The Flood of Guatemala
By Dave Lucier
Late one Friday afternoon in June 1969, a phone call came into the office of General Electric Technical Services Company (GETSCO) in Schenectady, New York.  Service Supervisor, Tom Abramczyk, took the scratchy, after-hours call.  He determined that the call was coming from Guatemala, a western town called Esquintla.  The voice on the other end of the line explained, in a thick Spanish accent, that heavy rains had overrun the river banks and flooded two GE gas turbine package power plants.  These turbines were installed in the original river bed, in retrospect an unwise choice for a location.  The request was for two GETSCO field engineers to come to the country immediately to help them restart the plants
Field engineers Dave Lucier and Willy Brandt (no relationship to the former German Chancellor) and drew the job.  They were dispatched to Guatemala City the next day.  With a connection in New York and a layover in New Orleans, they arrived in the Central American country on Sunday afternoon.  A driver, holding a makeshift sign with the names SEÑORES LUCIER Y BRANT scribbled on it, met the engineers at the airport and took them to a local hotel in the capitol city.  The next morning the same driver in his beat-up Chevy Bel Air returned to pick up the engineers to begin the trek down toward the Pacific Ocean along a narrow, treacherous road.  Guatemala City is situated at an elevation of 5000 feet.  The drive down to Esquintla toward the Pacific Ocean took several harrowing hours.  At many points along the way the road was either washed out or mudslides covered the surface, often making only single-lane passage possible.  There were few road barriers and even fewer adequate shoulders.  The foreigners were grateful when they finally reached the lowlands of western Guatemala.
When they arrived at the motel in Esquintla, a message at the check-in desk was signed Eduardo Román.  They learned later that day Eduardo was the electrical supervisor who had called the GETSCO office.
In the late afternoon, Eduardo came to the motel to meet Dave and Willy and drive the engineers to a river crossing.  The road was washed out.  They came to learn that this was a segment of the Can-Am Highway that runs through Central America.  The word “highway” should not be taken literally: it was barely wide enough for two cars to pass when in the best of repair.  The bridge was missing.  They were told that the power plants were in the old riverbed on the other side.  The entire area was flooded and there seemed to be no way to travel across fast moving river except perhaps by boat.
The next day a driver arrived at the motel in the early morning and drove him to a landing where a motor boat awaited.  They took the boat across the river to a makeshift landing on the other side.  The river seemed to have subsided somewhat but by noon the rains returned and the river rose again. 
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Fig. 1: Dave Lucier “commuting” to work in Guatemala, June 1968
There were actually two gas turbine sites; one upstream and another about a quarter mile down the old river bed.  This was unusual because they were typically configured side by side in plants the USA.  Why would anybody ever locate power plants in an old riverbed, they asked themselves?  A question that remains unanswered to this day.  
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Fig. 2: Simon & Garfunkel sang:  “Like a bridge over troubled water…”

It took several weeks to “bail out” the turbines, generators, accessory bases and control cabs.  The high-water mark for the river came far above the 36-inch I-beam base.  Since many of the electrical junction boxes were installed on the side of the bases, the wiring had to be cleaned and dried.  The battery compartment was in the control cab base so it was completely flooded.  Worse yet, the water was full of volcanic silt that came when the riverbanks overflowed.  The crew literally had to bail and dig out the turbines before they could be restarted.  

One night, after a day long rain storm midway through the assignement, the water level of the river was so high Willy and Dave were told it was too dangerous to cross the river.  They had to spend the night on the plant side of the river.  Given no other choice, they covered themselves with tarps and slept the night atop of a Mobil gas station.  The rain subsided during the night but the humidity was suffocating under their covers.  The mats underneath them were not exactly featherbeds.
After about two months, the rive was down to a trickle and they finally bailed out the gas turbines so they could be started.  The only failure of consequence was the main power circuit breaker (called 52G) on unit one.  The unit synchronized to the power grid on its first start but the breaker exploded through the damp arc shoots.  

The US Army Corp of Engineers had replaced the bridge that was swept away by the river with a temporary one.  Willy and Dave were released have Unit #2 was synched in and they returned to the USA after an overnight in Guatemala City.
Once in the GETSCO office, Dave was showing some of the pictures taken by Willy (including the two shown herein).  George Brown, the GETSCO manager, happened by and, once seeing the pictures, remarked: “What are you guys crazy? Our insurance doesn’t cover you for those kinds of foolish acts!”  Since it was the only way to get to the other side at the time to “bail out” the turbines, Lucier commented:  “Well, how else were we supposed to get to work?”  No answer was returned.

The experience, as the Spanish joke goes, was not Guate-mala.  It was Guate-peor.  It was not that it was bad.  It was worse.

-- Dave Lucier
