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A  M o d e l  T h a t  W o r k s  i n  A f r i c a
M y story is simple; my 

grandmother (Mary-
lou Waite) is a pilot. As 
a kid, she would let me try 

to catch clouds through the window of 
her C-150 before taking me for loops and rolls!  
I have dreamed of being a pilot ever since. My 
first passion was to become a mission pilot, my 
second was aerobatics. Thanks to her, my grand-
father (Leo Jansens, who is both a test pilot and 
my instructor), and the good fortune of being 
born in a country where aviation and education 
are so readily available, I was able to learn how 
to f ly. Today I 
am a full time 
a i r show per-
former (www.sportsgal.com). The passion that 
drives me is the opportunity to represent wom-
en in aviation and to share my love for aviation 
through air shows.

This winter aerobatics opened a new door to 
my first passion, to become a mission pilot. I re-
ceived an email titled “Inspiration to Africa” from 
a man named Jonathan Porter. He wrote to tell 
me about a girl in Ghana, West Africa, who en-
joyed watching my videos and dreamed to some-
day become an aerobatic pilot. Little did I know 
what an amazing woman he was talking about, 
Patricia Mawuli, 23, the first female to receive 
the Ghanaian National Pilots’ License at 18. This 
winter along with my husband, Rex, we visited 
Patricia in Kpong, Ghana, where we spent one 
month filming a documentary and flying. 

Patricia’s story is not so simple. She grew up in 
Ghana and attended school with a focus on home 
economics and cooking (common for girls there). 
While in school she lived with her uncle’s fam-
ily where she would start her days out by waking 
up before anyone else to collect water and sticks 
for cooking and doing chores. After school she 
would do the same. While collecting sticks one 
day Patricia saw a plane flying overhead quite 
low and she thought that perhaps it was chasing 
her so she hid. After the same occurrence hap-
pened several times she decided to follow the 
plane by foot and to find out what was going on. 
That is when Patricia first met Jonathan Porter. 

If someone were to ask you, “what does it 
mean to you to be a woman in aviation,” 

each of us could answer with our story and 
the passion that drives us.
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by Melissa Pemberton
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Jonathan moved his family from the UK and France to  
Ghana for work in 1994. He brought along his personal air-
craft and quickly saw a great opportunity and need for light 
aviation in West Africa. He described it to me as “Alaska 
without the snow” for pilots. Ghana is a beautiful country be-
tween the ocean and the desert with tropical forests in-be-
tween. Along with its beauty come many challenges for light 
aviation. The fog is thick and can linger for miles off the 
coast and the weather changes very rapidly in the hills where 
clouds and tropical rains can build and winds change con-
stantly. In the winter the sands from the Sahara blow down 
causing less-than-VFR visibility called the harmatan. There 
are few navigation facilities and no aviation maps or radar 
services. We flew with a GPS marking Kpong, their home air-
field, and a piece of a topographical map that has not been up-
dated in more than 20 years. It is VFR only. 

As Jonathan describes it, he saw Patricia walk out of the 
bush and approached to ask about the planes and why they 
were chasing her. She then proceeded to ask Jonathan for a 
job. Jonathan had never considered hiring women to work 
for him, but he decided to set her to work with the men cut-
ting sticks to clear taxiways and runways. She worked hard-
er than any of the men and quickly caught Jonathan’s eye 
with her potential. One day while working on 
the field she was called over to assist Jonathan 
and his assistant with holding up a wing for their  
Zenith 701 aircraft that they were assembling.  
Patricia not only helped to hold the wing, but 
she watched what the men were doing for the as-
sembly on one side and repeated the process on 
the other side with no assistance. They were so 
impressed that Jonathan decided to teach Patri-
cia to become an aircraft mechanic. She later be-
came the first female pilot in Ghana to receive 

the Ghanaian national pi-
lots’ license. Because she 
was such a good student 
and quick learner, Jona-
than came up with the idea 
to start a school for girls. This school is 
now called the Av Tech Academy. 

The Av Tech Academy is home to 
four young students. They are Ghana-
ian women ranging from 14 to 22. The Av 
Tech Academy plans to expand the school 
as soon as the housing is completed on the 
airfield. The way they choose the new stu-
dents is by visiting rural villages and inviting the top stu-
dents to visit Kpong Airfield once a year for their annual ‘Fly 
Me Day’ where they take 100 students for their first flights! 
I was fortunate enough to be in Ghana for the “Fly Me Day” 
this year where we flew with four aircraft for five hours 
straight. From these children we chose the girls who showed 
the most interest and the most potential to return for a two-
week stay at the Av Tech Academy. Hopefully from these stu-
dents several will return for the full four years to learn to be 
pilots and mechanics. 
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Above: Medicine on the Move’s Zenith 701 over Lake Volta  
in Ghana piloted by Jonathan Porter and Patricia Mawuli.  
Left: Jonathan and Patricia showing the AvTech students 
at Kpong Airfield in Ghana the new Air Ambulance Zenith 
801 engine. Far left (top):  Patricia is teaching a class to the 
AvTech Students. Far left (bottom): AvTech students Juliet, 
Ciara, Emmanuela and Lydia with their bottles that they  
prepared for an aerial drop into a village.
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Above: Patricia Mawuli taking a 
student flying for Medicine On 
the Move’s annual Fly Me Day. 
Below: MOM’s fleet of aircraft.
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Medicine On the Move or MOM, is the 
final goal for all of the Porters’ operations 
in Ghana. They currently have two Zenith 
801’s in production to become air ambu-
lances and the girls, upon graduation, will 
be offered a job with MOM flying medical 
and educational missions throughout the 
country. 

Ghana is home to the largest man made 
lake in the world, Lake Volta. Power com-
panies built three large dams and turned 
a flowing river into one massive power 
source. There are not many road systems 
in Ghana when you get out of the cities 
and therefore there are millions of people 
who live around the lake region with no 
access to the outside world, clean water, 
electricity or medical care. Flooding from 
the dams has taken out entire mud hut 
villages and thousands of crop fields. The 
lake has brought much disease and sick-
ness to the country, the most prevalent of 
these being Malaria and Schistosomia-
sis more commonly known as Bilharzia. 
Bilharzia is caused by worms carried by 
snails that can get into your organs and 
all throughout a person’s system causing 
anything from blood in the urine to pa-
ralysis to death. It is preventable through 
water purification and not bathing in or 
drinking lake water. 

Health education will be the prima-
ry mission for MOM because they be-
lieve in a long-term sustainable approach 
to change. Yes, they could fly in and de-
liver medicine to cure the current prob-
lems, but what happens when they leave 
the next day and the kids still go swim-
ming in the lake and become re-infected? 
The cycle continues. Through teaching 
prevention, water purification techniques 
and basic first aid, Medicine On the Move 
will make a slow but noticeable different 
to peoples lives.

Lydia Westi is the youngest of the Av 
Tech students. At 15, she is learning to 
build and fly airplanes. Lydia has a very 
unique and powerful story that repre-
sents the reason for the existence of the 
Av Tech Academy and MOM. Lydia had 
a cut on her hand as a child, before she 
can even remember. The cut became in-
fected and was never treated. Instead, her 
wound was covered with a cloth and the 
symptoms ignored as they spread. Even-
tually her entire hand, forearm and elbow 

became infected. To reduce the pain she 
would hold her arm tucked up against her 
body, which resulted in the infection eat-
ing into her bones and the veins growing 
around the wound constricting her arm 
into one position leaving it mostly use-
less. This could have all been prevented 
through basic first aid and the knowledge 
of how to clean a wound. When Jonathan 
met Lydia working with her mother in 
the market selling fabric, he adopted her 
into their home, provided her with much 
needed medical attention, and introduced 
her to life at the Av Tech Academy. 

The Av Tech students entered an essay 
competition where they were asked ‘Why 
do you fly?’ and here is an excerpt from 
Lydia’s essay that I feel, says it all:

My enrollment in Av Tech Academy 
has brought a lot of changes into my life. 
Learning to fly has changed my way of 
thinking it has also changed my percep-
tion about life and has given me the cour-
age to face life.

With my skills in flying I want to help 
the less privileged in the rural communi-
ties. Most of the roads that lead to the ru-
ral areas are very bad. This makes it very 
difficult for cars to use these roads. With 
the aircraft I can travel to these areas to 
talk to them about personal hygiene, and 
the importance of education. 

Again, in my country a lot of girls are 
not into aviation, therefore I will also 
want to fly to encourage the young girls 
that aviation is not only for men, but 
women can also go into aviation.

Also, with my condition I want to fly to 
serve as an inspiration to everyone, espe-
cially those who might be disabled in one 
way or the other, and make them to un-
derstand that you can achieve whatever 
you want to achieve in life if you put your 
mind to it.

This past summer, Patricia, accompa-
nied by Jonathan, myself and other MOM 
team members, attended EAA AirVenture 
in Oshkosh, Wisconsin. Our time with 
them there was amazing; full of wonder-
ful new friends, questions and answers, 
and hopes for the future. ✈

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Melissa Pemberton (WAI #15021) is an air 
show performer.

To  preview the 

documentary 

“The Calling”

about  Medicine On the Move

please visit 

www.sportsgal.com 

or navigate to:

www.vimeo.com/21946586

To learn more about Medicine 

On the Move please visit:

www.medicine onthemove.org
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