
 

 

Fifth International and Interdisciplinary Conference            

Alexander von Humboldt                                                               

Travels Between Europe and the Americas 

Freie Universität Berlin  

Berlin, Germany, 2009 

 

 

 

 
The Truth About Jimmie Angel  

and Angel Falls 

 
The Venezuelan Ministry of Development's Expedition  

Years of Exploration 1938-1939 

 

By Karen Angel 
 

 

              

 

 

Copyright  2009 

 Revised 15 July 2010 

 
All rights reserved.  Except by Karen Angel, no part of this article may be reproduced or transmitted in any 

form by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, or stored in a retrieval 

system, without the prior consent in writing. Karen Angel, 931 Hill Street, #1, Eureka, California                                                                                                                                                             

95501, United States of America. Telephone: 1.707.476.8764.     

 

 

 

 



 1 

Preface 
 

In the year 1994, when the author began researching the life of American born aviator 

James “Jimmie” Crawford Angel (1899-1956), there were many unsubstantiated stories about him 

in books, newspapers, magazines, and now on websites and blogs. Some stories are known to be 

true and can be verified by the Angel Family and/or other sources; some stories are plausible, but 

remain unverified; other stories are fabrications.
1
  The result is a tangle of true stories and 

legends.  Stories that he taught himself to fly at age fourteen; was a Royal British Flying Corps 

Ace in World War I; created an air force for a Chinese Warlord in the Gobi Desert; worked as an 

aviation scout for Lawrence Arabia; or flew a mining engineer named McCracken (or 

Williamson)
2
 to a secret river of gold in Venezuela remain in the unverified tangle of legends 

3
    

The author has interviewed many people who knew him and has researched archives that 

document his aviation explorations.  The difficulty in sorting out the truth from legendary stories 

exists for several reasons: Jimmie Angel actively participated in the creation of the legends; the 

legends have been repeated by many authors; World War I records that may have helped to verify 

the legends may have been destroyed.
4
   

What is true is that Jimmie Angel was a gifted pilot who loved Central and South America, 

especially Venezuela.  He first saw what was to become known as Angel Falls, the world‟s tallest 

waterfall, on a solo flight 18 November 1933 while working as a pilot in the Gran Sabana region 

of southeastern Venezuela for the Santa Ana Mining Company of Tulsa Oklahoma.
5
    

Gran Sabana 1939 

This paper will focus on Jimmie Angel‟s role as the pilot-guide for the 1939 Venezuelan 

Ministry of Development‟s Exploration of the Gran Sabana by relating the impressions and 

interactions of three expedition members.  Dr. George Gaylord Simpson (1902-1984), a 
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prominent 20
th

 Century evolutionist and his wife Dr. Anne Roe Simpson (1904-1991), a 

psychologist, both representing the American Museum of Natural History.
6
   The Simpsons wrote 

about Jimmie Angel in their travel diaries during the expedition and in various publications 

following the expedition.   Carlos A. Freeman (1898-1973), a Venezuelan who received his 

mining engineer degree at Lehigh University in Pennsylvania and helped found the School of 

Geology at the Universidad Central de Venezuela and the Venezuelan Society of Geologists, was 

one of the four leaders of the Gran Sabana Expedition.  In the 1940s, Freeman wrote an 

authorized biography titled “The Life of James Crawford (Jimmie) Angel” from which the author 

has drawn Freeman‟s impressions of Angel and his expedition activities.
7
 

The Gran Sabana is a vast grassland region in southeastern Venezuela which is home to the 

tabletop mesas known as tepuis; the setting for Sir Arthur Conan Doyle‟s 1912 novel The Lost 

World
8
; and to Angel Falls, the world‟s tallest waterfall which flows from Auyántepui.

 9
  

The Gran Sabana Expedition was commissioned by Venezuelan President José Eleazar 

López Contreras on 17 December 1938 to investigate the presence and abundance of minerals; to 

study the soil conditions for agriculture and animal farming; to study the geography and 

topographic conditions for industrial purposes; to study the climate and sanitary conditions for 

migratory and colonization purposes; and to study possible penetration routes.
10

 

   In December 1939, the government of Venezuela published the findings of the expedition 

in a lengthy report titled Exploration of the Gran Sabana which included the following 

introduction:  “Among the explorers of Kamarata, the North American aviator James C. Angel 

merits special mention for conducting three expeditions by airplane of this area from 1933 to 

1937. One of Angel‟s principal objectives was the exploration and layout of Auyán-tepui‟s 

plateau where he proposed the construction of a landing strip and in 1936 he organized the first 
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climb to the summit in collaboration with Captain Cardona and Gustavo Heny. At the beginning 

of 1937, Cardona and Heny succeeded in climbing Auyán-tepui and a little time later Angel 

landed on the summit of the plateau on marshy terrain where the airplane inundated itself in such 

a manner that it was necessary to abandon it. 

“The explorations by Cardona and Angel contributed to a great awakening of interest in 

Kamarata and Auyán-tepui with the result that at the end of 1937, Mr. William H. Phelps 

organized and funded a scientific expedition with the cooperation of the American Museum of 

Natural History. That same expedition, under the leadership of Doctor G. H. H. Tate, remained 

in the area for three months during which time they climbed Auyán-tepui, gathering data on the 

flora and fauna for correlation with studies done in Roraima and Duida.”
11

 

A map in Exploration of the Gran Sabana used the name “Salto Angel” or Angel Falls 

for the first time in December 1939.   This publication by the Venezuelan government officially 

designates the name of the waterfall.
12

  

   Jimmie Angel inspired and was to have been the pilot for the Phelps Venezuela 

Expedition,
13

  but he was unavailable because he had damaged his airplane landing on 

Auyántepui, a vast 348 square miles plateau, on 9 October 1937 in search of gold.
14

 The airplane 

known as “El Rio Caroni” had to be abandoned at its landing place.
15

  He and his wife Marie 

Angel left Venezuela and returned in February 1939 with another airplane.
16

  

    Although not a member of the Phelps Venezuelan Expedition, Angel is forever linked 

with it because he and his discoveries were featured in two popular magazine articles authored 

by expedition member G. Thomas Gilliard of the Ornithology Department of the American 

Museum of Natural History.
17

   In large measure, Gilliard‟s writings made Jimmie Angel and 

Angel Falls known to the world.
18
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   The leaders of the  Gran Sabana Expedition were geologist Santiago E. Aguerrevere, 

geological mining engineer Victor M. Lopez, geological engineer   C. Delgado O., and mining 

engineer Carlos A. Freeman (1898-1973).
19

  They met the Simpsons in Caracas and from there 

traveled by airplane via Ciudad Bolivar and arrived at Kamarata Camp, the first base camp at the 

foot of Auyántepui‟s south flank on 4 March 1939.
20

    Jimmie and Marie Angel travelled from 

Ciudad Bolivar and arrived at Kamarata Camp in their Hamilton single engine airplane on 7 

March with a new generator for the expedition.  The Angels‟ intention was to resume their 

search for gold.
21

      

 According to Freeman, “the tremendous value of an airplane and the only pilot 

acquainted with the region was realized by all, and eventually Angel was convinced that if he 

joined the expedition, the members (all geologists or mining engineers) would in turn give him 

their professional aid in his mining problems.”
22

 

Marie Angel wrote on 13 March  to her brother Herbert Sanders in California, “The 

Venezuelan Government have a huge expedition here now they have one of the most elaborate 

equipped out fits I have ever seen going over the whole of this part of the country looking for 

any thing they can find.” 
23

  

In between two paleontology reconnaissance expeditions in Venezuela, the Simpsons 

joined the Gran Sabana Expedition for six weeks as naturalists.  George Gaylord Simpson did an 

ethnographic study of the Kamarakoto Indians
24

  and Anne Roe Simpson collected recent 

mammals for the museum.
25

  The Simpsons also collected plants.
26

  Marie Angel assisted both 

Simpsons with their research.
27

 

     On their second day in camp, the Angels took the Simpsons and expedition leaders 

Delgado and Lopez on a flight over Auyántepui to see Angel‟s waterfall which is located on its 
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north side.
28

  Simpson wrote in his autobiography Concessions to the Improbable: “Most 

exciting of all, Jimmie Angel had flown us over and past the falls he had discovered, had 

demonstrated against universal skepticism that they do exist, and had convinced us against all 

probability that they are by a good margin the highest waterfalls in the world.”
29

  

    Simpson recorded his thoughts about the flight in a travel diary that he and Anne shared:  

“ I have been practically speechless ever since and even now I just have a sort of sinking, 

hopeless feeling at trying to record even a bare hint of what all this is like.  It is grand, awesome, 

awful, beautiful, marvelous, and terrible.  It seems impossible that such things can exist on our 

earth.  It makes the greatest famous scenery of the world seem puny.  Having seen it makes one 

feel that he can never be the same again.  A man who had been to the moon and explored its 

craters might feel similarly exalted and cut off by the depths of his experience from his fellows 

and from all that he knew before.  Some hint of the terrible impact of the experience: when we 

went into the canyon we ran very close to the jagged rim and the motor seemed to falter 

(probably Angel had cut it momentarily) and for a second I thought we were crashing; over the 

thrill of fear the thought flashed through my mind, „It doesn‟t matter now, I‟ve seen this and life 

hereafter is too tame anyhow.‟ ” 
30

 

    Having seen the top of Auyántepui and the waterfall before, Marie Angel was less 

enthusiastic than Simpson when she wrote to her brother, “We flew over the mountain Auyan-

tepui where we made our landing and had to walk off.  The plane is still there just as we left it 

(sure looks sad) but I will never go up there again. … This madness for gold sure gets people 

into some awful predicaments.”
31

 

    The Simpsons trusted Angel‟s flying abilities.  In their travel diary, Simpson recorded his 

next flight with Angel, “I had more confidence in plane and pilot, and had gotten over the feeling 
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of blank amazement, to some extent, and could take it all in better.”
32

  In the same diary, Anne 

Simpson wrote: “that if G went flying with anyone but Jimmie I‟d go along or not let him go.”
33

 

    Carlos Freeman recounted the manner in which Angel maintained his airplane: “After 

each flight, no matter how, short, Jimmie always inspects his motor and closely checked the 

working parts of the plane.  He had trained a young Indian boy about thirteen years of age to help 

him service the plane, and it was amusing to see Jose Manuel Angel (Jimmie had taken him to 

Ciudad Bolivar on one of his earlier trips, where he was registered and baptized, and Angel 

added to his name) greasing the plane and removing rocker arms or wiping the machine.  In more 

than three hundred hours of flying under extremely adverse conditions, not once did Jimmie have 

to turn back or make a forced landing due to motor of other plane trouble.  This is quite an 

achievement and a credit to his mechanical ability.”
34

 

    Speculating about Jimmie Angel‟s stories, George Simpson noted in his travel diary: “I 

can see why no one believes Jimmie‟s tales: he does things that practically no one else would 

have the skill or the nerve to do, and then takes them so casually that it is hard to believe he did 

them.  He also does have a tendency, entirely unconscious, to exaggerate non-essential points 

like elevations of mountains, or rather he both over- and under- estimates on occasion.  In fact I 

believe that all his stories are true with this slight correction – all, that is, that he gives on his 

own authority.”
35

 

By the third week with the expedition, George Simpson was irritated with camp life: 

“Truth to tell, the outfit is getting so large that I am getting somewhat fed up with it and glad that 

I will soon be done and move on.  We have eleven white people in camp, ten servants, and about 

twenty-five employed Indians, which is simply ridiculous and what should be a peaceful and 

pleasant spot begins to resemble rather a madhouse.”
36

  



 7 

    By their fourth and final week in Camp Kamarata, George Simpson complained that two 

astronomers had arrived in camp with “three tons of baggage and each with a personal servant.  

“…  Since arriving here they have done nothing whatever but lie around in their hammocks and 

go hunting (they aren‟t ever good hunters).”  Simpson did not like the expedition doctor either 

and remarked, “Not unnaturally, the M.D. and the astronomers have clubbed together and 

formed a clique – they are our leisure class.”  About the expedition leaders, he wrote:  “our four 

geologist-topographers work very hard, know their jobs, and do them, and are good company.”
37

 

    When the Simpsons departed Camp Kamarata at the end of March, George Simpson 

recorded that a soil and a colonization expert had joined the expedition which had now reached 

fourteen in number – “the largest crowd I ever was with on a scientific expedition (although at 

least five of these hardly rate as scientists, in fact).”  According to Simpson, Camp Kamarata had 

changed from “madhouse” to “pandemonium.”
38

 

 In the introduction to his ethnographic study, The Kamarakoto Indians, published 

in June 1940, Simpson thanked Jimmie Angel, and the expedition leaders for their excellent 

equipment and organization and remarked, “I had none of the usual executive tasks or camp 

work to do or to supervise and was able to devote all my waking hours to the study of the 

Indians.”
39

   Apparently some among the pandemonium had performed the tasks that freed 

Simpson to accomplish his research in the short time he was in the Gran Sabana.   

The other expedition members and the Angels labored on until 31 July 1939.  During the 

five months the expedition was in the field, base camp was moved to three additional locations 

after Kamarata Camp:  Luepa, Santa Elena and Wonken.  The expedition also explored the 

diamond mines of the Venezuelan-Brazilian frontiers.
40

 



 8 

    On 1 May 1939, 
41

 the beginning of the third month of the expedition, Angel flew Carlos 

Freeman to the immense cleft on the north side of Auyan-tepui where Freeman took photographs 

and moving pictures of Angel Falls.  Two of the photographs were published in the official 

report of the expedition.
42

  According to Freeman, “These are the only pictures of the cataract so 

far taken that permit man to behold the grandeur of the World Wonder in its entirety.”
43

     

    During the expedition, the Simpsons‟ relationship with the Angels was friendly with 

admiration for Jimmie Angel‟s abilities as a pilot and Marie Angel‟s good natured cooperation 

and support of the expedition field work.  According to Dr. Joe Cain, who specializes in the 

History of Science at University College London and has extensively researched the lives of 

prominent 20
th

 Century evolutionists, “Simpson took a strong liking to him, which was 

something rare.”
44

  Cain also wrote of Simpson, “he detested women in field camps (Anne and 

Marie were the exceptions -- never complained about them).” 
45

 

In June 1942, the Simpsons where guests on the radio program Ripley’s - Believe It or 

Not and talked about the Angels and Angel Falls.  Simpson said: “Well, Jimmie Angel is 

certainly a romantic figure. He‟s been everywhere and seen everything.  He‟s a man of about 

forty with the scars of dozens of campaigns.”  Anne Roe Simpson said: “Yes...and he‟s different 

from any soldier of fortune I‟ve ever read about in at least one respect… He takes his wife with 

him wherever he goes …no matter how hazardous or dangerous his mission may be.”
46

 

    Twenty years after the expedition, George Simpson wrote to Marie Angel: “We do hope 

that you and the children are well and finding life pleasant. The time we spent with you and 

Jimmy in Kamarata still stands out, after all these years, as one of the most fascinating 

experiences of our lives.
47
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Almost forty years later, Simpson devoted the first chapter of his 1978 autobiography to 

his departing flight with Jimmie Angel from Camp Kamarata to Santa Elena.
48

                                           

     Carlos Freeman‟s relationship with the Angels developed into a friendship that endured 

many years beyond the expedition with Freeman writing an authorized Jimmie Angel 

biography
49

  The unpublished biography is a memoir of Freeman‟s expedition experiences; a 

retelling of many of the legendary Angel stories; and a testimonial to Jimmie Angel‟s aviation 

skills:  “Without the services of Jimmie the expedition could not have accomplished what it did 

on the five months‟ trip.  He flew more than three hundred hours supplying food, scouting from 

the air, moving camp, taking aerial photographs and mapping, and in addition transporting the 

members to remote spots.”
50

 

When the expedition concluded its five months of field work, Jimmie Angel was 

persuaded to remain in the region and work for the Venezuelan-Brazilian Boundary 

Commission.
51

  Under often difficult conditions, he piloted his airplane for an additional four 

months taking aerial photographs, establishing emergency landing fields, mapping the region, 

and transporting equipment, supplies and personnel on the Venezuelan-Brazil frontier for the 

Venezuelan government.
52

 

Conclusion 

One of the most repeated legends about Jimmie Angel is that he was hired in Panama in 

the year 1921 to fly a mining engineer named McCracken to a secret river in Venezuela where 

many pounds of gold were collected with Angel subsequently spending the balance of his life 

searching for the river of gold.  In fact, the five months that Jimmie Angel worked for the 

Venezuelan Ministry of Development and the four months that he worked for the Venezuelan-
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Boundary Commission in the year 1939 are representative of much of his professional life as a 

pilot.  It is true that Jimmie Angel did search for his dreamed of El Dorado whenever he could 

create an opportunity, but his living and his reputation as a “master pilot”
53

 were earned by 

flying thousands of hours, often in dangerous conditions, for other people in support of their 

enterprises and dreams. 
54
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