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Fig. I. Gago Coutinho and Sacadura Cabral, who in 1922 became the first aviators to fly from
Lisbon to Rio de Janeiro, are pictured here on the Mozambique 100 escudos note (P-113) of 1972,
the fiftieth anniversary of their historic flight.

The First Flight From
Lisbon To Rio De Janeiro

By LEE E. POLESKE

None of the many aviation achievements of the 1920's
is so well commemorated on paper money as the 1922
flight from Lisbon to Rio de Janeiro by the Portuguese
aviators, Captains Gago Coutinho and Sacadura
Cabral (Figure 1). The men, the airplane and the route
are all portrayed on various issues of Portuguese and
Mozambique currency.

The aviators (Figure 2) planned to make the 4,000 mile
transatlantic flight in 60 hours actual flying time. Their
plane was a Fairey III seaplane named the Lusitania
(Figure 3) powered by a 375 horsepower Rolls-Royce
"Eagle" engine with a top speed of 95 miles per hour and
a fuel capacity which permitted continuous flight for up
to 18 hours.
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While Captain Sir John Alcock's flight from
Newfoundland to Ireland in 1919 was the first
transatlantic flight, this would be the first flight from
Europe to South America. It was also the first long
flight over water where there were no markers or ships
to indicate the route. Navigation was based on a
compass and a new sextant invented by Coutinho,
which was similar in appearance to a marine sextant,
but had a self-contained artificial horizon (Figure 4).

The flight was to be done in a series of hops: Lisbon to
the Canary Islands; south to the Cape Verde Islands;
across the Atlantic to the island of Fernando de
Noronha; then to Pernambuco, Brazil; and finally to Rio
de Janeiro (Figure 5). The great distances to be covered
over water, with very limited provision for naval
patrolling, made the flight an extremely hazardous
undertaking. Even Coutinho admitted that the odds
were five to one against success.

The aviators left Lisbon the morning of March 30,
1922, on the first leg of their journey and arrived at Las
Palmas in the Canary Islands that afternoon, having
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Fig. 2. The Portuguese aviators Gago Coutinho and Sacadura Cabral are pictured in their
flying togs on the back of the 1972 Mozambique 1000 escudos note (P-115).

covered the 710 miles in eight hours.

The progress of the flight was closely followed in both
Portugal and Brazil. Maps were posted in cafes and city
halls showing the route and the flyers' current position.

The harbor at Las Palmas proved to be too narrow to
allow the gasoline-laden airplane to take off, so it was
moved to Gando Bay, 15 miles from Las Palmas. On the
morning of April 5, the Lusitania left Gando Bay and
arrived safely at St. Vincent, Cape Verde Islands, 10
hours and 20 minutes later, having covered 874 miles.
The next day the flyers made a short flight to Praia—on
St. Tiago, the southernmost of the Cape Verde Islands.

In preparation for the next part of the journey,
Coutinho and Cabral requested the Brazilian
government to send them weather reports for northern
Brazil every four hours. Rather than try a non-stop
flight to Fernando de Noronha as originally planned,
the flyers decided to make a refueling stop at St. Paul's
Rocks. This would cut about 400 miles off what was still
the longest leg of the flight. The Portuguese cruiser
Republica was sent there to relay weather reports and to
serve as a refueling station.

Bad weather and heavy seas delayed the flight until
April 18, 1922. Cabral and Coutinho successfully
navigated over approximately 1000 miles of ocean to St.
Paul's Rocks, a number of islets, the whole area of which
was not over 1400 feet in length by 700 feet in width, a
feat the New York Times (June 7) called "an amazing
performance, a triumph of air navigation." The flying
time was 12 hours. As the seaplane was being moored,
one of the floaters was torn away by a wave. The flyers
were rescued uninjured by the cruiser Republica, but the
plane was completely disabled. The Portuguese

Ministry of Marine announced that another plane, the
Fairey 16, would be sent to the aviators to enable them
to continue the flight to Brazil.

An editorial in the New York Times (April 21) said:

"That the two Portuguese aviators should have wrecked
their machine just as they completed the most dangerous
flight across the South Atlantic will win for them, the
sympathy, not only of all flying men, but also of everybody
else who knows enough about aerial navigation to appre-
ciate the high courage which enabled them to attempt the
great feat. It was so little less than making a 'rendevous
with death' at take-off from Cape Verde Islands and steer
over the lonely ocean for the rock of St. Paul that their sur-
vival is almost a miracle. Only a combination of amazing
good luck with far more than ordinary skill in the guiding
of an airplane enabled them to reach that one stop in the
vast waste of waters."

The flyers were taken by the cruiser Republica to
Fernando de Noronha to await the new airplane, being
brought by the steamer Rage, which arrived on May 9.

Cabral and Coutinho took off in the new seaplane
from Fernando de Noronha on May 11. The plan was to
fly back over St. Paul's Rocks, not touching down, and
then continue on to the Brazilian coast. But once again
disaster struck. Bad weather and engine trouble forced
the plane down abe at 170 miles from Fernando de
Noronha and to the north of the Rocks. The floaters
began to fill with water, but before the plane sank, it was
sighted by the British steamer City of Paris and the
pilots were rescued; all attempts to save the plane failed.

A new plane, the Fairey 17, was sent to Fernando de
Noronha on the cruiser Carvalhao Aronja by the
Portuguese government. People throughout the country
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Fig. 3. The Lusitania, a Fairey III seaplane, the first of three planes the two aviators used to complete their
journey from Lisbon to Rio de Janeiro, appears on the back of the Portuguese 20 escudos ouro note of 1978 (P-70B).

subscribed money to help pay for the plane.

On June 5, the two flyers left Fernando de Noronha in
the new plane and reached Pernambuco (Recife) on the
Brazilian coast 390 miles away in 3 hours and 40
minutes. Cabral and Coutinho were greeted by
hundreds of boats and thousands of spectators;
factories and ships blew whistles, church bells were
rung, automobiles honked horns and thousands of
rockets were fired off as the two pilots stepped a:: hore.
They were drawn through the streets in a carriage from
which the horses had been unhitched.

Rio de Janeiro started to make arrangements to
welcome the flyers. The Brazilian Navy sent three
squadrons of airplanes to Cabo Frio, 75 miles from Rio,

to escort them to the city. From Pernambuco the
aviators flew to Bahia, then Porto Seguro and Victoria.
Despite bad weather, the pilots arrived in Rio de Janeiro
on June 17. The arrival was greeted with salutes from
battleships and forts, ringing church bells and the
cheering of a crowd estimated at 100,000. The two
aviators were placed at the head of a procession which
was described as the biggest parade in the history of Rio
de Janeiro. A fund of $50,000 subscribed by the people of
Rio was presented to the aviators.

The total length of the flight was 4,439 miles, the
actual flying time being 58 hours and 10 minutes.

King George V of England sent a message of

Fig. 4. Gago Coutinho using the artificial horizon sextant he invented appears on the hack of
the 100 escudos Mozambique note of 1972 (P-113).
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congratulations; the President of Portugal called them
the greatest Portuguese since the 16th century; the
University of Lisbon conferred degrees of Doctor of
Science and Mathematics on the two flyers; and even
before the successful completion of their voyage, the
New York Times (June 7) said, "No aviators living have
made a more daring flight over the ocean from
continent to continent."

A planned round-the-world flight by the two men was
cancelled by the death of Sacadura Cabral in 1924.
Gago Coutinho devoted himself to historical studies
and wrote several books on Portuguese explorers and
the Portuguese colonization of its overseas empire.

Gago Coutinho, who became an admiral in the
Portuguese navy (Figure 6), died February 18, 1959.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
"Brazil or Bust.", The Literary Digest, May 20, 1922, Vol. 73,

No. 8.
De Oliveira Marques, A. H., History of Portugal, Volume II:

From Empire to Corporate State. New York: Columbia
University Press, 1972.

Enciclopedia Universal Ilustrada, Suplemento 1959-60.
Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, S.A., 1964. page 185.

"The First Aerial Flight from Lisbon to Rio.", Bulletin of The
Pan American Union., October 1922. pages 381-383.

Gibbes-Smith, C.H., Flight through the Ages. New York:
Thomas Y. Crowell Co., Inc., 1974.

The New York Times, April 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 10, 11, 13, 15, 17, 19, 20.
21, 1922; May 8, 10, 12, 13, 17, 1922; June 6, 7, 15, 18, 19,
1922; February 19, 1959.

Pick, Albert, Standard Catalog of World Paper Money, 3rd.
edition, 1980.

Weems, P. V. H., Air Navigation. New York; McGraw Hill,
1938.

Whole No. 102

Fig. 5. The route of the first flight from Lisbon to Rio de Janeiro
is shown on the back of the Portuguese 20 escudos ouro note of
1978 (P-70B).

Fig. 6. Gago Coutinho is shown in his admiral's uniform on the 20 escudos ouro Portuguese
note of 1978 (P-70B
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