soles of their san-
dals touched the surface, it opened before them and everyone crossed on dry land !

Many spiritual leaders today spread infidelity among their members by expressing 
doubts about the reality of the many miracles recorded in Scripture.

Jesus, the very Savior these men profess to accept, believed in the historical reality of the 
Flood, the destruction of Sodom, the experience of Jonah.  He clearly said so !

But then maybe Christ was uninformed, or needed enlightenment!
Why doesn’t He ask us for help?  We could teach Him.
 
Such infidelity!  It is a pernicious evil that man’s great enemy has planted in the very 

heart of Christianity.
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THE OAKS AT MAMRE
We made our home in the Apison countryside, on a small farm, near Collegedale, and 

the younger two children entered the large Collegedale Adventist elementary school.  They 
had no difficulties at all in maintaining good grades.

Times had changed since our first period of service in Bolivia.  

Now the Church no longer guaranteed employment to returning missionaries.  Again 
we needed to exercise our leave privilege to have the children at home, and not put them in 
a distant dormitory.

I would have to support my family by whatever means available once our several months 
of ‘re-establishment’ salary expired.

I had maintained my Tennessee Registered Nurse license, so it was easy to find a way to 
use my medical skills.  I had had wide experience in Surgery, including almost every kind.  
While finishing my nursing studies I had been on the open heart cardiovascular team for 
six months.  

I  assisted with cataract surgeries,  renal procedures,  eventually with countless female 
“Gyn” interventions, assisted in hip replacements,  breast removals, later with uncounted 
dozens of orthopedic arthroscopies of knees, as well as ACL (anterior cruciate ligament) 
repairs.  Including numberless hand surgeries, plastic excisions, as well as numerous other 
types.

Prior to going to Peru, I had spent 18 months in the Emergency Room, which provided 
a medical education of a special kind.

I needed to make myself available to the local Georgia Cumberland Conference for a 
pastoral assignment, and so I contacted the President.  He dismissed my request and en-
couraged me to seek another solution.  

It’s naiveté for one to show up in Collegedale and expect to be assigned to pastor a 
Church there !

God had allowed me to add a medical specialty to my ministry, and now the time had 
come to use it, but before long an opportunity came to be more directly involved with the 
work of the Church.

Chapter Fifty Five
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SHIPPING OUT
An old friend, the business manager of Peru Adventist University, Pepe Alomia, ap-

proached me one day with a serious request. 

Would I please consider being the stateside purchasing and shipping representative of 
the University?  No salary was involved, but I could serve the church and be of incredible 
value to the University.  I declined.

Again Pepe asked me to consider.  Again I refused the request.

Once more he begged me to reconsider.  I again turned him down.

By the final time he approached me I had softened a bit, and had begun to think posi-
tively about the invitation.  This time, I cautiously indicated that I might give it a try.

About 1988 the General Conference had just notified the world field that they could no 
longer provide purchasing and shipping services.  The work was so huge around the world 
and costs were increasing at such a rate, that it forced a reduction in expenses.

Karl Bahr, my old friend from Bolivia days, was then Assistant Treasurer of the General 
Conference.  I prevailed on him to include my name on a list of suggested agencies that 
might provide assistance, leaving the selection to each institution.

I called my purchasing and shipping service 
Tecno International.  It began serving Peru Adventist 
University immediately, but grew rapidly in many parts 
of the globe.  

Working alone, I spent many hours on the phone, 
getting discounts as an exporter, and arranging shipping.  

I handled, and became familiar with heavy equip-
ment, computers, school buses, tractors, air craft parts, 
carpet, transformers, satellite uploading dishes, gradu-
ation gowns, evangelism projectors, church pews, etc., 
ad infinitum.

There was nothing that I couldn’t find for the com-
plex needs of a very complex world-wide church work-
ing in over 200 countries !

Karl and Betty Bahr in 
Bolivia.

Chapter Fifty Six
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Tecno International prospered, as God blessed my efforts.  After about 10 years of in-
tense activity, I closed down Tecno and considered myself retired !  

God had been good to give me a small corner of His vineyard to care for, it was an un-
usual and unexpected assignment to be sure, but one that I cared for conscientiously.  

Rewards for service will be handed out by our Redeemer, not for the grand title we had, 
but for our spirit of service and for our faithfulness in doing what He asked of us.

AN OLDER ELDER
By 1993, through clearly Divine leading, we found ourselves looking at a remote 420 

acre farm in southern Illinois.  The educational responsibilities for our 4 children were 
finished, and we wanted to move out of the large Adventist community near Southern 
Adventist University close to Chattanooga.

After flying over hundreds of thousands of acres in northwest Georgia, Tennessee and 
north Alabama, and marking spots of interest on an air chart, and later driving to each to 
check it out, we decided against them all.

God would show us where He wanted us.  Until then we would wait.  That day came 
sooner than expected.  

I stopped one morning to help an old friend, Marvin McColpin weed his strawberry 
patch.  Marvin and his wife Rosella loved the Lord and had given hundreds of thousands of 
dollars from real estate investments to build up God’s Work in different places.

He was hard at work on his knees when I joined him.  As we worked we talked.  He 
asked me about my search for a property that would meet our needs.  I explained our deci-
sion to stop looking and wait till God would show us His will in the matter.

Marvin said that he had just taken a search committee from Little Creek School, near 
Knoxville, Tennessee, that had just been sold for about 5 million dollars.   They had gone 
to southern Illinois to look for a new location for the school. The committee had ultimately 
rejected all the sites he had shown them.

“Why don’t you go up to southern Illinois and take a look.  Prices are low, and the pop-
ulation is relatively small. I think you’ll like it.”  He specified the Marion, Illinois area as a 

Chapter Fifty Seven
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point of beginning.

Several members of my family agreed to go to Marion with me.

We were a plane full.  David piloted the aircraft, I flew co-pilot. Doug, Don, Meraldine 
and Doug’s little daughter Kelsey made up the passenger list.  Arrangements by phone had 
been made with a realtor, and he met us at the airport.

He had three farms on his list.  The first, was a 420-acre one, near Anna, in the midst of 
a Mennonite community.  We spent most of our time walking through its tall weeds trying 
to get an accurate idea of what it was like.  Then we went to the other properties.

Weary, we all looked forward to some food and rest at a local Wendy’s in Marion.  While 
there I discussed critical issues with everyone, and we all agreed that the first property suit-
ed us best.  

The cost per acre was unexpectedly low.  I wrote a check for $5,000 earnest money and 
gave it to the realtor.  The die was cast.

The Department of Agriculture had a contract on the property with the man who was 
selling it.  The contract with the government had to be accepted by me if I wanted to buy 
the property!

To conserve tax funds, the government preferred to pay farmers to NOT raise grains 
that they would need to subsidize every year.  This farm had such a contract from the 
Department of Agriculture. 

Americans like to find plenty of food in the supermarkets.  It is in the best interest of 
everyone that farmers not go bankrupt en masse

There should always be food, good food.  That requires farmers.  

The contract the Dept. of Agriculture held on the property is called a CRP contract, or 
Conservation Reserve Program.  

After purchasing the property, and agreeing to pay interest on the bank loan involved, 
it turned out that the CRP funds for NOT farming the property, covered these entire costs 
for the subsequent 2 years before we were able to sell our Tennessee home and move in 1995 
to Illinois.
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AN ACT OF TRUST IN A FAITHFUL GOD
Several years later we finally paid 

off the farm land in full, and we had 
built a small, but new, home. I also 
needed a well equipped shop. I want-
ed to be able to use my technical skills 
for God’s glory.                       

I had electric welding equipment, 
an acetylene welding and burning 
outfit, I needed space to do electric 
repairs, plumbing and construction 
projects.  I wanted a satisfactory place 
to overhaul a tractor engine when 
needed.  

Finally everything was completed. The land, 
the home, the shop, was all paid for.  We were in 
a splendid situation, and ready for a productive 
retirement. 

 
Then God asked us something we hadn’t 

counted on.

“I have given you all this, now are you will-
ing to give it back to me?”  Our human hearts 
struggled with Heaven’s request.

Meraldine and I talked it over, we discussed every aspect, and cried out “No Lord, we 
need this, it’s ours”.  But that response rang hollow in our ears.

Finally we won the battle with selfishness.  We went to the Bank and borrowed a quarter 
of a million dollars against the buildings and 40 acres.

With David we had started GMI, a supporting ministry, years earlier.  We took the 
funds and put the entire amount we borrowed into the overseas gospel television and avia-
tion ministries that were carried on by Gospel Ministries International (GMI). 

Our modest, small, but new, 
home on 420 acres.

Chapter Fifty Eight

One view inside my work area.
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We sleep well at night.  Our home 
and improvements could be taken 
from us quickly, but we trusted, and 
continue to trust Him.

We are reluctantly willing to be 
evicted if that is Heaven’s will, but 
meantime many people will be in 
Heaven because of our decision.  
Jesus gave up so much in Heaven to 
save us, can we do less for others? 

God was planning far in advance for a poor family whose best years had been spent for 
Him in the jungles of Bolivia and Peru.

The little Marion, Illinois Seventh-day Adventist 
Church would become our spiritual home, and we 
would find there an even deeper walk with the Lord.  
As head Elder for many years I have been able to 
assist the Pastor in caring for the little group.

The  Marion Adventist Church has no imposing 
architecture, it attracts little attention, most people 
prefer to ignore it, but it is there that God has a peo-
ple on whom He relies to call His local children in 
all churches to fuller obedience.  

When asked by a Lawyer what he might do to be saved, Jesus directed his attention to 
obedience of God’s law, He even named several laws to clearly indicate which law He meant.  

Salvation is offered as a free gift, but no amount of “law keeping” will give merit with 
God.  However, no one can challenge God with disobedience and expect Heaven to be his 
reward.  

Jesus said many would say to Him when He returns:  “Lord, Lord did we not do many 
wonderful works in your name... and I will say to them, depart from me, ye that work 
iniquity, I never knew you.” (Matthew 7:22, 23)

What a horrible disappointment awaits many Christians that had considered them-
selves safe in their church attendance and work for God.  I do not want to be in that group!

May every reader of this book be ready to meet our Lord in peace.

Pastor Richard M. Gates, RN
Retired Mission Aviation Bolivia/Peru

Sunset in the jungles.
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A storm is about to sweep over the world—BUT Jesus is coming 

UPDATE ON GMI MINISTRIES
                                                                                                                                                                     
The great jungles of Guyana stretch 

out for hundreds of trackless miles to the 
west of the Atlantic Ocean.  There are many 
Indian villages there that are cut off from 
civilization.  The sky is the only “highway” 
to reach them.  

Before the gospel reached these tribes, 
this old photo shows their hunting method 
with poisoned arrows shot from blow guns.  

An Indian chief in Guyana, about 1900, 
received a visit from a bright being one 
night.  He was instructed in many princi-

ples of God’s Word, which in-
cluded worshipping the Creator 
on the seventh day of the week.  
He was assured that a man would 
eventually come with a copy of a 
black book to teach his tribe.

He shared his new knowl-
edge with his tribe and they 
began to be obey the chief ’s in-
structions .

Several years passed without 
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the promised visit, so men were sent by foot and canoe, to Georgetown, on the very long 
and difficult trip to search for the expected teacher.  They were guided to the “seventh-day” 
church office where Pastor O.A. Davis was President of the Adventist Mission.

He received them graciously, and with a translator understood their concern, but had 
no funds or people to send.  They came back year after year, till one day Pastor Davis, rec-
ognizing that God had done something special for the Indians, finally told his family that he 
himself would go and investigate.  He would return, but it would be a long trip.  

After many months of absence, a search party was sent to follow his trail.  They even-
tually reached the first Indian village, where the tribe had been instructed in elemental 
Christianity by Elder Davis.  But the Indians pointed over a mountain to another village, so 
the searchers went there.  This experience was repeated numerous times.  In each village the 
Indians worshipped God very simply, but in harmony with Christian standards.

Finally the search party arrived at another village 
where they were directed to an isolated spot and pointed 
to a simple grave site.  There lay the man they were look-
ing for.  He was waiting the call of the Life Giver.  He had 
given his life for these Indian people.

Many of the numerous Indian villages in 
western Guyana now proudly call themselves the 
“Davis Indians” in his honor.  I have heard them 
say it.  They love Jesus because He, as well as a 
poor human named O.A Davis, both gave their 
lives for them!

A group of “Davis” Indians in the village of 
Kaikan socialize after Sabbath morning worship 
before returning to their jungle homes.  They 
built and maintain a clean and worshipful church 
building.

    
The story of the “Cash in the Handcase” is 

thrilling.  Our son David, and wife Becky, encour-

O. E. Davis, pioneer missionary 
to the Indians of Guyana 

(formerly British Guiana), and 
his grave near Mount Roraima
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aged the isolated Indian brethren to build a boarding school for their teenage children.  
Indian parents had often sent them hundreds of miles east to Georgetown where they were 
negatively influenced by television, pornography and alcohol. 

David promised the men 
that if they would work cutting 
the wood and do the build-
ing, he would somehow find 
enough funds to provide a sti-
pend, but not wages, so they 
might feed their families.

They eagerly under-
took the challenge in the vil-
lage of Paruima.  For sever-
al months things worked as 
planned.  Then the funds ran 
out !  David phoned me from 

Georgetown asking if any dona-
tions had come in.  The answer 
was negative.

That night in a small bedroom, David had difficulty sleeping.  Earlier he had gone to 
the Bank and withdrawn the last $300 dollars, counting it carefully and putting it safely in 
his handcase.

But in the morning he had to pay his aviation gasoline bill, as well as take food and 
funds for the Indians still working in the forest.

Numerous times during the night he awoke and prayed, but the only answer he seemed 
to get was “look in your handcase”.  He knew it was useless, for he had only $300 there.  

Indian carriers bring a sick woman 
to the plane for transport to 

civilization where she can get more 
help.

Sometimes an IV is administered, if 
necessary, by the Pastor-Pilot-RN 

(David Gates) before beginning the 
flight to a distant hospital.

Becky stands beside one of the three 2-story 
buildings the Indians built by faith and 

chainsaws, to save their children.
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Again and again he fell asleep, but when awake, he prayed for a solution.  

Then, near dawn he awoke once more, this time he yielded to the strong impression to 
open his handcase and count the $300.  He pulled the case to the side of the bed, and began 
to count.

One hundred, two, three hundred…..four, five, six, seven hundred, eight, nine hundred, 
one thousand thirty dollars !  Where had it come from?  He was always very careful to count 
when doing Banking.    

It was clear. God had honored his 
trust and the simple faith of Indians 
doing what they believed was neces-
sary to save their children.

When he paid his gasoline bill that 
morning, the lady accountant said:  
“Mr. Gates, it’s always a pleasure doing 
business with you”.

David told me later “if she only 
knew where that money came from, 
she might not have had as much confi-
dence in me”.

The Indian men cut down large 
trees, marked them carefully, and with 
chainsaws cut out boards and carried 
them on their shoulders to the building 
site.  They eventually built three double 
story classroom buildings and several 
homes for staff members.

God is still on His throne.  Oh 
that we too might praise His name 
for his mercies to the children of 
men! 

This is a photo of the first 
missionary home of substantial 
quality that David & Becky have 
had.  A staff home, it belongs to 
the Ministry, and is located on the 
large GMI property where the tele-
vision studios are located outside 
the large city of Santa Cruz, Bolivia.  
The flowers, fruit trees, and tropic 

David and Becky have lived in many 
places. Here he stands on the “front 

porch” of his 3-room house!  This was 
built on a Venezuelan Adventist Indian 
reservation, by the missionary airstrip.
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breezes are a blessing to them, encouraging spiritual growth and physical health.

Our prayers for a larger, and safer, aircraft were eventually answered with the acquisi-
tion of this twin engine, blue and white, Piper Comanche.  This is the most economic to 
operate of all the light twin aircraft.  David flew this for years and many thousands of hours.  
It has had engine changes several times.  

In 2014 it was ferried by our chief pilot, Gary Roberts, who came from his missionary 
work in Africa to take it to the Philippines.  

It arrived in time to assist people who had suffered in the 2013 Cyclone that hit the is-
lands causing great destruction.

A physician on the West Coast donated to GMI  a red and white twin engine Cessna 
340.  It is much larger than the blue and white twin engine Piper.  It has a pressurized cabin 
and can fly above much of the bad weather that a missionary often encounters. 

We received it graciously, but admitted we didn’t have funds to care for the needed over-
haul of the two engines.  “I’ll take care of that” he replied.  When it was discovered that the 
propellers would also need to be replaced for many thousands of dollars, he said, “I’ll pay 
for that too” !  

Finally, at his expense, he installed new radios that have proved a great blessing.  God is 
always ready in advance of our needs.  It is, after all, His Work, not ours !  
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The vast jungles of Bolivia have villages of thousands of people who are unaware that 
Jesus is at the door.  We have obtained licenses to broadcast TV in at least 6 of these larger 
jungle towns. In addition GMI owns TV stations in 6 large cities in the rest of the country.

Here David unloads anten-
na components to be attached to 
the tower in one of these villag-
es for transmitting our signal.

Here the components of the antenna are on the 
tower, and transmission is about to begin.  In the low-
er left of the photo is the downlink dish to get our 
signal off the satellite for rebroadcast.

A small building at the foot of each tower will 
house the transmitter and air conditioner to keep the 
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equipment cool.  It is a simple installa-
tion, but effective.

With so many transmitting stations 
on the air, engineering care is an absolute 
necessity.  On the left is Richard Carrera, 
David’s son-in-law, married to his adopted Peruvian daughter Katie.  Richard was born 
on the island of Trinidad, with English his mother tongue.  He is General Manager of the 
central studios and stations in Bolivia. In the center is the Chief engineer with his assistant. 

In Bolivia alone, we own 12 stations, called the ADVenir network.  It means “He is com-
ing !”.  The original property deep in the center of the large city of Santa Cruz was sold and a 
large tract obtained outside where we expect to be free of the turmoil and civil disobedience 
so often found in cities.
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God provided a donor who built the new studios shown below.  We are always upgrad-
ing equipment as funds become available. The result will be more people in Heaven for 
whom Jesus died.

The signal 
we put on satel-
lite rains down on 
many other coun-
tries where we have 
other branches, 
which are managed 
and owned by sister 
non-profit organi-
zations. These were 
established under 
the guidance of 
Gospel Ministries 
International 
through David’s 
leadership.

The economics of broadcasting obligate us to manage every resource wisely.  We have 
simple sets as a background  for filming.  Our theme and message is, Jesus is coming---get 
ready !

I prepared a short series in Spanish  for broadcast.
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 All jungle village have thatched homes like this one.  The roof is cooler, but vulnerable 
to fire that can destroy the home in minutes.  If funds are unavailable, a father can provide a 
roof for his family using the leaves of a palm tree.  It may be simple but it is effective, as are 
the oxcarts for transportation of building materials !
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 In 2007 we lived in this house in Magdalena while we installed a television broadcasting 
station there and simultaneously built a brick church for the tiny jungle congregation and 
assisted in evangelistic meetings held by a Bolivian pastor.  This home is more typical of the 
center of town, and of those who have more resources

                                
This home was built, with a store on the ground floor, by a Hindu businessman in a 

jungle village apparently as a monument to his wealth and ego.  
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Christian missionaries have different priorities and seek instead to invest their resourc-
es in persons for whom Christ died, those He wants to save when He comes again.

An Indian village church in the Peruvian jungle.

A pet Macaw in a jungle village.
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Our love for, and gratitude to the Lord is undiminished, even increased, as we wait for 
His return.  He has protected us through many uncounted dangers.  We owe life and limb 
to Him, and we will use all our influence and resources to help others get ready for Heaven, 
to meet the Lord in peace, and to do whatever He requires of repentant sinners.

In this photo we staff the Church booth, in 2011, at the local State Fair in Southern 
Illinois in the town of DuQuoin.  A 25-foot long snake skin we brought from Bolivia is hung 
behind us to stimulate the curiosity of, and conversation with passersby.
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So you’re curious about your own history and possibly too your destiny by looking at 
your family-tree that includes the Gates ?  Well, here is part of it--a sometimes astonishing 
story of the lives of a number of the clan.

 
You have to understand that each of us is a product of a previous generation, and that in 

turn influences who we, and even you, really are.  

The earliest records of the Gates family appear to be less than impressive.  I’m unaware 
of any forbearers arriving on the Mayflower.

A German Gates ancestor did board a ship for America in the late 1700s, so illiterate 
that he could not even sign the registry ! He simply made an “X” on the passenger list !

In 1955, as an undergraduate college student, I visited the Jefferson Room in the Library 
of Congress to investigate our family history.

It was an illuminating experience.

I discovered two Gates families in America.  One was English.  The English General 
Horatio Gates fought General George Washington, but the second family came from 
Germany.

Their German surname was either Goetz, Goertz, or Getz.  
At some point, the children who had been born here, decided to 
Anglicize the last name to “Gates”, and that’s how we spell it now.

My Dad’s (Merle) father was Daniel. (1887-1955). At age 4 he 
was orphaned.  His father, George Washington Gates (Buried at 
Gatesburg, Penna.) left him to an Amish family in the Belfont, 
Penna. area. They cared for him for some years.  

George W. Gates had 4 children:   Eli, John, Mary (Wilson) 
and Daniel.  Eli, the oldest, moved “out west” and was never heard 
from again. The other three all settled in Pennsylvania.

My paternal Grandmother, Nanny Rudy Gates, married “an or-
phan boy”, Daniel Wallace Gates.  They had eight children, 5 boys, 
3 girls.  They settled in Northern Pennsylvania, near Lewistown.

Daniel & Nannie 
Gates Wedding Photo

ADAM’S VAST FAMILY TREE INCLUDES THE 
GATES!
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Danny, Pauline, Wally, Hubert, 
Evelyn, Merle, Paul, and Hazel 

(Grandma seated) 
Uncle Paul and my Dad were common 

laborers at the Hershey Chocolate Factory 
in Hershey, Pennsylvania when the 
United States entered World War Two. 
They perceptively saw the ‘handwriting 
on the wall’ for their own futures. 

They immediately enrolled in a 
night school for Electric Welding and 
burning, and upon graduation applied 
to, and were hired by, the Bethlehem 
Steel Company at the huge Harrisburg/
Steelton plant.

Because they were considered es-
sential personnel, they were exempt 
from the military draft.  They worked 
on ship building as well as other 
components. 

Eight Gates children and spouses. Paul, 
extreme right, only one divorced.

Grandma Gates in her favorite chair 
in her last farmhouse near Deodate, 

Pennsylvania.

Grandpa Gates about 
1954, at family reunion.
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When the war was over, Uncle Paul moved his family to a dairy farm.  Dad continued at 
Bethlehem Steel till his retirement some 25 years later.  

Dad (the grandchildren always called him Paw Paw) often stopped by a new farm im-
plement, or a bridge or other steel construction to examine the quality of the welding.  He 
would point with pride to any job well done.  By the time he retired he was a top of the line 
welder and burner.

Unfortunately he did not train me in his skills.  When I needed to learn to weld and 
burn heavy steel, I had to learn by trial and error and experimentation, but persistence paid 
off.   I actually accomplished the task, as over the years as I used my own equipment and 
shop tools, especially true during retirement.

Necessity had become for me, the 
mother of learning.  

Never forget that this principle ap-
plies to you too……a pound of per-
sistence is always worth more than an 
ounce of talent” !

 Hazel & Paul Weigley & Merle.  Weigley children and spouses. 

Earl Heisey  

 Elwood Myers & me  
(We three  grew up 

together!)
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Paul died about 1983, he  was the second son of Evelyn Gates Heisey. (His older sister, 
Evelyn, died, childless and unmarried  some  years earlier.)    

Several cousins from left to right:
Audrey Gates, (Wally’s daughter) Nellie Myers, 
(Pauline’s daught.), Danny Gates, (Wally’s son), 

Unknown person, Peggy Myers, (Pauline’s daught.) 
Lois Heisey (Paul’s widow), June Myers,(Pauline’s 

daughter) and  Stan Myers, (Elwood’s son).

Oldest of all the 
cousins, Darwin 

Heisey and wife Della 
(Sincavage) Heisey.  
Photo taken April 

2014.

Paul Heisey, wife 
Lois, Sons Mark, 
Mike, Linda, and 

Paula. (Photo 
about?)

Earl & Shirley 
Heisey and 
children.  

( Photo about?)

A sister, Florence (Heisey) and 
husband Gary Schnieder live in 

Washington State. (Paul Heisey’s 
widow, Lois, is in foreground, 

right. (Photo about 1995)
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Pauline’s oldest child, Nellie, with 
husband Don Hackman and their 

children.  (Photo 1968)

Hubert’s only daughter, Evelyn, with 
husband Don Numbers and their 

children. (Photo 1959) 

Hubert (on right ) with 
Grandma Gates and Merle, 
Evelyn, Hubert, Jr.-- “Bud”, 
Saundra & Richard. (Photo 

about 1946)

Danny’s only daughter, 
Darlene, with husband, 

Richard Schmoyer 
(1940-1990) and 

children. (Photo: 1986)

Evelyn’s 
brother 

“Bud” died 
childless and 
unmarried 

in 2013.  

 (No photo available for 
her brother Jim)
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Hubert was the oldest of the Gates children.  Paul 
was divorced, but had one daughter “Valerie”, whom he 
always called “Honey Girl”!   She lived in the Harrisburg, 
Pennsylvania area with the married name of Yurshia.

              

Wallace, “Wally”, was number three in the birth order.  He had developed osteomyelitis 
in one leg from an injury.  Many times he endured painful bone “scrapings’” with subse-
quent bandaging that often left him incapacitated for farm work.

Our grandfather Daniel’s only skill was farming.  As a small boy he had been abused by 
farmers who cared for him apparently only for his muscle power.  His loneliness and bit-
terness later became clearly apparent.

Our Grandfather was so embittered at the repeated loss of a work-hand on the farm, 
that his rage at times became uncontrollable.  This resulted in an event that changed the 

Wally and Hazel, with 
Dan and Audrey. (Photo 

early 1950s)

June Myers Musser and 
Elva Myers Crane 

      (Photo early 1950s) 

Wally & wife 
Hazel with deer 

he brought home. 
Son Danny in 

back.

Danny, Paul, Evelyn, Darwin, Grace, Merle
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lives of the entire family. 

In a fit of anger at a situation beyond his control, Grandpa Gates once seized Wally, with 
his delicate leg, and lifting him over his head, threw him physically over a fence.  As his rage 
still did not find full expression, he climbed the fence, and jumped with both feet on the 
boy, possibly intending to kill him.

Eventually word got out about what had occurred, and this time neighboring farmers 
showed their own rage.  It became so intimidating for our Granddad, that he realized he 
would have to move away from Lewistown to be safe. 

He loaded several horse-drawn wagons with his household goods, and farm implements, 
put the family on board and headed south to Hershey, Pennsylvania, where he bought a 
farm, of about 160 acres, and  lived out the rest of his days.  

                      

Before my Dad died, he shared the details of this sad experience with me.

When one does not submit to God’s will 
for his life, and accept the offered forgive-
ness, one never can tell to what level he will 
fall. 

  
My Dad grew up under the stress of be-

ing whipped for any infraction of his father’s 
rules.  My Dad called it being “black-snake 
whipped”.  That is, the whipping employed 
the long leather straps used to control hors-
es.  That was my Grandpa’s favorite punish-
ment for his boys.

 Our Grandparent’s graveState Road Sign: To old Gates 
homestead, off Hershey-to-

Elizabethtown pike. 
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Long days of hard work on the farm led my Dad (Merle) to wonder if life was worth 
living.  As soon as he could leave, he did so. 

He resolved to have a home and a marriage that would be different.  He was about to 
have an encounter with God that would change his life forever, and it would affect mine, 
and possibly, even your life.  

I thank God for my Dad’s firmness in deciding to do what God asked of him.  Neither 
my Dad, or Mother, finished high school.  But they did meet as students at the local Hershey 
High School.  

My Mother also came from a home where God’s will did not rule her father’s behavior.  

Her Dad was William David Keister, who had a twin brother, 
and grew up on a small farm on the Middle River as it passes 
north and east of Verona, Virginia. The old frame home (photo 
below) was replaced by a large, red brick, home which still exists 
on the North side of the blacktop paralleling the river.  He and my 
Grandmother, along with both Merle and Grace Gates are buried 
directly behind the Shenandoah Baptist Church in Verona, VA

My maternal Grandad’s father, Ike Keister, was a Rebel sharp-
shooter at the well known “Roundtop” during the Gettysburg, 
Pennsylvania battle, that basically decided the war.  He survived 
it and became locally famous for his undying hostility to Yankees. 

Returning from war as a single man, he met a widow living on a 
farm along the Middle River. They fell in love, married, and though 
she had several other children by her deceased husband, (his last name was Byers) a number 
of Keister children were subsequently born.

Once “Willy” (William David Keister) and his fraternal twin 
Isaac, accompanied their Dad on foot to see a patriotic parade 
about 10 miles away.  Their Dad said they would see a band.   The 
two boys argued among themselves as to 
what that would be.  They reasoned that 
a horse used a belly “band” to hold a sad-
dle, perhaps that was t they would see, but 
they remained perplexed.

Once an adult, 
Willy built a 2-sto-

ry frame home (now demolished for more 
modern building projects) for his bride in 
the small Verona, Va. Community, along 
the east side of main street.

William David 
Keister, 

about age 78

William (left) 
and Isaac 

Keister, his 
fraternal twin.
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Willy’s Dad was unhappy with his decision to marry Virginia Crawford, and he charac-
terized his choice by saying that Willy behaved like a butterfly spending the entire summer 
among lovely flowers, then at the end of that time landing on a cow pile! It was a sad, em-
barrassing, and hard to forget comment.

For an unknown reason, Willy became disgruntled with the 
politics of the local county, which he called “moss bound”, so he 
moved his family to Eastern Pennsylvania, near Hershey.  It as at 
that local high school that my parents met.

My Grandad Keister found employment at the manufactur-
ing firm that eventually became International Harvester, that 
built the newly invented “Binders”.  This machine was a big step 
forward for farmers because it cut the wheat and bound it in 

sheafs and kicked them off to be easily collected later.  

This invention put an end to the manual harvest with scythes, which required hand-ty-
ing the grain sheaf into bundles.  

Grandpa Keister became a well-paid company field representative and traveled every-
where assembling the units at the customer’s farm, and teaching them how to use the equip-
ment.  He would be gone from home for long periods.

After many years as a field representative for McCormick-Deering, and nearing retire-
ment, he gave in to an emotional outburst, and resigned, giving up all his accrued retire-
ment benefits ! 

Act first, think later was characteristic of him !

Wedding Photo: Willy & Virginia

Grace Keister 
(Gates) at age 16
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Unfortunately his lack of willingness to obey God’s standards, also led him to violent 
actions.  

Sometimes, when he returned from a long trip, he would rage against his 
wife, accusing her of being untrue to him.  Grabbing a knife he would threat-
en her, and she and my Mom, an only child, would have to hide from his wrath. 

During the Depression years, before marrying my Dad, my Mom, got a job at a local 
shoe factory.  She used her 30 cents hourly wage to make essential payments on her parents’ 
farm, thereby saving it from foreclosure.

Because of the great depression, Dad, a farm boy, without a high school education, saw 
employment opportunities vanish.  

He opted to join the military, left the farm, and still single, went on assignment to 
Hawaii, which he always pronounced “Ha-wa-ya”. 

He became a sharpshooter, and was 
always proud of that skill. As a sharp-
shooter he was freed from carrying heavy 

equipment during maneuvers.  This caused 
frequent complaints from his buddies, but 
he enjoyed the prestige and freedom it 
provided on long marches.

After his 
discharge from 
military ser-
vice, my Dad 
and Mother 

married and both decided that they 
would NOT have an unhappy home 
such as they had endured as children.  
They were willing to follow God’s rules, 
so together they began an intense Bible 
study.

One day, about 1930, a tall man, by 
the last name of Hollenbaugh, carrying 
a hand case, knocked at the screen door 
of our Grandmother Gates’ farmhouse.

Merle Gates, PFC, in 
Army uniform, Hawaii, 

about 1933

Merle & Grace
(Photo July 1966)

The Hollenbaughs
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He courteously explained that he was in the area visiting 
farms and had some special books that he thought they might 
be interested in.  His books carried a spiritual message, some 
also had an emphasis on prophecy indicating what God says is 
coming on the world.

His humble book-sales calls eventually produced several 
generations of workers for God, Pastors, Physicians, Nurses, and 
teachers.  Only in Heaven will he grasp the incredible impact of 
his sacrificial work.

My Grandmother and her oldest daughter, Evelyn, were in-
terested, they purchased a copy and began to read, going to the 
Scriptures to cross check all the statements they were reading.

These two ladies eventually became the first Seventh-day Adventists in the Gates fami-
ly.  Their convictions were discussed in the family circle, leading other members to further 
study and make critical comparisons with Scripture.  

A number of them were unwilling to listen to prevailing prejudice and criticism, nor 
even take the word of others, or even good books, for truth. (e.g. Like the Bereans).  Scripture 
for them would settle things.

Because Merle and Grace were planning on getting married soon, and at the same time 
were looking very carefully at the doctrinal positions of Adventists, our Grand Father Gates 
took the opportunity to declare his personal opposition to his wife’s recent spiritual growth.

  
He offered a wedding gift of a pig to Merle and Grace!  He knew they would kindly re-

fuse it based on Biblical principles.  

It was his personal statement of distain 
for Scriptural standards.  

Till the day he died in 1955, in the small 
Hershey Hospital, I don’t think he ever be-
came a born-again Christian.  Now both he 
and Grandma, are buried side by side, wait-
ing their separate resurrection, (Rev. 20:5,6) 
in the cemetery at Fishburn’s Church, east 
of Hershey.

In 1934 Merle and Grace were married 
at that same Fishburn’s  (Then a Evangelical 
United Brethren) Church located on the 
Hershey-Elizabethtown Road.  

I was born August 21, 1936, on the main floor bedroom in the old Heisey homestead 

Gates Farmhouse 

This is also the site of the burial 
of Daniel & Nannie Gates!
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just outside the city of Palmyra, Pennsylvania.

 Aunt Evelyn (Gates) Heisey helped the 
old Osteopath Doctor Lodge, with offices in 
Hershey, make the delivery.

 
Unaware of the Biblical injunction to cir-

cumcise male babies on the 8th day, when mod-
ern science shows that the clotting mechanism 
peaks, he proceeded to do it immediately be-
fore leaving the house !   

Unfortunately, bleeding proceeded at such a 
pace that it appeared that my life was seriously 
at risk.  Tension rose, and Aunt Evelyn excused herself and went to a private spot where she 
could pray. 

She shared with me the story just before she died.  

Her prayer was for God to save my baby life IF I would become an influence to help 
others get into Heaven.  If not, then she was willing to release the matter to God’s decision.  
When she returned to the table, the bleeding had suddenly stopped.

It always astonishes me that my parents, who never finished high school, should have 
instilled in me and my sister Saundra, the firm plan to get a college education. It never oc-
curred to us that we would do otherwise. Most relatively uneducated people never hold up 
to their children such a goal.  

Today I understand what happened.  It wasn’t a question of getting ahead economical-
ly, or politically, but rather they had a deep rooted conviction that God has called us all to 
dedicate everything  to Him, and  to serve Him.  The most effective way to do that was to 
be well prepared.  

They may have been blue-collar working people, but they were determined to provide a 
full Christian education for their children.

The children of several of those who became Seventh-day Adventists, at least two, in 
some cases three, subsequent generations, as of 2014,  produced Pastors, Physicians, Nurses, 
Teachers, and Christian leaders.

Their goal: to help other get ready to meet Jesus in peace.  This was a direct influence 
of the commitment of several Gates children and their Mother, to follow the Lord and obey 
Him fully at whatever sacrifice and cost.

From the beginning my parent’s decision for us involved elementary school.  Of course 
they paid taxes to support the local public schools, but they were not satisfied with that.  
They would pay extra tuition and bus fares to get us to a Christian school, where God’s 

Heisey homestead 
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Word was respected and taught, along with all the other subjects required by the State.

The local Harrisburg, Penna. Adventist Church provided a 2-room, 2-teacher school 
through the 10th grade.  The library was a small closet, with a total of about 100 books, cov-
ering all age levels.  

My interest in reading came from home as Mother read constantly to my sister Saundra 
and me.  They also always purchased lots of character-building books from the Adventist 
Book Center.  We devoured everything brought home. 

←Saundra became an R.N., and married a 
very consecrated Christian pre-med student, 
Howard Ray Nicholas.  He became a physician 
and always sought to honor his Lord.   

After marriage, and till the day she died in 
1991 she struggled with pain killer medications 
to which she was always habituated. 

Several days before she passed away, she 
confessed her sin to God, and sought forgive-
ness.  I was on the phone with both of them 
when this happened.  Now we have to leave her 

case in the hands of a loving God, who will do the right and merciful thing.

Of the children in my Dad’s family, among the boys, my Father was the only male who 
made a clear commitment to serve God at whatever cost.  The influence of that early deci-
sion will tell through eternity with souls in Heaven.  

One day, years later, while establishing a Church in the jungle town of Trinidad, Bolivia, 
I wrote Dad & Mother asking if they might be willing somehow to help us  to buy a property 
for the first Center there.  Their response was to make a commitment to the Lord for that 
purpose, and as a result it brought a great blessing to that town. 

My Dad approached his youngest brother Danny, who was executor of our Granddad’s 
will, and asked if there would be any way he could withdraw his inheritance, even before 
our Grandmother’s death.

Dad’s share of the old farm, for which he has really slaved so many years, was, as I recall 
now, about $9000 in 1961.  Not much, but there were 8 children among whom to divide the 
assets.

My Dad and Mother sent a check to Bolivia which was turned over to the Mission/
Conference Office, and used to buy a large building in the center of the jungle town of 
Trinidad.  

The building was modified for living quarters for our family, with a church on the low-
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er floor, as well as a 60-student church school sur-
rounding the backside’s open patio. 

   
The Spanish tile roof on the building never was 

leak proof !  Many nights we were awakened to water 
dripping on our bed, and had to move things before 
going back to sleep.  A lot of scarce funds were spent 
trying to solve the problem, but it always reoccurred.  
Bats loved to inhabit the roof, and their droppings fell 
through the ceiling to the rooms below.  Other un-
welcome animals, like owls and insects invaded us.

Well over 100 persons 
were initially baptized in 
that Catholic town, and 
the first Adventist Church 
established since the 
1600’s when the Jesuits 
first settled the place.  

Several years ago we 
revisited the town, now 
grown into a true and very 
busy city, only to discov-
er that there were many 
Adventist churches divid-
ed into 3 pastoral districts 

with as many Pastors !   

Today an Adventist 
TV channel continues to 

The first Adventist Church

Richard, Meraldine & boys 
in Trinidad, Bolivia

Our first Trinidad Elementary School 
marches in the parade for the National 

holiday, 6th of August.
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spread the message of Jesus’ soon return to the 
darkest corner of the city.

I am looking forward to introducing my Dad and Mother to souls in Heaven that their 
sacrifice made possible.  

Dad & Mom were not “getters” but “givers”.  

They early learned the principle of putting God first in their choices.  Their example has 
filtered down to inspire Meraldine and me to do the same.  I suggest you too consider the 
eternal impact of such priorities.

I finished the 10th grade at the Harrisburg Church School and then was accepted by 
Shenandoah Valley Academy (SVA) for my final two High School years at that Christian 
boarding school.

Mother always kept alive her relationship with her early roots in the Shenandoah Valley 
of Virginia.  Initially she wanted to have a son, and send him to a military academy in the 
Valley.  This idea dimmed as her commitment to the Lord deepened.  

The Christian influence of SVA was what she now wanted, so I was happy to have pa-
rental support for leaving home for a boarding school.

My first year was busy.  My farming background got me a job on the Academy farms, to 
help defray tuition costs.  

I loved operating the John Deere tractors. Paul Thompson and I were the only two stu-
dents employed on the farm that year.  The manager did his best with the two of us, but we 
left the dairy work to others. 

My Senior year was full of activity.  I was elected by my classmates to be class pastor.  
That seemed appropriate, since I felt called to ministry.  

The present new school building 
with a much larger enrollment! 

A small part of the first 
congregation in Trinidad.
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The year 1954 was High School Graduation, for all 27 of 
us !  The entire student body was slightly over 100.  It was a 
comfortable number and encouraged a family atmosphere.

The nearest Adventist Senior College was located in 
Maryland, about half a mile from the District of Columbia: Washington Missionary College.

 I was accepted there to begin 4 years of theological undergraduate study, beginning the 
fall of 1954.

I was intimidated by the required, but feared, 2-years of Biblical Greek, which was un-
avoidable for all students of Theology.  

Somewhere I had developed an opinion that “an ounce of talent was offset by a pound 
of persistence”.

I didn’t believe I had the talent, but I could muster the persistence.  I resolved the issue 
by determining that if necessary I would repeat each year of Greek till I managed to pass 
satisfactorily.

I’m not proud of the “C” grade I received, but I managed to finish Greek in only two 
years, thus not delaying graduation !  Later I even studied more Greek on the graduate level 
at the Seminary.

When I was about 10 years old I attended a special service at our local Church when a 
notable pioneer missionary to the Amazon River spoke.  

Richard on John Deere tractor 
at SVA farm

Richard at North Hall, 
College dorm, in 1955
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He and his wife had started a Medical Mission Launch program along the great Amazon 
River.  They helped people who had no other medical resource, then, only after that, would 
they open God’s Word and teach them.

I was inspired and at that moment I decided that I too wanted to be a missionary to 
the jungles, and operate a medical launch among less fortunate peoples, be just like Pastor/
Nurse Leo Halliwell.

That seed, deeply planted, had a great influence on subsequent events in my life.   

Medical launch serving people along a Bolivian river. 
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