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Chairman’s 
Message
James A. Morrison

James A. Morrison
The year 2014 is undoubtedly one of the most 
remarkable years in the history of Canada’s 
Aviation Hall of Fame, and it is through the efforts 
of our past Chairman of the Board, Tom Appleton 
that we have fared so well. Tom, who retired after 
the 2014 Induction dinner, is not only a great leader, 
but a wonderful mentor to the Board. Through 
his determination and dedication, The Hall has 
performed like never before. We are thankful for his 
tireless efforts and vision which has taken The Hall 
to the next level of performance. Thank you, Tom 
Appleton!

The annual dinner gala in Calgary was indeed 
spectacular as hosted by the good folks at West 
Jet in their hangar facility.  Anyone attending may 
attest to the great success of this event.  The turn 
out was record breaking and what a show it was!  
Director Denis Chagnon once again rose to the 
occasion as the Master of Ceremonies and did a 
stellar performance as usual. This year’s inductees 
were Clive Beddoe, Lorna deBlicquy, Robert 
Engle and Fred Moore.  Astronaut Chris Hadfield 

mesmerized the attendees as guest speaker and then 
graciously stayed behind after the dinner to allow 
pictures taken with guests wishing to do so. All in 
all, a very lively and successful event as only could 
be expected of Calgarians.

The next meeting of the Board of Directors will be 
held in Wetaskiwin in October, at which time the 
Chairman of the Nominations Review Committee 
will present their recommendations for the 2015 
inductees and for the Belt of Orion, should there be 
a nomination for that category.  We look forward to 
hearing from them.

It is appropriate to remind readers that now is the 
time to make your nominations for new members, 
and / or for the Belt of Orion for the company or 
organization you feel is deserving. It has been said 
before that there are nominees who have not yet 
been inducted and that their nominations do remain 
on record for ten years with the hope that new and 

compelling information may be submitted to assist 
in their recommendations.  But also needed are 
new nominations. We all know someone we feel 
passionate about, so do make that recommendation 
and submit an application for him or her.

The application process has been simplified to 
help with the process and I would encourage all 
readers to think carefully of someone deserving 
of this recognition. Ours is an ever evolving and 
challenging industry, and we all know of someone 
young or older who would be worthy of recognition 
by Canada’s Aviation Hall of Fame.

I look forward to the next three years as your 
Chairman and sincerely hope to make the 
contributions you would expect of a person in 
this position. I look forward to continuing to work 
with our Board of Directors, our Nominations 
Review Committee, our Operations Committee 
and the wonderful staff in The Hall’s office.  There 
is always much to do to preserve The Hall and its 
ongoing operation and I look forward to reporting 
our progress in the next issue of “The Flyer”.

Just as I have been writing this, I have learned of 
the sudden passing of Bob Engle. He was one of 
our newest Members, inducted just this year.  On 
behalf of the Board of Directors, I send my deepest 
sympathy to his wife Roxy and all his family.  His 
legacy of contributions to aviation in the North will 
live on.
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Members in the News
Mary Oswald

Dr. Dave Williams was named Officer of the Order 
of Canada on May 7, 2014 in a ceremony presided 
over by His Excellency the Right Honourable 
Governor General David Johnston at Rideau Hall 
in Ottawa. He is recognized for his commitment 
to healthcare excellence and his dedication to 
advancing Canada’s Space Program.

Dr. Williams has played an instrumental role in 
understanding space and promoting astronaut 
health. During his time in space, he contributed to 
the construction of the International Space Station 
and conducted neuroscience investigations of the 
effect of weightlessness on the nervous system.

He made two trips to the International Space 
Station, and among the three Canadian astronauts 
who have made ‘space walks’, he holds the record 
number of three trips outside of the Space Station. 

Following his space flights, he served as the 
Director of Space and Life Sciences at NASA, 

DR. DAVE WILLIAMS, O.C.

Credit: Chris Wattie / Reuters

Dr. Dave Williams congratulated by Gov. 
Gen. David Johnston

where he implemented changes to improve the 
safety procedures for all space flight crews. 

Dr. Williams is also an accomplished emergency 
room physician, and in 2011 he was appointed 
President and CEO of Southlake Regional Health 
Centre. Here, he continues his passion for healthcare 
excellence and improving the lives of others.

This is the third in a number of recent outstanding 
achievements for Dr. Williams. In 2012, he was 

Photo supplied by
Tom Appleton

A NEW 
APPOINTMENT 
FOR TOM 
APPLETON

honoured with a Diamond Jubilee Medal and was  
inducted as Member of Canada’s Aviation Hall of 
Fame.

A new book will be out in October, describing 
the ‘space walks’ of Canadian Astronauts. 
Canadian Spacewalkers: Hadfield, MacLean 
and Williams Remember the Ultimate High 
Adventure by Bob McDonald (available Oct. 17, 
2014.)

Tom Appleton has been appointed President of 
DAC Aviation International Ltd. The company 
is based in Montreal and is active in providing 
humanitarian and specialized air transport 
services in developing areas of the world. It is 
also involved in jet charter, aircraft component 
maintenance, repair and overhaul. Tom is past 
chairman of CAHF’s Board of Directors, and his 
credentials as a business executive in aerospace 
operations, sales and general management are 
unsurpassed. Congratulations from all of us at 
CAHF!
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ROSELLA BJORNSON HONOURED WITH STAMP

Credit: Family photo 

Rosella Bjornson and 
husband, Bill Pratt

Credit: Family photo

Part of the group attending Rosella Bjornson’s party:  family, members of Flying Farmers and the 99s.

Elaine Atkinson Jones
Alberta Flying Farmers member, and ‘99’

On July 13, 2014 Rosella Bjornson stood smiling, thrilled as 
she looked out over the group gathered at the Air West Flight 
School Hangar at the Lethbridge Airport, where she had her 
first flying lesson on that date in 1964. Those who came to 
honour her included her family and many friends, Alberta 
Flying Farmers and the 99s, an  organization of women pilots. 
They witnessed the unveiling and presentation to her of the 
‘Rosella Bjornson Commemorative Stamp’, celebrating the 
50th anniversary of her first flight and her remarkable career.

This stamp is part of a series of commemorative stamps 
honouring noteworthy Canadian women pilots through Canada 
Post’s Picture Postage Program. It was designed by Canadian 
99 Suzanne Wiltshire. The stamp shows Rosella as a newly 
hired Transair First Officer who became a Canadian Airlines 
Captain, with wording, “Rosella Bjornson 1st Female Airline 
Pilot 1973,  Captain 1990”. The First Day cover shows a Transair’s Fokker F-28 aircraft, and 
the words, “Honouring Canada’s First Female Airline Pilot 1973 and Captain 1990, on the 
50th anniversary of her first flight on July 13, 1964”.

Rosella received special congratulations from her first flight instructor, Roy Price, who 
remembered that “She really had a heart for flying. Being an airline pilot was all she ever 
talked about.”

Rosella Bjornson was inducted Member of The Hall of Fame in 1997.

(Continued)
Members in the News

A NEW BOOK BY CHRIS HADFIELD

Chris Hadfield has compiled a new book, YOU ARE HERE - Around the World in 92 
Minutes, which arrived in book stores on October 14. Here, Chris takes us on a remarkable 
photo tour of our planet, with a selection of his best photos from the 45,000 he took from the 
International Space Station while he served as Commander of the ISS for five months ending 
in May 2013.  

The contents, 200 pages, are organized in sections: Africa, Europe, Asia, Oceania, North 
America, and South America. It is published by Random House Canada.

Dick Richmond has just completed the story 
of  his long and inspired career: A Life in 
Canadian Aerospace, 1942 - 1992. It gives 
us a comprehensive look at his fifty-years 
in the Canadian aerospace industry. His 
career clearly followed the evolution of the 
industry in Canada, from his work in the 
development of bushplanes at Fairchild, 
to working on projects that advanced the 
theories and applications of aerodynamics, 
and continuing to include high-technology 
projects which contributed to NASA’s space 
program. This book is a very interesting 
read, and a must for anyone interested 
in following the history of one man’s 
contributions to aviation and aerospace.

His book includes many photographs in 
its 172 pages, and is published by Larry 
Milberry’s CANAV Books. Copies are 
available from CANAV Books, 51 Balsam 
Ave., Toronto, ON  M4E 3B6. Email: larry@
canavbooks.com

Dick Richmond 
was inducted 

Member of The 
Hall in 1995

Chris Hadfield was inducted Member of The 
Hall in 2005

A NEW BOOK BY 
DICK RICHMOND

Photo credit  Rick Radell
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Mirabel Airport - A Failed Dream
Pierre Jeanniot

Next year, 2015 will mark the 40th anniversary of 
the opening of Mirabel Airport - which has gone 
down in history as a classic example of an ill-
conceived project and chronic waste of taxpayers’ 
money.  Mirabel Airport became a source of great 
embarrassment which still lingers today.

In the late 1960’s - perhaps instilled by the 
euphoria of Expo ‘67 - the air transport 
market was growing annually in the double 
digits.  Projections of continued growth of this 
magnitude gave rise to concern that tremendous 
pressure would be put on Montreal’s Dorval 
Airport, which at the time was Canada’s busiest 
airport.

The study
The government of the day commissioned a 
major consulting firm to study the matter of what 
should be done to accommodate this rapidly 
growing traffic.  Supersonic airplanes were on 
the horizon: the Concorde project was nearing 
production in Europe and Boeing was at the time 
also contemplating a supersonic airplane.

It was envisioned that, within a decade, hundreds 
of supersonic airplanes would be operating, and 
that the number of passengers would grow at the 
same double digit rate, possibly reaching over 50 
million passengers a year.

The anticipated noise level of hundreds 
of supersonic airplanes was certain  to be 
unacceptable to the population living close to 
Dorval, and the Federal Government insisted that 
a location be found to construct a new airport 
sufficiently away from the centre of Montreal.

I was approached at the time by a consulting 
firm which was working on what became the 
Mirabel project to participate in the proposed 
study. I declined. I was highly suspicious of 
the linear projections of 12 percent growth a 
year continuing on indefinitely, as well as the 
projected number of supersonic aircraft to be 
built.  Air Canada gave a negative reaction to the 
government regarding the proposed construction 
of this new “super airport”.

Flaws in planning
From the start, it became increasingly obvious 
that the handling of the Mirabel project was 

deeply flawed. Just as the Department of 
Transport was planning to build a “super airport” 
outside of Montreal, other government bodies 
were negotiating bilateral agreements with 
several other countries which demanded that 
more points of entry be granted for international 
flights arriving in Canada.

Indeed, shortly after the new airport opened at 
Mirabel in 1975, a large part of this international 
traffic was allowed to land in Toronto without 
ever having to land in Montreal.

Another major miscalculation was overestimating 
the growth of supersonic air travel.  Studies at 
the time indicated that hundreds of aircraft of this 
type would soon be in operation, and that many 
would be landing in Montreal as the only point of 
entry for international travel.

As we know, Boeing decided not to build a 
supersonic transport, and the Concorde project 
only produced a handful of aircraft, none of 
which came to Montreal - or to Canada - on a 
regular basis.

Unforeseen problems emerging
The early 1970’s was the time of the first oil crisis:  
the price of fuel increased dramatically overnight 
due to the creation of OPEC - and the growth of 
traffic to Canada plummeted. This, combined 
with the opening of Toronto to international air 
traffic, brought the growth of traffic to Montreal 
to a virtual standstill - if not a slight decrease.

In addition, the political emergence of Quebec’s 
nationalist movement and its impact on Quebec-
based Anglophone businesses accelerated an 
exodus of head-offices to Toronto, which was 
becoming Canada’s main business centre.  Traffic 
to Montreal suffered further in consequence.

What’s more, Mirabel’s site in the lower 
Laurentian mountains northwest of Montreal 
had been intended to serve not only Montreal but 
also Ottawa, the national capital. But no highway 
was built between Ottawa and Mirabel other than 
short access roads to secondary roads, and no rail 
link was built to provide better access between 
Montreal, Ottawa and Mirabel.

The necessary vast network of expressways 
surrounding the “super airport” was never built.  
This meant that any connections of passengers 
between the international flights at Mirabel 
and the domestic and trans-border traffic that 
continued to use Dorval was highly impractical 
and inefficient.  In addition, with Mirabel situated 
more than 50 kilometres outside of the city, 
Montrealers were paying expensive cab fares to 
travel to and from the airport.

At the outset, the area envisioned for the airport 
amounted to almost one hundred thousand 
acres of prime agricultural land. This land 
was expropriated in its entirety from some 
three thousand farmers of the Mirabel area. 
Construction of Montreal’s Mirabel “super 
airport” gave rise to a judicial saga which lasted 
more than forty years between the displaced 
farmers and the Federal Government, which had 
grossly over-estimated the size of the operational 
zone which would be required.  In 2002 much of 
the land was largely given back or put up for sale.

Introducing the PTV
The concept of Mirabel’s design was said to 
be revolutionary in that it included no bridges 
giving direct access from the main terminal 
to the airplane.  Reaching the airplane was via 
Passenger Transfer Vehicle, or PTV, which 
moved passengers from the main terminal to the 
airplane, wherever that airplane was parked.

The opening of the airport was equally 
unfortunate.  The first flight landing in Mirabel 
from Ottawa carried the Minister of Transport, 
the Chairman of Air Canada, and a number of 
high level dignitaries.  These VIP’s were unable 
to disembark as planned, as the PTV which was 
to be used did not perform.  After fifteen minutes 
of confusion, stairs were eventually brought to 
unload these important passengers - who then 
had to walk to the main terminal!

The problems with the PTV’s were easy to fix, 
and they are still used at Dorval from time to 
time to transport passengers between the main 
terminal and off-gate aircraft.

Fortunately, the newer generations of airplanes 
and engines have very substantially reduced their 
noise and fuel emissions, and although one can 
assume that people living close to an airport will 
always complain, the environmental footprint of 
these new aircraft has been significantly reduced.

Air Canada archives photo

Photo shows the Air Traffic Control Tower at 
Mirabel. Employees of ATC and Air Canada, 1975.

Air Canada Archives photo

Photo of Air Canada’s Boeing 747 on opening 
day of Mirabel Airport.  1975

Back to Dorval
Dorval’s runway capacity may well be able 
to accommodate twice the volume of traffic it 
receives today - which is significantly below the 
one hundred million passengers a year projected 
by the Mirabel project.

In November 2004, Mirabel stopped receiving 
passengers and all civil aviation flights were 
returned to Dorval airport, which was re-named 
“Pierre Elliot Trudeau International Airport” in 
honour, ironically, of the man who supported the 
original idea to build Mirabel!

Today, Mirabel Airport hosts a number of freight 
operations and aerospace industries, including 
helicopters - and of course, Bombardier - 
which finally provides some justification for its 
existence.

On May 1, 2014 Montreal Airport announced 
its intention to have the existing terminal 
demolished, citing the lack of economic viability 
as a reason.
 Pierre Jeanniot
 President & CEO, Jinmag Inc.
 Director General Emeritus, IATA
 Former President & CEO, Air Canada
 Inducted as Member in 2012
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The 2014 Induction Gala dinner and ceremonies were held on May 29th at the WestJet Hangar, Calgary Airport. Parked inside the 
large open space was WestJet’s newest addition, Bombardier’s Q400 which garnered much interest among the guests.

More photos taken at this event will be included in the January 2015 issue of The Flyer. 

The Induction Gala 2014
Photos by Rick Raddell,

Mary Oswald

Mary Oswald photo

Russ Bannock and Mary Oswald. 
Russ, inducted in 1983, assisted in 
the unveiling of the Members’ book, 
They Led the Way in 1999 at the 
CNE in Toronto.

Rick Radell photo

Newly inducted Members of The Hall: Robert ‘Bob’ Engle, Clive Beddoe, Elaine DeBlicquy (representing her late mother, Lorna 
DeBlicquy), and Fred Moore.

Mary Oswald photo

Karen Marsden, Victor and Connie Bennett, Barry 
Marsden.  Victor Bennett was inducted in 2013, Barry 
Marsden in 2009.

Mary Oswald photo

James ‘Stocky’ Edwards with his 
wife, Toni.‘Stocky’ was inducted 
in 2013.
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The Ceremonies...

Rick Radell photo

Fred Moore with Chairman of the Board 
Tom Appleton

Rick Radell photo

Clive Beddoe, with Chris Hadfield

Rick Radell photo

Elaine DeBlicquy accepted Lorna 
DeBlicquy’s certificate and medal from 
Chris Hadfield. Chris Hadfield was 
inducted Member of The Hall in 2005.

Rick Radell photo

Robert ‘Bob’ Engle, with Tom Appleton
Anna Pangrazzi, Director, 

and Larry Milberry, who was 
inducted as a Member of The 

Hall in 2004.

Mary Oswald photo

Enjoying the 
Moment...

Clive Beddoe and his 
wife, Ruth

Rick Radell photo

Roxy and Bob Engle

Rick Radell photo

Elaine DeBlicquy with Kathy Fox, 
Governor of East Canada Ninety-Nines 

(women pilots organization)
Mary Oswald photo

Don and Linda Riep.  
Don is The Hall’s webmaster.

Mary Oswald photo



The following stories are given by three volunteers 
who serve on the Operations Committee. They 
commit many hours to bringing CAHF’s stories 
to the public and researching other aviation 
events and accomplishments.  

Busy Lives - 
Continuing our Adventures 
Denny and Margaret May

Over the past couple of years Marg and I 
have been more than busy as members of the 
Operations Committee of Canada’s Aviation 
Hall of Fame. In addition to my ongoing work 
with Don Riep and Mary Oswald on bringing the 
CAHF website up to date, attending meetings 
of the Operations Committee, and working with 
Mary Oswald on preparing the annual Christmas 
cards, there have been many opportunities to talk 
about early aviation in Western Canada and to tell 
“The Wop May Story”.

Denny and Marg May, photo taken at Edson, 
Alberta.  The painting Marg is holding used to 
hang in Denny’s father’s office. The painting, by 
Geoffrey Watzoy, shows a “dogfight” between 
Captain Roy Brown and Baron Von Richthofen.  
The frame is made from a part of the prop of the 
Red Baron’s Fokker Triplane given to Wop May.

Speaking engagements
We’ve spoken to students in many schools, 
as well as several Seniors Groups, and the 
Edmonton United Way “Red Feather Society”. 
In all our speaking engagements we do our best 
to promote Canada’s Aviation Hall of Fame and 
the Reynolds-Alberta Museum. This summer 
we were “experts” at Fort Edmonton, where an 

aviation hangar has been built to replicate the 
original hangar of Blatchford Field. We were 
invited to tell stories about early aviation, Wop 
May and World War I.

Biography of Wop May
We also found time to revise the Wop May 
biography “Wings of a Hero” and to arrange 
the 4th printing of that book and also of  “More 
Stories About Wop May” - both books are selling 
well.

There have been other highlights...

Police chase by air
The Galloway Museum in Edson, Alberta had a 
1/5 scale model of the May Airplanes Company 
“Canuck” built, painted in the same colours as 
the one flown by Wop May in 1919. That was the 
year he was asked to fly a detective to Edson in 
his airplane to capture the man who murdered 
an Edmonton policeman.  This was, as far as we 
know, the first use of an airplane in a police chase 
in Canadian history, maybe in North American 
history. This model “Canuck” hangs in the 
museum above a diorama of the town of Edson 
as it was in 1919. In addition, we were asked to 
speak to groups of over 500 school kids about 
this historic event, and also to speak to the people 
of Edson at the unveiling of the new display in 
the late spring of 2013.

In 2014, the Edmonton Police Services designed 

and printed a 20-page comic-style  booklet 
about this historic event. It is titled “Legacy of 
Heroes - Flight into Danger” and is distributed to 
elementary schools.

Delivering mail by air
Also in late spring 2013, I was asked, along with 
Pierre Vachon, son of Romeo Vachon, to tell the 
stories of our respective fathers’ early air-mail 
exploits at the annual convention of the British 
North American Philatelic Society in Winnipeg, 
Manitoba.

Closure of City Centre Airport, Edmonton
We were among the thousands who came out to 
watch the Alberta Aviation Museum’s Boeing 
737 leave Edmonton’s City Centre Airport 
(a.k.a. the Municipal Airport, originally known 
as Blatchford Field) on November 29th, 2013. 
This aircraft was donated to the museum by Air 
Canada who arranged to have it painted in the 
colours of PWA (Pacific Western Airlines). On 
this day, it would make its final flight, to find a 
new display space at the Villeneuve Airport west 
of Edmonton.  The following day we were sitting 
at the end of the runway as the lights were turned 
off for the last time. The airfield, established in 
1927 as Canada’s first licensed aerodrome, will 
now become a housing development.

Cold Lake, Fort McMurray...
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Volunteering for 
Canada’s Aviation Hall of Fame Mary Oswald

Denny May photo

May photo archiveWop May’s “Canuck” and crowd at Edson

May photo archiveWop May’s “Canuck” on main street at Edson, 1919

In the spring of 2014 we had 
a few interesting days at Cold 
Lake speaking to students 
at the Art Smith Aviation 
Academy, judging an aviation 
parade by school kids and 
talking to the staff at 217 
SAR Squadron. A few weeks 
later we were volunteering 
at the performers’ tent at the 
Fort McMurray Air Show. 
That same weekend we 
were also involved in the 
ceremonies of the opening of 
the new International Airport 
Terminal there.

Film making
There have been a number of 
opportunities to work with 
film producers and reporters 
from the press. This has 
resulted in much publicity 
about early aviation, and 
recently about World War I. 
The mystery surrounding the 
death of ‘The Red Baron’ 
does not seem to go away!
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The Alberta Aviation Museum’s 737 prepares to leave Edmonton. It had attracted 
crowds of visitors since it was donated by Air Canada in 2005.

Denny May photo

A kiosk ready for installation CAHF photo

And next...
We have a booking at the Multicultural Heritage 
Centre at Stony Plain, Alberta in November to 
tell our story of ‘The Search for the Red Baron’ 
and our trip to France in 2000 with Alan Bennett 
to do research in preparation for writing “Captain 
Roy Brown” which I co-authored with Alan 
Bennett and Margaret Brown.  We traveled to 
the Somme, found the Bertangles Airfield, the 
military cemeteries at Bertangles and Fricourt 
where Baron Von Richthofen was initially buried.  
We  went to Cappy Airfield where Richthofen 
flew from, interviewed people with hand-me-
down stories and twice flew the chase route from 
Cerisy to Vaux-sur-Somme, and went to the spot 
where Richthofen landed before he died near 
the Ste. Colette Brickworks north of Vaux-sur-
Somme. The whole story can be found in the 2nd 
volume of “Captain Roy Brown”.

Our next bookings include the Edmonton 
Canadian Club in the new year.

(Denny May is son of Wop May who was 
inducted Member of CAHF in 1974.)

The World of the 
‘Touch Screen’ - An Update
David E. Wright

Since the last issue of The Flyer, the two 
completed kiosks have been installed at the 
Reynolds-Alberta Museum (RAM) and are 
operational on a limited basis.  One is in the main 
entrance to RAM and the other is in the Aviation 
Hangar area of the Hall of Fame displays.  The 
current website information includes links to 
the internet, but at the present time there is no 
WiFi internet connection at RAM.  This issue 
will be resolved this fall.  In the meantime we 
are preparing to make some minor changes to 
the website to make future revisions to the kiosk 
and the website itself easier on CAHF operations 
committee staff.

The airport at Fort McMurray is interested in 
having one of these kiosks installed, and I have 
spoken to personnel at another airport that has 
shown interest.  Our first airport installation 
will be made as soon as we are convinced that 

the prototype is ready for that environment.  
We expect that there may be further interest 
from other Canadian airports to have a kiosk 
installed in their departure areas to give travelling 
passengers something else to do while waiting 
for their flights.  There may be a need to fundraise 
to make this happen but we won’t be initiating 
this phase until we are satisfied that the prototype 
is ready to roll.

Stay tuned.

Events of Honour and 
Remembrance
John Chalmers, CAHF Historian

When I’m not writing and submitting articles to 
various aviation magazines and newspapers, I am 
usually found attending aviation-related events.  
This summer I was able to attend three significant 
aviation events.  

Nanton’s Lancaster at Bomber Command
The Bomber Command Museum of Canada at 
Nanton, Alberta, holds a big weekend of aviation 
activity in August, an event I try to attend 
annually. On Friday evening, the usual ‘meet and 
greet’ session was followed by a night-time run 

of all four Merlin V-12 engines on the museum’s 
restored Lancaster. The museum’s admiring 
public and supporters have watched the Lancaster 
restoration process as engines were acquired and 
restored, then ceremoniously started one by one 
over the years at events like this.

This Lancaster is named for S/L Ian Bazalgette, 
VC, who was killed in action in the Second World 
War, and one of the first Members to be inducted 
into Canada’s Aviation Hall of Fame.   

Saturday featured two engine runs of the 
Lancaster, as well as the museum’s Fleet Fawn 
biplane and a 14-cylinder radial Bristol Hercules 
engine used on Halifax bombers.

Ted Barris was guest speaker on Saturday evening, 
and he delivered a fascinating presentation on the 
war’s fabled ‘Great Escape’ from German prison 
camp Stalag Luft III, the subject of his latest 
book, The Great Escape: A Canadian Story. His 
well-researched and illustrated talk had particular 
meaning for me. For several years I attended 
lunch meetings of the Edmonton group of former 
RCAF prisoners of war, many of whom had spent 
time in that infamous detention facility.  Ted’s 
account of RCAF involvement in the escape 
was well appreciated by some 300 people in 
attendance.

BCATP at Brandon, Manitoba
On September 10th I was in Brandon, Manitoba 
to attend the Commonwealth Air Training Plan 
Museum’s unveiling of its new memorial. Like 
the Bomber Command memorial at Nanton 
which names over 10,600 men lost while serving 
with the RCAF, the Brandon memorial also 
consists of panels bearing names of those who 
never returned home. The memorial consists of 
64  black granite panels etched with names of 
nearly 19,000 who served with the RCAF and 
gave their lives. The memorial is a powerful 
tribute, 91 meters long, symbolically curved 
like an airfoil, or the cross-section of an aircraft 
wing.  At the ‘leading edge’ is the statue of an 
airman carrying his parachute, heading out to his 
aircraft, perhaps for a training flight or a combat 
operation, determined to succeed.

John Chalmers photoBrandon, Manitoba
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Frank Burton family 
archive, ca 1940

Frank Victor Burton

John Chalmers photo

Neighborhood park sign, in memory of early Edmonton aviator, 
Frank Burton

John Chalmers photo

Brandon memorial to fallen airmen

John Chalmers photoThis Lancaster, named for S/L Ian Bazalgette, now has its four Merlin V-12 
engine operating.

Speakers at the podium for the ceremonies 
before a large crowd included museum executive 
director Stephen Hayter, Brandon mayor Shari 
Decter Hirst, Manitoba premier Greg Selinger, 
area MP Larry Maguire, and BGen Christian 
Drouin, representing the RCAF. The RCAF 
presence included the RCAF Band, and each 
person unveiling a panel on the memorial was 
accompanied by an RCAF officer. I was privileged 
to unveil the panel naming my navigator uncle, 
F/S Alfred Chalmers, lost with all the other seven 
crew members aboard their RAF 101 Squadron 
Lancaster.

Edmonton Park Dedication
On September 14th in Edmonton, a large 
neighborhood park was dedicated and named 
for one of the city’s early aviators. Frank Victor 
Burton Field commemorates the accomplishments 
of a man who was one of the first members of the 
Edmonton Aero Club in 1927.  After earning his 
pilot’s license he distinguished himself as a bush 
pilot in northern Canada in the 1930’s. During 
those years he qualified as an aircraft engineer 
and during the Second World War served as 
Chief Engineer at No. 16 Elementary Flying 
Training School in Edmonton and at No. 32 
EFTS at Bowden, Alberta, where he also served 
as Manager. Until his death in 1972, Burton 
remained active in the civil aviation industry, and 

in 1969 was a founding member of the Quarter 
Century Club in Edmonton.

He was represented by Michael Rintoul, who 
spoke of his late grandfather’s accomplishments. 
One of the other speakers was Dave Hancock in 
his last public appearance as Premier. The next 
day, Alberta’s new premier, Jim Prentice, was 
sworn in.  Hancock is the MLA for the area, 
and his father served as an RCAF navigation 
instructor during the war.

These events, like others at various sites across 
Canada, continue to honour our aviation heritage, 
keep our history relevant in current times, and 
ensure that those who contributed to it will 
always be remembered.

Remembering...Vi Milstead Warren, C.M.
Violet (Vi) was born in Toronto October 17, 1919 to Edith and Harold Milstead.  She passed gently on June 27 at her home near Colborne, 
Ontario at the age of 94, surrounded by caregivers and her good friend Marilyn. In the background Vera Lynn was singing White Cliffs of 
Dover while goldfinches looked in from their feeder just outside her window. 

As a young teenager Vi wanted to be a surgeon, but when her mother opened a wool shop, she was taken out of school, thus ending that 
dream. In the meantime Vi set her sights on aviation.  She helped out in her mother’s shop, saving all of her earnings to pay for flying lessons.  
Soon after she completed her Private Pilot License in late 1939, her mother sold the wool shop and Vi lost her income source.  So she started 
her own business to earn money to pay for her commercial lessons. 

During the next 10 years, besides owning and operating a business in north Toronto, Vi taught others to fly at Barker Field.  When civilian flying ceased during WW II, 
she joined the Air Transport Auxiliary in England, delivering airplanes from factories to military bases.  With the ATA she logged over 600 hours on 47 different types 
of aircraft, including Mitchell and Wellington bombers, as well as Spitfire and Hurricane fighters.  As a First Officer, she was qualified on all but the four engine planes. 

After the war, Vi instructed again at Barker Field. Here she met Arnold Warren, whom she later married. They began working for Nickel Belt Airways at Sudbury, where 
she became one of Canada’s first female bush pilots.  

Vi Milstead Warren served as a wartime ferry pilot, as a commercial pilot and as an instructor when it was rare for women to fly in any commercial capacity. She 
received many awards for her flying career and her community work, including an Amelia Earhart Medal, a Paul Harris Medal, the Rusty Blakely Memorial award, an 
Order of Canada (2004), a Diamond Jubilee Medal and induction into Canada’s Aviation Hall of Fame in 2010.  

Vi will be deeply missed and fondly remembered by several nieces and nephews and their families, Arnold’s three daughters and their families, as well as neighbours 
and friends.

Portrait: Irma Coucill
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The resource extraction business can be tricky.  
Companies in the oil and gas or coal industries 
are often faced with the tedious reality that those 
resources they seek to develop are rarely found 
in a convenient location. Mother Nature has a 
way of hiding her bounty and the costs associated 
with finding and ultimately bringing on line an 
oil or gas field, or a coal mine can be daunting.  
Imaginative solutions need to be found when 
unique problems are encountered.

In the mid 1970’s Luscar Sterco Ltd. in Edmonton 
was planning the development of a large open pit 
strip mine in Coal Valley, Alberta. The site was 
in the wilderness, 39 miles south of the town 
of Edson. The development seemed straight 
forward, except for the complication of getting 
miners to and from the mine.

Transporting the Miners
Numerous approaches were considered.  Building 
a small town adjacent to the mine was far too 
costly, with many other problems. Upgrading 
the narrow back country road to Coal Valley into 
a safe, fast highway also was expensive, with 
significant ongoing costs; plus inevitable delays 
with winter snow and spring thaws. The use of 
railway passenger cars was briefly considered, 
but dismissed as unworkable.

Air Shuttle?
So, with little enthusiasm, Luscar found it 
necessary to consider utilizing an air shuttle 
service from Edmonton’s Municipal Airport to 
their small gravel airstrip in Coal Valley. This 
approach had the significant bonus of enabling 
Luscar to access the large labour pool already 
living in Edmonton. Moreover, this idea seemed 
feasible as the transit distance of 120 miles was 
thought to be acceptable.

Various aircraft were considered, including the 
20-passenger Twin Otter. However, three or four 
Twin Otters would be required eventually to 
air lift two large shifts of miners each 18 hour 
working day.  It would be necessary to operate in 
Edmonton’s controlled airspace under instrument 
flight rules, in all weather, day and night, and 
maintain high on-time reliability. Moreover, there 
were additional large costs required to up-grade 
Luscar’s airstrip to the required standards; plus 

additional costs and transit delays associated with 
a bus service between the airstrip and the mine.

It was soon realized that costs and complications 
could be reduced if aircraft were used to transport 
miners just from Edson to the airstrip. However, 
it also became evident that fixed wing aircraft 
were not so efficient over short distances in 
poor weather, at night and in traffic.  All factors 
considered then, the total transit time between 
Edson and the mine worked out to be not less 
than 40 minutes in good weather, and much 
longer in poor.

A Helicopter Shuttle?
At this point in the deliberations, one or two 
senior managers proposed the novel possibility 
of employing a helicopter shuttle from Edson 
directly to the mine site.  It was quickly realized 
that this would simplify the task and eliminate 
many costs and problems. Moreover, since there 
were no other options, the skeptics with Luscar 
agreed to call in Okanagan Helicopters to review 
the situation and, if possible, to submit a proposal.

A Proposal 
Okanagan developed a proposal based on 
employing one large Sikorsky S-61L helicopter 
which would be joined by a second S-61L 
later when Luscar reached its planned higher 
production rates. Since large helicopters were 
expensive to buy, maintain and operate, the 
service would be costly. However, unlike the 
other transportation options, there were no 
additional costs other than Luscar agreeing to 
install two micro wave landing systems, two 
non-directional radio beacons and lighting at 
the landing pads; all relatively inexpensive.  
Okanagan would be responsible for establishing 
its own operating base in Edson. As an additional 
safety measure, low cost emergency landing pads 
would be bulldozed out ot the bush at three or 
four accessible locations along the existing road 
between Edson and the mine site (which were 
never used).

A long term contract was subsequently executed.  
Okanagan then carried out the necessary 
modifications to reduce the weight of a dedicated 
S-61L and to install an attractive, light weight 
passenger interior with 32 seats. The helicopter 
was also upgraded with the latest communication 
and navigation equipment to permit safe flying 
operations at night and in very poor weather.

Beginning Air-Lift Operations
The service began from Okanagan’s new base in 
Edson in November 1977 as planned and to the 
satisfaction of Luscar. The operation continued 
through the cold temperature conditions of the 
winter of 1977-78. However, with the arrival of 
warmer weather, heavy passenger loads became 
a concern.

Altitude and Air Density 
The power of jet engines diminishes as the 
density of air declines with higher temperatures 
and altitude. The altitudes of the landing pads at 
Edson and the mine were 3,000 feet and 4,600 ft 
above sea level; not insignificant. Both summer 

temperatures and these altitudes were key factors 
in determining passenger loads for this operation.  
The problem, however, was that miners and 
“carry-ons” were considerably heavier than the 
standard male passenger weights used to calculate 
passenger loads for aircraft. As a consequence, it 
was decided to reduce the passenger load from 
32 to 28 in order to provide a larger margin of 
reserve power in the interests of flight safety.

A Second S-61L
By 1980 the mine had attained full production, 
and as planned, a second modified S-61L 
helicopter was brought into service to reduce the 
time required to complete a shift change. The 
helicopters carried approximately 288 persons to 
the mine each week day.

Daily Operations
Okanagan’s staff at Edson included nine senior 
pilots and six engineers. Flight operations 
commenced at 6:00 am and concluded at 11:00 
pm with the helicopters making 10 round trips to 
the the mine (ie. 20 flights). One round trip from 
Edson including loading and unloading took 50 
minutes while the actual flight time was just 21 
minutes either to or from the mine. The helicopters 
flew seven hours on week days and four hours on 
weekends. Not surprisingly, the short commute 
proved very popular with the miners.

It was interesting to realize that prior to the 
arrival of the second S-61L, the first helicopter 
flew 2,084 hours, or 5,868 trips carrying 166,720 
passengers in the 12-month period ending in May 
1980.  This all-weather operation had a scheduled 
on-time completion rate of 97%.

1983 
But circumstances changed and by May 1983, 
Luscar Sterco found it necessary to find less 
expensive transportation. The company was facing 
increased competition from new surrounding 
mines and production was being reduced for the 
foreseeable future. Moreover, road access had 
been steadily and materially improved over the 
preceding six years. Accordingly, on June 9th 
1983, much to the disappointment of the miners, 
Luscar initiated a bus service, and the day before, 
on Wednesday, June 8th flying activities ceased 
after Okanagan completed the last morning flight 
at 10:30 am.

In retrospect, Okanagan Helicopters Ltd operated 
a private commuter air service for Luscar Sterco 
(1977) Ltd starting in 1977 and ending in 1983.  
Over the six years Okanagan transported 750,000 
passengers on 35,000 flights without an accident 
or incident.  The on-time reliability performance 
over the six years, including weather and 
mechanical delays, was an astonishing 98.34%.

Unbelievable.  Ask any airline!

And so came to pass one of the most remarkable 
applications of helicopter technology in the 
history of the coal mining industry.  Was the 
decision to commit to a costly helicopter 
operation imaginative? Yes. A gamble? Certainly.  
Was the endeavour a success? Absolutely.

The Flying Coal Miners
Fred Moore, inducted as Member in 2014

Luscar mines photo via internet
Open pit coal mining operations at 
Luscar, Alberta



Members attending the 2014 induction dinner in Calgary: 
Fred Moore, Larry Milberry, James ‘Stocky’ Edwards, Victor Bennett, Clive Beddoe, Rosella Bjornson, Bob Engle, Barry Marsden, Lorna 
deBlicquy’s daughter Elaine deBlicquy, Russ Bannock, Chris Hadfield

Rick Raddell photo

John Chalmers with Roxy and Bob Engle at induction 
dinner gala, May 29, 2014

Photo: Mary Oswald

Remembering...
Robert Parsons Engle, C.M.
John Chalmers, CAHF Historian

Canada’s Aviation Hall of Fame has lost of one 
of its newest Members. Robert “Bob” Engle 
passed away at home on September 19 at the 
age of 91, after a long and accomplished life.  
Bob was inducted to The Hall at ceremonies 
held in Calgary on May 29. He and his wife, 
Roxy, celebrated the event in the company of 
many family and friends in attendance, and 
continued the next day when they all visited 
the Aero Space Museum of Calgary. One of 
the aircraft there is a Douglas DC-3, which 
was flown by Northwest Territorial Airways 
(NWT Air), the company which Bob founded 
in Yellowknife in 1961. 

From his service with the United States Navy 
during the Second World War, to sailing up 
the west coast of British Columbia as a young 
man, then flying his own airplane on floats in 
1956 to Alaska and the Northwest Territories 
to pursue opportunities in aviation, Bob was 
truly someone with an adventurous spirit and 
a zest for life.  Combined with his skill as a 
pilot, his business sense and his talents in 
building an airline, he was instrumental in 
changing the face of transportation in Canada’s 
north.  Becoming a Canadian citizen in 1963, 
he has been honoured many times, including 
the naming of an industrial subdivision in 
Yellowknife for him, and installation as a 
Member of the Order of Canada. 

In the months leading up to Bob Engle’s 
induction to The Hall of Fame, I had the 
pleasure of working with him in acquiring 
photos and information about his long and 
successful career so that the story of Bob’s 
many accomplishments could be shared by 
The Hall.  From colleagues and friends of 
Bob, I learned how well he was regarded in the 
aviation field, and was so pleased eventually 
to meet Bob and Roxy in person at the 2014 
induction gala. What a remarkable man he 

was! The old expression, “He lived life to 
the fullest,” truly describes Bob. His legacy 
of contributions to Canada’s North continues 
and his loss is shared by many in the aviation 
community. 

More can be read about Bob in the Member 
Profiles section of the Hall’s web site at www.
cahf.ca, where a video about his half-century 
in aviation can be viewed.


