ARCTIC TRADER

KARL HAYES & EAMON POWER
chronicle the history of a remarkable aircraft that has seen both military and
commercial airline service during a flying career spanning more than 65 years

Some aircraft are rather special. Like any piece of machinery, which will
wear out and become obsolete over time, an aircraft only has a limited
period of use, with the fength of time often dependent upon is circum-
stances.  After this the aircraft will be serapped or, in some cascs, pre-
served as a muscum piece, its productive days at a close. The fortunate
few linger on perhaps as ‘warbirds’ or flying muscum pieces.

Our subject, however, is still in active daily commercial use
more than 05 years after initial delivery. It has served as a nilitary trans-
port, civilian airliner, in both the passenger and {reight roles, as an ice
reconnaissance and survey aircraft, and even as a fire-bomber. Having
travelled the world during its long career, it has been involved with many
of the major events of the day, and with the many personalities of its oper-
ators. In many respects, it is a unique and historic aircraft, with few
cquals. This is the history of Buffalo Airways Douglas DC-4 C-FIQM
named “Arctic Trader”.

EARLY MILITARY SERVICE

The Douglas C-54 Skymaster, military version of the civilian
DC-4, was sclected by the US military as its long-range transport during
the years of the Second World War. 1,163 were accepted by the United
States Army Air Force (USAAF) in several variants, some of which were
transferred to the US Navy. The ultimate version of the aircraft developed
for the USAAF was the C-54G, of which 162 were built at the Santa
Monica, California factory, with the last batch built being twelve aircraft
with Air Force serials 45-626/637. Our spotlight falls on the third last C-
54G built for the USAAF carrying the serial 45-635. An additional 238
C-54Gs were on order, but were cancelled after V-J Day. With the ending
of the war, the original variants, the C-54As and C-54Bs, were declared
surplus, but all surviving C-54Ds, Es and Gs were retained and post-war
went on to become the mainstay of Air Transport Command, and later the
USAF’s Military Air Transport Service (MATS).

Douglas C-54G 45-635, tail number presentation 5635, con-
structor’s number 36088, was available at Santa Monica on October 25
1945, and was accepted and delivered to Air Transport Command at
Hamilton Field, California, on October 29, for serviec in the Pacific the-
atre of oncrations. By then the war was over. Janan having swrrendered
ten weeks carlier, but there was still a considerable requirement for airlift
in the aftermath of the conflict. Its Pacific deployment came Lo an end in
June 1946, when the youthful Skymaster arrived at the Fairfield-Suisun
Army Air Base (later Travis AFB) in California. It continued to fly for Air
Transport Command, being transferred to MATS at Great Falls AFB (later
Malmstrom AFB), Montana, in Junc 1948, With the Berlin Airlift begin-
ning that month, there was enormous pressurc on USAF C-54s, with Great
Falls AFB being designated as the replacement aircrew training location
for airlift-bound Skymasters. Using similar radio beacons, Great Falls
was transformed to resemble Tempelhof Airport, destination for the thou-
sands of tons of supplies flown in to the beleaguered German city.
Hundreds of pilots and flight engineers were checked-out on the C-54 and
on flight procedures to and from Berlin by flying simulated airlit mis-
sions at Great Falls, with 5635 participating in this training.

In March 1949, 5635 was rc-assigned to Westover AI'B,
Massachusscts, and then in January 1952 back to the Pacific, based at
Hickam AFB, Hawaii. It remained based at Hickam until Januacy 1953,
then moving to Andrews AFB, Maryland, and returning to Westover AFB
in January 1954. Its move to Dover AFB, Delaware, in April 1954 marked
the final posting of its military carcer. Based at Dover was the 1607th Air
Transport Wing, under which were five Air Transport Squadrons (ATS).
5635 joined the 21st Air Transport Squadron at Dover, becoming one of
seven C-54Gs attached to the unit, which undertook airlift missions
throughout the Continental United States and Europe.

5635 was still serving with the 21st ATS during December
1954. The squadron’s history shows twelve airlift missions flown by the
unit that month, eight of which were to Keflavik, Iceland; threc to Lajes
in the Azores, and one to Torbay, Newfoundland. The missions to
Ketlavik and Lajes stopped at the Ernest Harmon AFB, Stephenville,
Newfoundland, which was an important trans-Atlantic refuelling point for
USAF aircraft, fulfilling much the same role as Gander Airport did for
civilian aircraft. The flights to Keflavik were in connection with an
expansion of the base and its activitics. The 82nd FIS with its F-94

HEADING PHOTOGRAPH: Novdair used C-54G Skymaster CF-IQM
on trans-Atlantic passenger charters well into the sixties, with the aircraft
seen here during a visit to London Airport. (MAP)
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Sistership to CF-1QM, C-544 Skymaster CF-WAL (¢/n 10330) looking resp

Starfires had just departed the base at the end of October 1954, and the
57th FIS and its F-89 Scorpions were becoming cstablished. There was
also much construction work in progress, extending the runway and build-
ing additional taxiways and aprons. To support this activity, the 21st ATS
had been tasked with this series of missions to Keflavik.

UNFORTUNATE INCIDENT ENDS AIR FORCE CAREER

Skymaster 5635 took off from Dover AFB on December 15
1954 for what would be its last day of military flying, on trip number
577X/15. The ultimate destination was Keflavik, but it was to be a busy
day, with a number of en-route stops. First stop was at Olmstead AFB,
Pennsylvania, before continuing on to its former base at Westover. From
here, it set course towards the Ernest Harmon AFB, Stephenville, to refu-
¢l before flying on to Keflavik. In the course of the day’s flying, the nose
heater in the tireralt had become inoperative, and as the crew had to call
a night-stop at Stephenville due to strong winds at Keflavik, the aircraft
commander requested base maintenance to fix the heater. Consequently,
the C-54 remained at Stephenville the following day, as the heater had still
not been fixed.

The C-54 was parked on the Transient Aircraft Ramp, where
the maintenance crew began working on the aircratt on the evening of
December 16. [t was parked beside another transient C-54, tail number
5521 (c¢/n 35974) of the 35th ATS, Bermuda, which was refuelling at the
time. It was a cold, dark, overcast evening with rain showers sweeping
the ramp. A somewhat inexperienced apprentice mechanic was working
on the heater on his own. Having, he thought, fixed the problem, he
turned on the appliance to check it was working. Unfortunately, he had
failed to turn off a fuel booster pump, so that gas fumes in the auxiliary
power unit were ignited, causing a tire to erupt, which spread quickly. He
leapt out of the aircraft and ran to the fire station to raise the alarm.

In any event, the fire was all too apparent to the crew of 5521
parked alongside 5635, who were refuelling their aircraft. They saw
flames shooting through the roof of the Skymaster, and hurriedly taxied
their own aircraft out of harm’s way. When the fire trucks did manage to
extinguish the blaze, the extent of damage to 5635 was all too apparent.
The entire cockpit area and interior of the forward fuselage had been gut-
ted, and a ten foot hole burned through the roof. 5635 was not going any-
where after that, and its crew had to hitch a ride back to Dover.
Subsequent assessment of the damage estimated that it would take 15,000
man-hours to repair, which as far as the Air Force was concerned, was not
an economic proposition, and it was decided to strike the aircraft from the
inventory. According to the treaty governing USAF bases in Canada, any
material abandoned on a USAF base there became the property of the
Canadian Government, with the US Government being entitled to ten per
cent of any sale proceeds.

CONVERSION TO CIVIL AIRLINER HERALDS A NEW LIFE

For a year the damaged Skymaster sat forlornly at Stephenville
while those in authority pondered its fate. Exactly one year to the day
since the fire, by Bill of Sale dated December 16 1955, the Crown Assets
Disposal Corporation sold the aircraft “as is, where is” to the Canavia
Corporation of Montreal for $366,000, quite a respectable sum in the cir-
cumstances. Canavia was an aircraft leasing and trading company, which

lendent in her distinctive Wheeler Airlines trim at London Airport. (MAD)

March 1 1956 this work had been completed, and a ferry permit was
issued for a flight to Miami, Florida, where permanent repairs were car-
ried out by the L B Smith Aircraft Corporation, which also converted the
aireraft to civiian DC-4 configuration. On May 14 1956 a US Certificate
of Airworthiness for Export was issued, and the aircraft registered that day
as CF-1QM to Canavia Corporation and flown from Miami to Montreal.

On the next day, CF-IQM continued on to Mont Joli, Quebec,
base of its new operator, Wheeler Airlines Ltd., who took the aircraft on
lease from Canavia Corporation for use as a cargo aircraft. It was paint-
ed in full Wheeler Airlines livery, consisting of a red cheat line and tail
with stylised *Wheceler Airlines Canada’ titles on the fuselage roof and tail.
Seventeen months atter her mishap at Stephenville, the Skymaster was in
fine shape to resume productive service.

Wheeler Airlines, originally known as Gray Rocks Air Service,
was founadcd by Tom Wheelor in 1921 and started out {lytny to fshing
camps and lodges in the remote bush country of Quebec with bases at both
Gray Rocks and Clova. Over the years it expanded into a formidable
operation with four separate divisions - the bush division (Otters,
Beavers, Norseman), a helicopter division (Sikorsky S-51 and S-55), an
agricultural spraying division (Avengers and Stearman), and a transport
division. The transport division had been launched in 1953 with a single
Consolidated Canso amphibian and had gone on to acquire Dougtlas DC-
3s and a DC-4, having secured a valuable contract to support construction
and supply of the Pinetrece and DEW Linc radar stations in northern
Canada. For this contract it had acquired its first Douglas DC-4, a model
C-54A CF-IL1 (¢/n 10360) in August 1955, which it had put into service
on long-distance “vertical” flights from the transport division’s base at
Montreal-Dorval Airport north to Frobisher Bay and certain DIEW Line
stations (Cape Dyer and Hall Beach), which connected with “lateral”
flights out of Frobisher Bay using smaller aircraft between the various
radar sites north of the Arctic Circle.

Wheeler Airlines Douglas C-54G Skymaster CF-IQM in between flights.

The Wheeler transport division was awarded further contracts
for flights to the Northwest Territories, Arctic ice reconnaissance and
weather station servicing, and also decided to embark upon passenger
charters to Europe. To allow for this expansion, two more DC-4s were
acquired, with CF-IQM being taken on lease in June 1956, and C-54A CF-
WAL (c/n 10330) destined to join the fleet in March 1957. As of
November 1956, CF-IQM had amassed a total of 11,992 airframe hours,




its civilian hours mounted quickly, and by the end of April 1957, its total
time had increased to 13,961 hours. In July 1957, CF-IQM’s conversion
to passenger use was approved, in advance of its flights to Europe.

LUCRATIVE ATLANTIC AIR BRIDGE FLIGHTS

The requirement for these flights arose in late 1956 with
unprecedented numbers of British people wishing to emigrate to Canada,
coupled with large numbers of Hungarian refugees wishing to flee to
Canada after the October 1956 uprising. The combination of these cir-
cumstances prompted the Canadian Government m December 1956 to
arrange for a massive programme of charter flights throughout 1957, to
cater for what becamc known as the “Air Bridge to Canada”. In
December 1956 the first contracts were awarded to Trans Canada Airlines
and Canadian Pacific. followed by Maritime Central Airways and
Wheeler Airlines, both using DC-4s. As the queues of pcople wishing to
travel to Canada Iengthened during 1957, contracts were also awarded to
many American carriers, most of whom also employed DC-4s, leading to
the type becoming the aircralt most associated with the Air Bridge opera-
tion. The vast majority of these flights originated in Vienna (for the car-
riage of Hungarian refugees) or London Heathrow, and served all the
major cities of Canada. Prestwick and Shannon were used as fuel stops
for the well-laden Skymasters.

As far as Wheeler Airlines was concerned, while DC-4 CE-ILI
met its commitments on the DEW Line contract, CF-WAL and CF-1QM
were uscd on the European charters, passing regularly through both
Prestwick and Shannon. The Shanwick Oceanic Diaries record CF-WAL
cp-route Gander to Shannon on Junc 30 1957, deseribed in the diary at that
stage as a “regular commuter”. On July 3 1957 a Whecler DC-4 arrived
in Montreal from London with 70 British immigrants, and continued on to
Vancouver as the first of a series of such flights to the Canadian west
coast. Shanwick diarics also record some other flights, with CF-IQM en-
route from Montreal to Prestwick on August 23 1957 as “Wheeler 8117,
er-route from Shannon to Gander as “Wheeler 706 on August 28, and on
September 14 1957 flying from Gander to Shannon. By December 1957
Wheeler’s involvement on the Air Bridge was winding down, with both
WAL and 1QM returning to DEW Line service. During December 1957
the left side passenger scats were removed from 1QM and a plywood floor
installed so that it could better operate the DEW Line contract in “combi™
configuration. Another use of the Wheeler DC-4s had been for the trans-

Salk anti-polio vaccine had been perfected, and large numbers of monkeys
were required to produce the vaceine, much needed to combat the scourge
of the disease which was prevalent in Canada at the time, but was thank-
fully eventually eradicated.

Going i to 1958, Wheeler’s transport division fleet, in addi-
tion to the three DC-4s, comprised two Curtiss Commandos, four DC-3s,
two Cansos and a Beech 18, CF-IQM’s certificate of atrworthiness was
renewed on April 18 1958, at which stage its total time had increased to
14,849 hours, meaning that it had flown 848 hours in the previous year. 1t
met with a minor accident at Montreal-Dorval Airport on July 4 1958
when the nose-gear collapsed, but the aircraft was soon repaired and
returned to service. It met with a somewhat more serious and certainly
more spectacular accident on July 21 1959, landing at the DEW Radar

At Cape Dyer therc was a gravel slope before the start of the
runway. The DC-4 landed a bit short of the runway, and as one account
of the incident records, “It hit the slope with an almighty bang, bounded
upwards (to 100 feet according to onlookers), and then dropped down
again with an even bigger bang. There wasn’t even a burst tyre, but bad
things had been done to IQM. So, both the DC-4 and the pilot ceased to
serve with Wheeler Airlines, the pilot permanently, but only temporarily
for the DC-4. After some repairs it was ferricd back to Montreal. It flew
back very carefully. exact airways point to point, no direct routings, mak-
ing sure Secarch and Rescue would know exactly where to find them in the
event of a whecls-up landing on the muskeg.” Miraculously, CF-IQM was
back in service with the airline after a few weeks.

Tragedy struck the Whecler DC-4 operation later in the year
when CF-ILI crashed on November 4 1959. It had just taken off from
Montreal en-route to Hall Beach DEW line site. As it was climbing to its
cruising altitude, an engine fire crupted and burnt through the wing, caus-
ing the DC-4 to break up and crash to the ground, with the loss of all five
crew members aboard. Wheeler acquired C-54A Skymaster CF-JIR (¢/n
10362) as a replacement. The carly part of 1960, however, was to be a
time of great change for Wheeler Airlines. Tom Wheeler had negotiated
the sale of the trapsport division to Nordair, and this sale was completed
in April 1960, with Nordair taking over Wheeler’s large aircraft and the
business on which they were used, supporting the northern radar sites.
Wheeler Airlines itself was restructurcd as Wheeler Airlines (1960) Ltd.,
and although it would continue in operation with its other divisions for
some years, it no longer operated any large transport aircraft.

TN 1 o

With her gear already tucked up, Nordair Skymaster CE-IQM begins her
long climb on to the Atlantic as she departs from Prestwick.
(Ken Marshall via Neil Aird)

CHALLENGING NORDAIR OPERATION

At the time of Nordatr’s purchase of Wheeler’s transport divi-
sion, DC-4 CF-1QM was still owned by the Canavia Corporation and
lcased to Wheeler Airlines. Accordingly, Wheeler sub-lcased the aircraft
to Nordair in June 1960, and Nordair started to operate the DC-4 on the
DEW Line flights. It was repainted into the Nordair scheme of the peri-
od, with a cheat line and Nordair roof titles, a white tail with a thin line
across it, and the registration on the tail. As well as the DEW Line flights,
it also started crossing the Atlantic on passenger charters, and was noted

Line site at Cape Dyer on Baffin Island. at Prestwick on several occasions. It was also noted passing through

Wheeler Airlines Skymaster CF-IQM at rest on a rain-soaked Prestwick apron after another ocean crossing. (MAP)

' e
\‘ ”‘,w“ﬂ/f//”gfuu . } . i
pamajy o s -
"'vl~ .

o
d

i

& o e ok




by \

WA g

CF-IQM sporting the colourful livery adopted by Nordair in 1964 to coincide with the introduction of Super Constellations.

Heathrow Airport on August 15 1960, and then returning home via
Shannon on August 20.  Most trans-Atlantic flights, originating in
Montreal, staged via Gander or Ketlavik.

But the trans-Atlantic work was only undertaken at the height
of the summer, with the aircraft spending much of the remainder of the
year engaged in DEW Line support flying. The following is a description
of a typical DEW Line flight with IQM, departing {rom Nordair’s hangar
at Dorval in the depths of winter, on February 9 1961, just after midnight,
initial destination Frobisher Bay. It carried fifteen passengers in the aft
part of the cabin, with the forward area accommodating baggage and
cargo. The routing took the DC-4 via overhead Roberval, Amber Route
10 to Nitchequon, then via Fort Chimo to Frobisher Bay with a flight time
of nearly seven hours. The two cabin crew served a meal just after take-
off, and then breakfast shortly belore arrival at their rather frigid destina-
tion, where the temperature was minus ten with blowing snow. After a
two-hour stop, during which IQM was refuelled, some cargo taken oft and
more loaded, the aircraft was on its way again, destination Hall Beach.
However, not long after take-off flames were seen coming from the num-
ber four engine, which resulted in a quick turmn-around and landing back at
Irobisher Bay. Mechanics worked feverishly in the vicious cold and soon
had 1QM serviceable again. After a delay of two hours, it was on its way
again for the three-hour sector to Hall Beach, where it was again grected
by blowing snow. It had been a long and arduous flight, before 1QM
retraced its steps back to its base at Montreal.

In July 1961, while still operated by Nordair, Wheeler Airlines
bought the DC-4 from the Canavia Corporation and sold it to Nordair by
Bill of Sale dated January 1 1962, at which stage Nordair became the out-
right owner of CF-IQM. lts total airframe time at this stage was 21,863
hours. Trans-Atlantic charters once again featured in the 1961 summer
programme, and CF-IQM made a number of crossings of the North
Atlantic during July and August. The aircratt was noted tlying via Gander
to Prestwick on July 22 bringing a party of Canadian tourists to Scotland
for a holiday. After a night-stop the DC-4 returned empty to Montreal via
Gander on the evening of July 23 as “Nordair 92" carrying seven crew
members. CF-IQM then returned to Prestwick on August 11, when it
arrived in the afternoon inbound from Amsterdam. Again, a night-stop
ensued, and on the next afternoon the DC-4 departed to Ketlavik, once
again as “Nordair 927, carrying 72 passengers and crew home to Canada.

Going in to 1962, Nordair’s DC-4 fleet comprised the three
aircraft inherited from Wheeler — CF-IQM, CF-JIR and CF-WAL (which
was leased to Transair and re-registered CF-NAG on its return to Nordair
in 1964), and CF-MCRB, which had been acquired from Maritime Central
Airways and which was re-registered CF-NAB. During this period, the
DC-4 passenger charters to Europe continued, although DC-4 CF-NAB
was sold in Brazil at the end of 1962 and replaced by a DC-6A, which
took its registration and which was more suited to the European charters
thanks to its longer range and pressurisation. Douglas DC-7C CF-NAI
joined the Nordair fleet in May 1964, and that summer saw both the DC-
6A and the DC-7C well used on passenger charters to Europe.

FIRST SCHEDULED SERVICES FOR DC-4

The DC-4 support flights to the DEW Line radar stations,
which had originally been flown as charters, were incorporated into

Nordair’s 1961 timetable shows Flight 41 with DC-4 equipment routing
Montreal-Roberval-Fort Chimo-Frobisher Bay, with the return service
being Flight 43. The May 1964 timetable shows an expansion of the DC-
4 network, with Flight 41/43 routing Montreal-Roberval-Fort Chimo-
Frobisher Bay-Hall Beach-Resolute Bay and return. There was a con-
necting DC-3 service between Frobisher Bay and Cape Dyer, and addi-
tional DC-4 services linked Montreal with Great Whale, Quebec, and
there was also a direct DC-4 service between Montreal and Frobisher Bay.
There was also a Curtiss C-46 Commando service over the routc
Montreal-Roberval-Schefferville-1°ort Chimo-Frobisher Bay-Resolute
Bay and return, so Nordair were certainly providing plenty of scheduled
capacity northwards out of Montreal.

A new contract awarded to Nordair during 1964 covered the
operation of ice reconnaissance tlights, and during April CF-1QM was fit-
ted with epccial cabin abservation windows for this purpose. These flights
would continue until 1966 when the contract was awarded to Kenting
Aviation and their two dedicated ice reconnaissance DC-4s, Cl-KAD (¢/n
18356) and CF-KAE (¢/n 36029), although no doubt the ice ‘recce’ flights
carried out by I1QM did help in Nordair ultimately being awarded the con-
tract with two dedicated Lockheed Electras in later years. To cater for the
increased activity, Nordair added two more DC-4s to its fleet, comprising
C-54B CF-MCA (¢/n 10457) acquired from Maritime Central in July 1964
and re-registered CF-NAA, and C-54E CE-MCI (¢/n 27261) acquired
from the same source in 1965. By 1965, therefore, Nordair had five
Douglas DC-4s in service. In December 1966, having lost the ice recon-
naissance contract to Kenting Aviation, IQM was fitted with magnetome-
ter survey equipment, including a towed ‘bird’, and used for survey work.
When it renewed its certificate of airworthiness in October 1967, this ver-
satile and hard-working machine had increased its total flying time to
30,331 hours.

Late in 1964 Nordair had bought four L-1049H Super
Constellations from National Airlines, which were painted in a new colour
scheme consisting of a blue cheat line complemented with an all-blue tail
with a white *N’. The entire fleet, including the DC-4s, was repainted into
the eye-catching and most attractive new livery. From [965 onwards,
Nordair’s fleet of Super Constellations started to take over some of the
DC-4 scheduled services. However, the June 1968 timetable still showed
DC-4 services on the following routes — Montreal-Great Whale-Fort

Skymaster CF-1QM during a visit to London Airport circa 1960 display-
ing the early Nordair livery.

(Brian Stainer/Aviation Photo News)




Chimo-Montreal (Flight 53/54); Montreal-Fort Chimo-Frobisher Bay-
Fort Chimo-Montreal (Flight 61/62); and Montreal-Frobisher Bay-Hall
Beach-Resolute Bay and return (Flight 42/43). DC-4s were also used on
charters, including “oi! 1ift” to native villages not served by the scheduled
services. 1968, however, was to be the high point of the Nordair’s DC-4
fleet, indeed of its piston fleet generally. With the introduction of jet
equipment in the form of the Bocing 737 which took over the scheduled
services, by December 1968 Nordair had two Super Connies out of ser-
vice and for sale, with a third already sold, as well as three DC-4s and
three DC-3s also out of service and for sale. One Super Connie was still
in use on the northern services and took over from the DC-4 on the weck-
ly Montreal to Great Whale route, which brought an end 1o Nordair's use
of the DC-4 on scheduled services.

The one exception to this disposal of the mighty piston fleet
was that hardy veteran DC-4 CF-1QM, which Nordair retained in service,
was now used solely for charter work. It was deployed flying supplics to
native villages and exploration sites, such as the run from Montreal to the
Falconbridge Nickel Mine at Raglan Lake in northern Quebec on
February 10 1970, flight time of 5 hours 40 minutes, landing on the ice
strip at the mine. It also supported the new Boeing 737 fleet, for example
when it flew a spare enginc to Charlottctown for a 737 which had over-
run the runway in a snowstorm. However, all good things must come to
an end, and going into 1972 JQM’s days with Nordair were numbered.

The airline had managed to oust Kenting Aviation {rom the
government’s ice reconnaissance contract, and had acquired two specially
configured Lockheed Llectras for this role — CF-NAY (¢/n 1113) delivered
in March 1972 and CF-NAZ (¢/n 1132) delivered in May 1972, These
replaced Kenting's DC-4s CF-KAD and CI-KAE. With the Electras thus
established in the Nordair flect. the company acquired a third aircraft (o
replace its last DC-4 CF-1QM. This was an L-188C purchased from
California Airmotive and delivered to Nordair as CF-NAX (¢/n 2010) on
September 12 1972, Unlike the other two Electras, which were {ully con-
figured as survey aircraft, CF-NAX was a standard transport aircralt, and
as soon as it was delivered, Skymaster CF-IQM was withdrawn (rom ser-
vice and parked at Montreal. 1t did have its C of A renewed on October
22 1972, when its total time had increased to 35,354 hours, but it never
flew again (or Nordair and was advertised for sale.

Pelly Bay Co-Operative Douglas DC-4 CF-PBC.

(Paul Laserich)

THE PELLY BAY DC-4 AIR SERVICE

Before describing CE-IQM’s next carcer move, it is nccessary
to set the scene. During the fiftics the northern part of Canada comprised
the Northwest Territories (the eastern half of which has since become
Nunavut), and the much smaller Yukon Territory to the west. Dotted
throughout those territorics were numerous native settlements, mostly in
coastal locations, whose inhabitants were deemed to be Canadian citizens.
More used to hunting and fishing to provide for themselves, as their
ancestors had done for generations, they were now expected to engage in
industry and commerce and support themselves financially like all other
Canadian citizens. This was not an easy task, given the remote and inhos-
pitable location of these settlements and the few natural resources avail-
able. In fact, the only viable exports were fish (arctic char being highly
prized in the populated cities) and native arts and crafts produced in the
settlements, paintings, carvings and such like, for which there was a con-
siderable market in the rest of Canada and beyond. Getting these exports
to market, given the vast distances involved, was always going to be a
challenge for these communities.

To engage in this business, the native people in each settlement
formed themselves into co-operatives, which all became part of a Co-
operative Federation. One of the most successful of these was the
Koomiut Co-Op Association at Pelly Bay, which became the only co-op
to own and operate its own aircraft. Pelly Bay (since renamed Kugaaruk)
was also one of the most remote settlements some one thousand miles

el o YT e temmie I8 vvreve tlim e ler A vt o vemm ot o

Nordair Skymaster CF-1QM during a mission to the Falconbridge Nickel

Mine in northern Quebec in February 1970. (Robert Bogash)

radar station and bad its own airstrip, albeit a somewhat rough and ready
one, gravel in summer and frozen aver in winter. Already two C-46s had
met their end there on DEW Line flights, namely Flying Tiger Line's
N999S5F (c/n 22409) on March 18 1956 and Wheeler Airlincs’ CF-IHQ
(c¢/n 448) on March 15 1960.

In any event, the Pelly Bay Co-Op decided they would have
their own aircraft to engage in commerce. as was cvidently expected of
them by the government. To assist them with this operation they turned
to Willy Lascrich, who was to become onc of the country’s most famous
aviators and a legend in the Canadian north, thanks to the support he pro-
vided to Arctic communities.  Born in Germany in 1932, he came to
Canada at the age of 19, and by the sixties had established a flying service
at Cambridge Bay, another native Arctic settlement 350 miles to the west
of Pelly Bay. IHis recommendation to the Co-Op was a DC-4, and he
sourced a suitable machine which was originally a Pan American aircraft,
tater flown by Japan Air Lines and Philippine Air Lines, before being
returned to the United States. 1t was registered to Willy Laserich (who
was to operate it on behalf of the Co-Op) as CF-PBC (¢/n 10296) on Junc

3 1971, 1t was picked up at Oshkosh that day and flown to Edmonton,
w1lh the PBC part of the registration standing for Pelly Bay Co-Op.

After conducting a check-out on the DC-4 with a Pacific
Western check pilot at the Industrial Airport in Edmonton, Willy Laserich
and his crew set off aboard CE-PBC on its delivery fitght, routing to
Yellowknife, Sheppard’s Bay and then arriving at Pelly Bay on July 20
1971, where they were enthusiastically greeted by the entire scttlement.
The Co-Op was in business, with the DC-4 flying its products to their may-
kets and returning with much needed supplics. As onec crewman
cxplained, “Our main flying consisted of supplying the Eskimo settle-
ments with fuel (diescl and gasoline), which we picked up in Resolute
Bay. Later on we established a fish plant in Pelly Bay and transported are-
tic char to Yellowknife, Winnipeg and other cities. On the return flight we
transported groceries and machinery and also passengers into the settle-
ments.” Willy Laserich established a government-approved maintenance
base at Pelly Bay where they carried out most of their maintenance and
repairs. “We accomplished something other carriers had never done — fly-
ing and maintaining a DC-4 in the High Arctic in temperatures way below
minus 30 to 50 degrees Celsius. With the help of our Lskimo people,
which we trained as ground crew, we were able to fly year round.”

All went well with the operation for the next fifteen months,
until disaster struck on October 21 1972 when CF-PBC was landing at
Pelly Bay, on a cold wintry day with an overcast sky. The flight was from
Resolute Bay to Pelly Bay with Captain Laserich in command. During the
flight the windshield iced up, and on landing the left wheel caught in deep
drifting snow and turned the aircraft off the runway into snowbanks and
rocks at the edge of the strip, causing the nose gear o collapse. The dam-
age could have been rcpaired, but at such a remote location it was going
1o be difficult and expensive. CF-PBC was already a high-time machine

Stll sporting her earlier Nordair cheatline, Skymuster CF-IQM during

her service with Willy Laserich at Yellowknife.

(Sean Keating)
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with 47,000 hours on the airframe. It was decided to abandon the aircraft
and acquire a replacement. CF-PBC was destined to languish at Pelly Bay
for many years, being gradually reduced to spares and broken up.

It didn’t take Willy Laserich long to source a replacement.
Douglas C-54A Skymaster CF-QIX (c/n 7476) was sitting unused at
Edmonton Airport, having previously been operated by Kier Air Transport
and Air Commonwealth. A deal was quickly done and by Bill of Sale
dated November 13 1972, only three weeks after ‘PBC had come to grief,
CF-QIX was sold to the Koomiut Co-Operative Association for $42,000,
much less than the cost of repairing ‘PBC. The ‘new’ DC-4 was also a
lower-time machine, with 37,844 hours on the airframe at the time of pur-
chase. It was flown from Edmonton to Pelly Bay to resume operations
from where CF-PBC had left off.

An important change in the ownership of the aircraft was
decided upon, which was to have unforeseen repercussions. The Pelly

Bay/Koomiut Co-Op offered to sell the DC-4 at cost to the federation of

co-ops, which was called the Canadian Arctic Co-Operative Federation
Ltd., so that it would be available to a wider group of co-ops. This offer
was accepted and CF-QIX transferred to the Canadian Arctic Co-
Operative Federation by Bill of sale of November 28 1972. It was repaint-
ed into a revised colour scheme from its previous operator, a red cheat line
with a thin black line underneath and was given Co-Op Federation NWT
roof titles. It entered service on the same tasks as ‘PBC had carried out
and flew 765 hours during the first year of operation, up to November
1973. During that year ‘QIX made regular flights to Pelly Bay and
Repulse Bay. It also flew to Coppermine, Holman, Rankin Inlet,
Chesterficld Inlet, Igloolik, Eskimo Point, Cambridge Bay, Grise Fjord,
Sach’s Harbour and Sanigiluaq with a wide variety of food, fuel, equip-
ment, building supplies and vehicles going in, and carvings, furs, fish and
mecat going out. Much taken with the benefits offered by aviation, the
Federation also acquired a Cessna 180,

At this stage, however, the enterprise fell victim to northern
politics, with Willy Lascrich embroiled in the middle of it. The DC-4, as
well as being very useful, was a source of great pride to the Co-Op
Federation and the native Inuit people. Owning and operating this impres-
sive machine was of great symbolic significance to them - they had once
considered the white man’s ability to fly a magical power. They were,
however, facing enormous obstacles in keeping the DC-4 in the air. They
had no licence, and so could not charter the aircraft, but only fly the Co-
Op’s own freight.  Also. the territorial bureaucrats (white men) did not
agree with the Co-Op flying its own aircraft, and put pressure on the Co-
Op by withholding government funding, which the Co-Op needed to sur-
vive. The Co-Op Federation persevered for a year, but eventually suc-
cumbed to the government pressure and their operation of the DC-4 came
to an end in November 1973. CF-QIX was parked at Pelly Bay, alongside
the wreck of CF-PBC, the situation not looking too good.

Willy Laserich, however, was not about to be done down by
the government bureaucrats, and decided he would have to start his own
DC-4 operation to supply the needs of the co-operatives and for general
charter work. In the weeks leading up to the grounding of CF-QIX, he had
been on the lookout for a suitable machine and his attentions had fallen on
CF-1QM, then parked at Montreal-Dorval and up for sale with Nordair. A
deal was struck, and by Bill of Sale dated November 2 1973 the aircraft
was transferred from Nordair to Adolph William Laserich, with CF-IQM
being registered to him a few days later. The airliner came with a consid-
erable holding of DC-4 spares, which Nordair no longer needed as they
had ceased to operate the type. CF-IQM had been parked in a hangar at
Dorval for over a year since Nordair had stopped flying it in October
1972. “It was full of squirrels and birds nests and ‘what have you’, and it
took us quite a while to find out where they all were, It was in a hangar
covered with plastic hanging down over it to keep the dust out.”

WILLY “THE BANDIT” LASERICH

CF-1IQM was flown to its new base at Yellowknife and re-reg-
istered to Willy Laserich’s company Altair Leasing Ltd. It retained its
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Douglas C-544 Skymaster C-FQIX sporting Co-Op Federation NWT

titling at Winnipeg. (John Kimberley)

It was destined to fly throughout the Canadian Arctic for Willy Laserich
for the next six years, but they would in many respects be difficult years.
There were a number of issues, chief among them being that neither Mr
Laserich nor his company Altair had the necessary licences to operate an
unrestricted charter service which the government thought they should
have. This, coupled with Willy’s disdain for bureaucracy and his desire to
achieve for the northern people what they needed, was bound to lead to
trouble, and it wasn’t long in coming. Much of it was caused by other
northern operators, angered by the fact that Laserich was freighting with-
out the required licences in competition with them.

Much of IQM’s work consisted of flying fuel to Arctic com-
munitics. Willy attempted to circumvent the licence requirement, as many
others have done before and since, by buying the fuel himself and selling
it on arrival at its destination, thus arguing that he was only flying his own
cargo. le did this also with other types of freight, and maintained that
Altair was more of a trading company than a commercial airline. He flew
fuel and cargo not only for the Pelly Bay and other Co-Ops, but also for
mining companies and other customers. e was taken to court by the gov-
ernment for allegedly flying without the required licences, and over the
years there would be a “war of attrition” between him and the authorities
over his operation, with constant prosecutions and appeals.

All the while, the hard-working CF-IQM flew on, and at the
same time as experiencing these legal difficulties, Willy Laserich’s repu-
tation in the north grew to tegendary proportions. As would later be writ-
ten about him, “Branded an outlaw by the government, adored by the
communities he served, there was no pilot quite like Adolph William
“Willy” Laserich even in the rich annals of Northern aviation history. You
can’t be a mild charactered guy in the North when you’re doing pioneer
work, said a friend. You do what you have to do. He was doing it for the
good of other people. As much as Laserich was a hero to the people of the
High Arctic where he did most of his flying, he was viewed as a constant
troublemaker by federal air transport authorities. He racked up hundreds
of charges - {lying without a commercial licence and operating from an
unlicensed base chief among them, plus numerous others, pointless and
small. He was grounded several times, much to the protest of communi-
ties such as Cambridge Bay, Gjoa Haven and Pelly Bay, that depended on
him for supplies, fuel and medevac services. His constant legal troubles
prompted him to name himself and his crew Willy’s Bandits.”

When Willy Laserich had bought IQM in November 1973, its
total time had been 35,354 hours. At its C of A renewal in October 197§,
five years later, this had risen to 36,499 hours, a modest average annual
utilisation of 230 hours. Clearly all the legal difficulties were restricting
a profitable operation. The aircraft was also facing an expensive overhaul
the following year, to comply with new maintenance procedures, and
these problems caused Willy Laserich to cease operations with the DC-4
in December 1978, CF-IQM was parked at Yellowknife for the next six
months. An attempt was made to re-start operations under a new name of
Go Lnterprises Ltd.  On June 1 1979 a lease was signed from Altair
Leasing to Go Enterprises, and IQM started flying again on July 1 1979.
It was to be a short-lived operation, however, as the Skymaster was
detained by the authorities on August 15, and the lease to Go Enterprises
was terminated. Permission was given, though, for a ferry flight from
Yellowknife to Edmonton on August 22 1979, following which IQM was
parked on the ramp at the downtown Industrial Airport, still sporting small
Go Enterprises titles. There it was seized by the local sheriff and held
against unpaid debts. CF-IQM’s days as the “outlaw DC-4 of the North”
were over, but this was certainly not the end of the road for this trail-blaz-
ing buccaneer.

The concluding part of the flying career of this amazing aircraft will be
charted in the next issue of “Propliner”.

CF-IQM in storage at Edmonton carrying small ‘Go Enterprise’ titles on




KARL HAYES & EAMON POWER
conclude their account of the remarkable adventures of a veteran Douglas Skymaster
that remains operational to this day with the legendary Buffalo Airways

We left Douglas C-54G Skymaster CEF-1QM grounded at Lidmonton’s
Tndustrial Airport scized by the local sheriff'in licu of unpaid bills, having
beeu latterly Hown by Willy Laserich. Seenvingly yperturbed by recent
cvents, the irrepressible Laserich was soon back in the atr with another
famous *propliner” in the form of a USAF Douglas C-118A. Mcanwhile,
Skymaster CF-IQM would remain a feature at Edmonton for several more
months before being bought by another operator, who would place her
back in the air for an catirely new role.

THE DC-6 IN SERVICE WITH WILLY LASERICH

As his DC-4 operation had vun into trouble, Willy Laserich
sought to get going again with new equipment, upgrading to a Douglas
DC-6.  Hamilton Aviation of Tucson, Arizona, had acquired a [oriner
USAF C-118 from the nearby boneyard at Davis-Monthan. This was tail
number 13829 (¢/n 43576), which they had registered NY9330.
Previously flown throughout its military carcer as a VC-118A, as a pam-
pered VIP machine the aircraft retained its highly polished metal surfaces,
and on the forward fusclage behind the cockpit windows the flags of the
sixty nations it had visited while in USAF service. For some reason not
entirely clear, Hamilton Aviation had further cmbellished the aireralls liv-
ery with the addition of a colourful mural on the lower forward fusclage,
depicting a stagecoach galloping through the clouds. piloted by two gog-
gled leather-capped characters. Civilianised as a DC-0A, N99330 was
sold to Arnie Carnegie Holdings of Edmonton, who added a red cheat line
and tail with a maple leaf logo, and in this guise it was registered C-
GPEG. The result of all this artistry was to create a truly spectacular look-
ing flying machine,

Whatever Mr Carnegie had intended tor the aircralt tailed to
materialise, and it sat at the Edmonton Airport out of service. And so did
Skymaster CF-IQM, unavailabie for usc as it was saddled with debt. The
availability of such a fine DC-6 quickly led to another deal being struck.
CT-1QM was offered in part exchange for the DC-6, but unfortunately this
sale could not proceed due to the many liens registered against the
Skymaster. Nevertheless, funds were found and a few weeks after Go
Enterprises had its Skymaster impounded. DC-6A C-GPEG was regis-
tered to Go Enterpriscs in September 1979 and entered service from its
new base at Yetlowknifc.

HEADING PHOTOGRAPH: Douglas C-54G Skymuaster C-FIQM run-
ning up her Pratt & Whitney Twin Wasp radials on the ramp at Calgary,
Alberta, resplendent in her dramatic Kenn Borek Air livery. (4. J. Hickey)

Prime customer for the DC-6A was Dome Petroleum, in sup-
port of its Beaufort Sea contracts. The aircralt bauled groceries and sup-
phes from Yellowknife to Tuktoyaktuk for she offshore oil-rigs. This
activily continued for a ycar, until an engine failed and there was no
money to replace it. The DC-0A became grounded at Yellowknife, where
it was Lo remain parked for years due to its involvement in numerous court
cascs, as competing creditors argued over the priority of their claims. It
cventually reverted to Carnegic Holdings, who in May 1987 sold it to
Northern Air Cargo of Anchorage, reverting now to N99330 and for many
subsequent years {lying throughout Alaska as part of Northern Air Cargo’s
large DC-6 flect.

The latter episode ended Willy Laserich’s involvement with
hicavy piston-engined aircraft. He went on to form Adiair Aviation, a suc-
cessful air taxi and charter company with bases in Yellowknife and
Cambridge Bay. Willy passed away in November 2007 afier a carcer in
aviation like few others.

PELLY BAY DC-4 AIR SERVICE — THE FINALE

When the Pelly Bay Co-Op’s own DC-4 CI-QIX had been
grounded in December 1973, Willy Lascrich took over with his Skymaster
CF-1QM, taking care of the Co-Op’s air transport needs. In August 1976,
CF-QIX had been ferried from Pelly Bay to Winnipeg for continued stor-
age. When it became clear in mid-1978 that Willy Laserich’s operation
was itself running into trouble and might not survive, the Co-Op decided
to resurrect their own machine, to ensure that they would continuc to have
air transport available to them. They turned to Aero Trades (Western)
Ltd., an existing DC-4 operator based at Winnipeg, who agreed to operate
CF-QIX for the Co-Op.
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Starbourd side view of the stunning work of art adorning Doustlas DC-64 C-GPEG at Edmonton during 1979,

On July 20 1978 a one-year lease of *QIX was signed from the
Co-Op to Aero Trades (Western), and the DC-4 became operational again.
ITowever, the lease had to be terminated early when an engine failed, and
on March 7 1979 CF-QIX was ferried from Winnipeg to Edmonton for
repair. It was registered to Aero Trades (Western) Ltd., on April 2 1979,
and resumed operations on behalf of the Co-Op.  Unfortunately, this
proved to be a short-lived operation. On June 1 1979, ‘QIX had just taken
oft from Thompson, Manitoba, carrying a cargo of steel to Winnipeg. An
engine fire erupted just after departure, with the aircraft making an imme-
diate return to Thompson Airport, landing safely and taxying off the main
runway. All three crew members evacuated the aireraft, but the airport fire
crew were unable to extinguish the blaze. The city’s fire department
responded, but ran out of water before the fire was out. The old DC-4 was
consumed by the inferno. It was a sad end to the “Pelly Bay DC-4 Air
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Now in air tanker configuration, Skymaster CI*-IQM has become N4218S with Aero Union, and is seen here at Chico in May 1983,
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Serviee”, which had run for etght years in various forms and became
something of an institution for the native people of the North. The Service
had literally and figuratively “crashed and burned”.

AERO UNION CORPORATION ACQUIRES SKYMASTER

To return to our main subject, Skymaster CF-IQM had been
ferried from Yellowknife to Edmonton on August 22 1979, where it sal,
impounded by the Sherift against unpaid debts. Put up for sale, the air-
craft was eventually sold by the Sheriff by Bill of Sate dated December 18
1980 to Aero Union Corporation of Chico, California, for the sum of
$£76,000. With a fleet of 15 Douglas DC-4s, Aero Union was one of the
main acrial fire-fighting companies in the United States. They reserved
registration N421KS for their new acquisition and recetved a ferry permit
for the aireraft for a flight from Edmonton to Chico on January 30 1981
N4218S was formally registered to Aero Union on April 24 1981,

After arrival at Chico, the Skymaster was parked and even
three years later was still sitting there sporting its basic Nordair colour
scheme. Over the winter of 1983/84, it was converted by Aero Union at
Chico to fire-bombing configuration, with a large under-fuselage pannier
being fitted together with eye-brow cockpit windows. It was painted in
the contemporary company livery of white roof, red cheat line and natur-
al metal lower fuselage, with an all red tail displaying the number 1¥ in
large white letters. As callsign “Tanker 187, it would fly as part of Acro
Union’s large DC-4 fleet on fire suppression work.

Although based at Chico, and parked there during the winter
months, the NC-4s deployed to fire bases throughout the western United

Skvmaster N4218S still sporting her basic Nordair livery in store at Chico
awaiting conversion to tanker status with Aero Union, (MAP)

(Karl Haves)




States to fight forest fires during the summer fire season. N4218S was
engaged on this tasking for the summers of 1985, *86 and *87. However,
by this stage Aero Union was in the process of acquiring Lockheed P-2
Neptunes as replacements for the DC-4s. They had nine Neptunes by the
1987 summer {ire season, and at the end of that season a sale of N4218S
was negotiated, leading to the aircraft returning to Canada to fly with
Kenn Borek Air of Calgary, Alberta.

ANTARCTIC ADVENTURES

Kenn Borek Air was a company more noted for its DHC-6
Twin Otter operations, and had ncver before flown a DC-4. It was the
world’s largest Twin Otter operator, with a fleet of twclve aircraft in 1987.
It was, however, the airlinc’s Twin Otter connection which caused it to
become involved with the DC-4.

Up to this point, only governments had the funds and resources
to carry out exploration activities in the Antarctic. For some years a
Vancouver-based company called Adventure Network Intcrnational (ANI)
had been carrying out exploratory trips to Antarctica, with a view to open-
ing it up to private individuals at an aftordable cost. ANI[ had chartered a
Twin Otter from Kenn Borek Air to carry out test flights and had discov-
ered an ice ficld set among the Patriot Hills in Antarctica, which was
usable as an airfield. It was feasible to use this airficld as a reception cen-
tre for passengers and freight, who would fly there on a long-range aircraft
from Punta Arenas in Chile, and who would then be flown to base camips
around the Antarctic Continent using ski-equipped Twin Otters. These
flights could only take place during the Austral summer, basically
November through to February. ANI planned to start commercial opera-
tions to Antarctica on January 1 1988 with a DC-4, which was judged the
idcal aircraft for the task. Although a (light from Punta Arenas to Patriot
Hills would take eleven hours, a DC-4 had the range for this, and could
carry 8,000 pounds of commercial payload, even more if a refuclling stop
was made at King George Island.

ANI selected Antarctic Airways as the trading name of its air-
craft division, and as it was going to charter the two Twin Otters from
Kenn Borek Air, asked the company to provide the complete aviation
package. Kenn Borek Air started looking for a suitable aircraft, and found
N4218S to be for sale by Aero Union. Terms were agreed, and a special
purpose company was formed, Kenn Borek Air Inc., of Scattle, to whom
N4218S was duly registered on October 22 1987, [t came without the
under-fuselage retardant dropping equipment, which had been removed,
but otherwise adorned in full Aero Union scheme, still retaining number
18 on the tail. 1t received Antarctic Airways roof titles on the port side and
Adventure Network International on the starboard side, and a small
‘Borek’ and Canadian flag on the tail. For this first scason it would be
operated as N4218S. Among the modifications incorporated for the air-
craft’s challenging dutics ahcad were the installation of long-range fucl
tanks, an auxiliary power unit (APU), sophisticated avionics and naviga-
tion equipnicnt, and a 20-scat passenger interior.

The Skymaster began its lease to Antarctic Airways early in
November 1987, and headed south, all the way to Punta Arcnas, the most
southerly town in Chile. From here it operated an initial proving flight to
Patriot Hills on November 22 1987, followed by further flights, all of

A Kenn Borek Air crew fires up Skymaster C-FIQM on the ramp at
Edmonton Municipal on April 3 1989. (Sean Keating)

which proved successful. The two Twin Otters were also ferried south,
cnabling ANI/Antarctic Airways to start commercial operations as
planned on January 1 1988, thereby allowing its customers to experience
the delights of the Antarctic wilderness in a unique manner. It was also a
new experience for the Skymaster. In its career to date, it had traversed
the Pacific Ocean and the continental United States with the Air Force,
had crossed the Atlantic to Europe, collected monkeys from Africa, criss-
crossed the Arctic with several civilian operators and now, after a stint
extinguishing forest fires, this versatile machine was flying the Jength of
the South American continent and deep into Antarctica undertaking one of
the most exclusive passenger operations on the planct, Twelve flights
from Punta Arenas to Patriot Hills and return were flown that scason.
N4218S was noted at Guayaquil, Ecuador, on February 5 1988 and at
Miami, Florida, a few days later on its return to Calgary at the end of its
first scason with Antarctic Airways.

The DC-4 was re-registered to the main Kenn Borek Air com-
pany on September 2 1988, reverting to its original Canadian registration
of C-FIQM, and as such deployed south to Antarctica for its second sca-
son shortly afterwards. It passed through Miami on October 21 1988 en-
route to Punta Arenas, and was registered to ANI, on lease from Kenn
Borek Air, on November 17 1988. During the 1988/89 season it operated
fifteen round trip flights between Punta Arenas and Patriot Hills, and hav-
ing commicted another successful-.scason had returned to Canada by
February 1989, This was to be the last season for the Antarctic DC-4 as
ANI upgraded for the next season to a Douglas DC-613, whose operation
was contracted elsewhere. The replacement aircraft was N41840 (¢/n
43525), which Antarctic Air acquired {rom Zantop on the November
1989/February 1990 season.

CHALLENGING FUEL FLIGHTS TO THE ARCTIC

Kenn Borek Air decided to retain the Skymaster as part of its
flect, and by early April 1989 C-FIQM had acquired Kenn Borek Air fuse-
lage titles, and was put into use hauling fuel from Calgary to Resolute Bay
in support of the company’s Twin Otters operating in the High Arctic.
Subsequently, it was used to support the company’s own operations, and

Resprayed in a livery designed to ensure easy recognition in the harsh Antarctic environment, Skymaster C-FIQOM shows off her Adventure Network

International titling while warming her engines at Culgary.

(Anthony J Hickey)




for general charter work in the Northwest Territories and the Arctic, just
as it had been years before by its previous operators.

This use of *1QM continued for just under a year, until an inci-
dent on March 29 1990, an incident which well illustrates the type of fly-
ing undertaken in the Arctic and the dangers associated with off-airfield
operations. This is a harsh environment for even the most seasoned of air-
line crews, and the rugged Skymaster was a popular steed for these gallant
aviators. C-FIQM had been chartered to deliver 50,000 gallons of fuel to
Arctic Circle Lodge on Great Bear Lake in the Northwest Territories. The
lodge owners were instructed to plough a 5,000° long by 150” wide ice
strip at the site. Three inches of snow were to be left on the runway sur-
face to improve braking action, and the strip boundaries were to be
marked with snow-filled black bags or trees. C-FIQM was flying the first
of several trips with this fuel tfrom Rae Lakes. Both pilots were highly
experienced in Arctic off-strip operations, but the overcast conditions at
the site made visual assessment of the snow-covered landscape difficult.

To quote from the accident report: “Prior to landing, the crew
circled the lodge site once to visually assess the runway surface condition.
They noted that the strip resembled a narrow oval track, approximately
one mile from end to end, and that it was unmarked except for two yellow
pails at the eastern threshold. The pilots concurred that the runway crew
had misunderstood the runway preparation instructions. The crew elected
to land on the left track of the oval, approaching from the east. At touch-
down the left main gear contacted a four foot high snowdrift at the left
edge of the strip. The aircraft veered left and the nose gear detached. The
aircraft come to rest nose down, 800 feet from the touchdown point and
facing the approach end of the runway. The three crew members were
uninjured.” [n many ways it was a very similar accident to that which had
befallen the Pelly Bay Co-Op DC-4 CF-PBC, and like that accident,
although the aircraft was repairable, it had suffered severe damage and it
was stuck in a very remote location.

Kenn Borcek Air decided that they had no longer wished to per-
form DC-4 operations, and would abandon C-FIQM at the crash site,
allowing 1t to sink into the summer thaw. However, the Canadian
Government’s environment department had other ideas, and insisted that
the aircraft be removed. Accordingly, the damaged Skymaster received
temporary repairs on site, and was flown back to Calgary at the end of
May 1990, looking considerably the worse for its experience. It was to be
seen on the ramp at Calgary during June with the legend “YYC or Bust”
emblazoned on its mang!zd forward fuselage (“YYC” being the airport
code for Calgary). As Kenn Borek Air had no further use for the aircraft,
and had no intention of spending any more money on it, C-FIQM was
donated to the local aviation museum and moved onto their ramp at
Cualgary, its flying career seemingly at an end.

RELUCTANT MUSEUM PIECE

The museum at Calgary is known as the Aero Space Museum
of Calgary, and they gratefully accepted the donation of the Skymaster at
a cercmony held on October 4 1990. It did not, however, have either the
finances or the resources to fix the aircraft, which remained parked in a
sad state on the museum’s ramp in the months that followed. Despite out-
ward appearances, however, the career of *IQM was anything but over. As

it had done several times in the past, it was about to inter-act with anoth-
er aircraft and be restored to life.

That other aircraft, saviour for the damaged Skymaster, was
DC-3 CF-BZI (¢/n 13448). After wartime service with the USAAF, it first
flew in Canada with Maritime Central Airways in 1945, and had ended up
with Northwest Territorial Airways of Yellowknife. In May 1971 it had
been damaged landing at Somerset Island in the High Arctic, when its
undercarriage collapsed after striking a snowdrift, by all accounts a com-
mon fate to befall aircraft in northem Canada! After a huge effort by that
well-known aircraft engineer Ray Cox, temporary repairs were carried out
on site, and it was flown back to Yellowknife, but it never re-entered ser-
vice with Northwest Territorial. [t was sold to “Buffalo Joe” Mc Bryan,
who flew it down to Edmonton and placed it into storage on a farm, where
it was to languish for some years.

Melancholic view of Skymaster C-IIQM with her patched up nose fol-
lowing her ferry flight to Calgary in May 1990 (Anthony J Hickey)

By May 1991 Joe McBryan had built up his remarkable
Buffalo Airways to a fleet of six active DC-3s, and had just taken delivery
of his first Douglas C-54A Skymaster C-GPSH (c/n 7458). Determined to
expand his airline turther, he realised that the Calgary museum had a per-
fectly good Skymaster, which with some work could be restored to ser-
vice, and was just sitting neglected on their ramp with little real historical
connection with western Canada. At the same time, he had DC-3 CF-BZ1
sitting neglected on his farm outside dmonton, a DC-3 which had flown
in western Canada since November 1945 with Maritime Central Airways
and Norti;west Territorial Airways, which had a rich pedigree and would
be a far more relevant exhibit for the museum. Discussion followed, and
in May 1991 a deal was struck, whereby Skymaster C-FIQM would be
exchanged for DC-3 CF-BZ1.

Pending the exchange, Butfalo was allowed to carry out work
on the Skymaster, in order to prepare it to be flown out of Calgary. By
September 1991 it was without engines, which had been removed and sent
off for overhaul, and temporary repairs had been carried out to the dam-
age sustained to the forward fuselage. Around this time, DC-3 CF-BZI
with wings removed, was towed down the highway from Fdmonton and
handed over to the museum. C-FIQM was registered to Buffalo Airways
on February 3 1992 and with all four engines refitted, it took to the air for

Douglas Skymaster C-FIQM has enjoyed a longer period of service with Buffalo Airways than any of her previous operators, and she is pictured here parked
on the snow-covered apron at Red Deer in 2000.

(via Karl Haves)




Buffalo Airways Skymaster C-IIQM on a rain soaked Norman Wells ramp during o routine "Valley Shuttle " run.

a test flight on February 28, (lying with its nosc-gear bolted down and the
main gear retracted. A second test fhght on February 29 was curtailed fol-
lowing a pump failure on no.4 engine, and the aireraft was forced to return
to Calgary. It eventually departed on March 1 1992 bound lor Tucson,
Arizona, where Hamilton Aviation began work on an overhaul of the air-
craft on belalf of Butfalo Atrways.

Title to DC-3 CF-BZ1 was transferred to the Aero Space
Muscum of Calgary by Bill of Sale dated Junc 3 1992 The muscum
restored the DC-3 and placed it on display, resplendent in period
Northwest Territorial colour scheme. It remains on display to this day
with the muscum.

BUFFALO AIRWAYS - MODERN DAY PIONEER

I C-FIQM had already been involved with one iconic figure of

Canadian aviation in the form of Willy Lascrich, it was now going to be
involved with another great pioneer. “Buffalo Joe”™ McRBryan had also by
this stage established his reputation as a legendary pilot of the Northwest
Territories. and as the famous proprictor of Buflalo Airways. On this
occasion, C-FIQM would {1y for a fully licensed airline, and its operation
would be devoid of the financial dramas which had beset its carlicr years.

At Tucson, C-FIQM was fully repaired afier its accident and
painted into the smart green and white livery of its new owner Buffalo
Airways. Carrying ‘Buffalo Freightliner’ roof titling, the veteran airliner
was christencd “Arctic Trader”, and arrived back at YeHowknife mid-
May 1992, cotering service with Buffalo Airways on cargo charter work
alongside the company’s first Skymaster, C-GPSH, which was named
“Arctic Distributor”. One of its {irst taskings was on a contract which
Buffalo had sccured to transport prefabricated housing components
between Yellowknite and Pelly Bay. On this contract, both Skymasters
were used, making two flights a day. Interestingly, ‘lQM was returning to
its former base at Pelly Bay, where it had spent much time in previous

years. The aircratt then sctled into regular service, freighting out of

Yellowknife alongside C-FPSH, a task which it would maintain for the
next three years.

Bultalo had a contract to service diamond mines in the
Northwest Territories, as well as a regular run up the Mackenzie Valley,
delivering groceries and other supplies to Norman Wells, Deline, Tulita
and Fort Good Hope, known as the “Valley Run”. During the spring ice
break-up and the autumn frecze-up, the Skymasters had to shuttle between
Yellowknife and Hay River, as overland transportation was not possible.
These regular taskings, together with such ad-hoc charters as came along,
occupied the two aircraft, enabling both to pay their way as hard working
members of the illustrious Buffalo Airways fleet.

RETURN TO FIRE-BOMBER DUTIES

A major development for Buffalo Airways came in February
1995 when it was awarded a five year aerial firc suppression contract by
the Government of the Northwest Territories, worth $18.5 million.
Buffalo were to replace Conair of Abbotsford, British Columbia, who had
held the contract for many years. This was a major achievement for
Buffalo and came at an opportune time, as the diamond boom in the
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Northwest Territories was slowing down. The fire scason runs from May
to Septerber cach year, and thus May to September 1995 would become
Butfalo’s first scason. [t took over operation of four Government-owned
Canadair CL-215s. This contract also required two fire-bombing DC-4s,
a primary aircraft for which the estimated annual utilisation would be 130
hours, and a back-up with an estimated annual utilisation of 105 hours.
Outside of the fire-bombing season, the DC-4s could revert to cargo work.
To provide the two DC-4s for the contract, Bulfalo assigned C-
FIQM, which had previously served as a fire-bomber while in Acro Union
service, and which retained the plumbing needed for this role, and pur-
chased C-54G Skymaster C-GBNV (¢/n 35988) from Conilair in Quebec.
In late FFebruary *“BNV was flown by a Buftalo crew to Chico, California,
where Acro Union would install the retardant delivery system and respray
the aircraft o full Buitalo colour scheme. This was followed by "1QM
also tlying to Chico, to be restored to fire-bomber configuration. Both air-
craft had returned to Yellowknife during April, in order to be on station for
the contract beginning on May 1 1995, They were positioned to the Hay
River base, ready to deploy to any Northwest Territorics tocation as the
need arose  C-GBNV sported its tanker number of 56 on the tail, while
C-FIQM had become Tanker 57.




For the summer of 1995, therefore, Buffalo’s two fire-fighting
DC-4s comprised C-FIQM and C-GBNV, with C-GPSH continuing to
operate as a pure freighter. To replace the lost freighter capacity of ‘1QM,
and to increase the airline’s DC-4 fleet, Buffalo acquired C-54E C-GCTF
(¢/n 27281) from Transfair of Quebec in September 1995, which after
overhaul joined the fleet in the cargo role. In the years that followed, fur-
ther Skymasters were acquired, some of which were also used as fire-
bombers. Outside of the fire scason, C-FIQM and the other tankers could
be used as cargo aircraft. For the summer of 1995, C-GBNV was desig-
nated as the primary fire-bomber, while C-FIQM was the back-up.

The fire retardant system mstalled in both aircraft by Aero
Union comprised 2,200 US gallon tanks with eight hydraulically-activat-
ed doors, computer controlled from the cockpit, so that the doors could be
opened in any desired sequence. For the next few years, ‘IQM was used
on the fire-bombing contract based at Hay River, but deployed etsewhere
when required. In May 1995, both ‘IQM and ‘BNV could be found {ly-
ing out of Fort Smith. Outside of the fire scason, both aircraft reverted to
cargo work. Support for the mining industry continued to be Buffalo’s
‘bread and butter’ cargo work, as well as the established Valley Run. With
its 18,000 pound payload, the venerable DC-4 had found its own niche in
the North, more than thirty years after its heyday servicing the DEW Line,
and was much in demand. In 1996 Buffalo added two Cansos to its air
tanker fleet, which joined the four CL-215s and the brace of Skymasters.
I‘ire bases were maintained at Yellowknife, Hay River, Inuvik, Fort Smith,
Fort Simpson and Norman Wells.

C-FIOM had joined Buffalo Airways as its second DC-4 in
May 1992, a year after the company had acquired its first of the type.
Twenty years later, this veteran continues to serve with the airline. [n the
intervening years, [ourteen DC-4s have been registered to Buffalo
Airways, a few only for spares use, some as pure freighters (for example
C-GPSH, the first aircraft, which has never been used as a fire-bomber),
but most as dual-use tankers and freighters. There have been considerable
changes of role of individual aircraft over the years, and it only takes a day
in the hangar to make the change. The only noticeable external difference
is the removal of the under-fuselage pannier containing the drop equip-
ment when the aircraft is not in use as a tanker.

In 2009 two Lockheed Electras joined the Buffalo fleet as
transport aircraft, with two more the following year for conversion to fire-
bomber status. Ultimately it is the intention that the modern Electra will
replace the DC-4 in Buffalo service, but for the time being the DC-4

Parked amidst some formidable members of the Buffalo fleet, Skymaster C-FIQM is seen at Yellowlnife on May 6 2011.

Skymaster C-FIQM in the Buffalo Airways maintenance area at
Yellowknife in May 2011 (John Barlow)

remains an essential component of the fleet, and is likely to remain so
while supplies of avgas are available.

DAMBUSTER ROLE

A visit to Yellowknife in May 2006 found C-FIQM still in
tanker configuration. However, the following year, with other members
of the Buffalo fleet having been assigned the tanker role, C-FIQM was
back in use as a freighter. When the two Flectras joined the fleet it was
determined that these, together with the company’s two Commandos and
one Skymaster, would fulfil the cargo requirement out of Yellowknife,
which could be bolstered by further Skymasters if required. A move start-
ed to re-position all the DC-4s to Hay River, except for the Yellowknife
atrcraft, a role assigned to ‘IQM. Buffalo’s first DC-4 C-GPSH, having
suffered damage in an accident and parked out of service at Hay River,
found that its role as company tlagship of the DC-4 fleet was taken over
by C-FIQM, once again fultilling its role as an “Arctic Trader”.

1t flew on the regular “Valley Run”, and also undertook char-
ter work throughout the Northwest Territories. During April 2010 it was
based at Whitehorse in the Yukon, hauling freight to Old Crow. A most
unusual assignment came its way in October 2010 when it was chartered
by a film company to re-enact the role of a Lancaster bomber during the
filming of’a documentary investigating the methods used by 617 Squadron
to drop the famous bouncing bombs on the dams. For this purpose it was
fitted with an under-fuselage ‘bomb’ release device by Butfalo personnel
in the company’s hangar at Yelowknife, and then deployed to Mackenzie,
British Columbia, where the (ilming took place. Only a limited number
of replica 500 pound ‘bombs’ were engineered for the trials, with the
Skymaster dropping them on the water leading to a specially constructed
dam. Having successfully completed the filming, its dam-busting adven-
tures at an end, the aircraft had returned to Yellowknife by mid-October,
and resumed its work as a freighter.

C-FIQM’s total airframe time in October 2010, on the occasion
of its 65th birthday, was 40,900 hours, somewhat lower than would have
been the case had the aircralt been used for pure transport work through-
out its carcer. Its many years as a {ire-bomber, when the aircraft was on
stand-by for long periods with relatively limited utilisation, had kept its
total time down from the high utilisation achieved by some Skymasters.
For exampde, CF-PBC, the original aircraft engaged on the Pelly Bay DC-
4 Air Service, had amassed 47,000 hours on its airframe at the time of its
unfortunate demise.  To this day, ‘IQM continues in service out of
Yellowknife, serving the needs of the Northwest Territories, one of a
handful of DC-4s still carning its keep more than sixty five years after it
emerged from the factory, truly a remarkable and unique airliner.
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