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Spring 2019 

When I was younger and living in Edmonton I discovered a series of books on the history of several  squadrons of the Royal 
Canadian Air Force. I found it fascinating to learn how these units were formed in WWII.  
 
Canadian overseas squadrons were numbered from 400 to 450. I thought that it would be appropriate to check out two 
squadrons that have been linked together historically since the war. Much of the time these units have been on the West 
Coast of B.C. 
 
When the war started the only combat aircraft available were Bristol Bolingbroke's. These twin engine bombers were not ideal 
front line fighters. When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor the authorities observed that thanks to the aircraft carrier,     
modern single engine fighters could be almost anywhere. It was decided to send some brand new Curtis P-40E Kitty Hawk's 

out West, these were flown by 14 Squadron.  
 
These aircraft actually saw combat action when they were sent to the Aleutian islands to help the        
Americans drive out the Japanese invaders. Subsequently 14 Sqn was sent to England where it was          
renumbered 442 Sqn and  was re-equipped with the state of the art Spitfire Mk 9.  During WWII 442   
Squadron was nicknamed “Caribou” Squadron, which then changed to “Haietlik” Sqn after the legendary 
lightning snake of the B.C. Nootka Tribe, and is also known as “City of Vancouver” Sqn.  

 
Meanwhile on the East coast 127 Sqn was formed with Hawker Hurricanes for air defense. As the invasion of Europe became 
imminent 127 was sent over to England where it was re-numbered 443 Sqn (nicknamed “Hornet” Sqn)  By early 1944 443 Sqn 
was flying the magnificent Spitfire Mk 9  in 144 Wing. This wing consisted of 441 Sqn,  442 Sqn and 443 Sqn, these Canadian 
Squadrons were commanded by Johnnie Johnson who became Britain's top scoring ace of WWII!  Towards the end of the war 
they were re-equipped with the famous Mustang 1V. 
 
Peace time saw the return of 442 Sqn to Western Canada. Harvard trainers and De Haviland Vampire jets were acquired for 
the reserve units although these were replaced in 1950 by P-51D's from the U.S. A few years later,  442 Sqn was joined by it's 
old mate 443 Sqn.  Both Squadrons were then equipped with Canadair Sabre Mk5's. These two units        
operated out of Sea Island for a number of years until their role was changed to Transport/Search and     
Rescue. The next aircraft to join the ranks were the Beech Expediters and De Haviland Otters. 
 
During the mid sixties the government sought to down size the military, RCAF station Sea Island was to 
close! This saw 442 Sqn and sister Squadron 443 disbanding once again. The vestiges of 442 Sqn remained at 
Sea Island for a few years as 121 KU Search and Rescue flight working primarily with Cansoes. 442 Sqn was reformed once 
again in Comox in 1968 as 442 Communication and Rescue Squadron. At that time equipment was Labrador Helicopters and 
Grumman Albatross aircraft, they now are equipped with the  De Haviland Buffalo and EH 101-Cormorant helicopters. 
 
 Meanwhile back on the East Coast 443 Squadron was re-formed as a Helicopter Anti- submarine unit, with the recently      
retired Sea King as it's aircraft. In July 1989 443 returned to our sunny shores to provide helicopter detachments to Esquimalt 
based Frigates. Now that the Sea Kings have all been retired the mighty Sikorsky S-92 Cyclone is working to fill the shoes of it's 
reliable successor. 
 
 So that’s the story of the two Canadian squadrons who have been together through history and are now icons of the West 
Coast aviation scene. (Submitted by Jack Funk, member BCAM) 

West Coast Squadrons History of 442/443 Squadron 
Spitfire to Cyclone 
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Important Upcoming Dates 

April—July 2019 

April    18 Members Meeting/Volunteers Lunch 

May      1 Museum Summer Hours start 10 a.m.—4 p.m. 

May     23 Members Meeting/Volunteer Lunch 

June    20      Members Meeting/Volunteer Lunch 

June    22 Pot Luck Dinner 

July     18  Members Meeting/Volunteer Lunch 

July     27 OPEN HOUSE 

Speakers Night:      April 17, May 22, June 19 

Calendar for Board Meetings 

April—July 2019 

April 11; May 16 

June 13; July 11 

FYI…. 

….As an add on to the article on the mystery of CP Air Flight 21, in the 

Winter issue of the Norseman News. Allan Botting writes:  

….”Very interesting to me as my Dad worked for CPAir and was an     

inspector in Richmond at the time.  He signed that aircraft out just    

before the flight and when it crashed, he was ‘sweating blood’ with the 

thought that he may have missed something!  Days later it was          

determined that it was a bomb.”…. 

Thank you Allan for the information—still remains a mystery as to the 

actual bomber…..I wonder if anyone else remembers? Let me know! 

(Virginia Browne) 

Changes in BCAM Board 2019 

John Lewis remains President;  Eleanore Arkestyn, 
Secretary; Brian Hay, Treasurer.  Mike Ingram 
(Victoria Air Maintenance) is now Vice President;  
Grant Hopkins, and Dave Jackson are Directors  at 
large.  

For those interested  a pdf copy of the 2018 Financial 
Report can be requested, provide an email address 
to accounts@bcam.net. 

Wings ‘n’ Wheels—2019 Campbell River  

If you enjoy a good drive head up on July 14th, 
2019 to Campbell River!  From 8:00 AM to 3:00 
PM – pancake breakfast, lunch BBQ, classic 
cars, plane displays, vendors and kids activities.  

Therisa Lowe 

Executive Assistant 

Direct Line: 250-914-8446 

Cellular: 250-203-8045 

www.sealandaviation.com  

 

At our Annual General Meeting in February, three new members were elected to the Board,  Mike 

Ingram, Grant Hopkins, and Dave Jackson. At the same time, three previous Board members, Larry 

Lepard, Larry Dibnah and Ed Kucey, stepped down after years of important service.  If you run into them, please take the       

opportunity to thank them; if you run into the new Board members, take the chance to introduce yourself and chat to them 

about what’s happening at the museum. 

The Hoffar construction is now coming close to completion and we anticipate roll-out of the completed plane at July’s Open 

House.  This will free up the entire Restoration Hangar for Lancaster restoration; work is proceeding steadily now but will be 

able to move up a gear then. Some of our volunteers have been receiving training in riveting and it has been amusing (in a good 

way!) to see them busily doing their practical homework assignments. Remember that you are very welcome as a volunteer 

even if (like me) you have absolutely no skills – we train! 

We will shortly be launching our multi-channel donations campaign, focused initially on the necessity for funding a new hangar 

and a new front end and more parking spaces.  It is important that we adopt a similarly focused approach to media                

communication.  We recently had an embarrassing media experience which highlights the necessity of directing all media      

enquiries forcefully to our designated media spokesperson which would be me, John Lewis. We all need to be very aware of 

what we say to the media—as we want to convey the correct information and future focus of the museum. (John Lewis,       

President of The Board, BCAM) 

mailto:accounts@bcam.net
http://www.sealandaviation.com/
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BEDBLOCKS AND BROOMSTICKS (WITH APOLOGIES TO MARY NORTON) 

To my faithful readers, an apology, the last couple of months Anno Domini caught up with me and I've been fending off the 
attentions of the British NHS.......however I'm now back in the left hand seat and so here goes another literary masterpiece     
earmarked for the Spam Folder in your computer! 

To spotlight the first word of the title.....Bedblocks.....anyone out there remember them?  Yes, that cursed item of military      
pedantry dreamed up by some sadistically minded Senior NCO's hunched over a mess table after a couple of beers.....thinking 
"now what can we devise to ruin their day?"  For those of you too young to remember, you of the duvet generation, the above 
was a singular piece of sadism to be constructed on a DAILY basis when on annual camp at any RAF Station.  

It consisted of a club sandwich made up of blankets, sheets and pillow case all neatly stacked and encompassed by a blanket 
wrap with a neat square of pillow case centrally placed on top, all pushed hard up against the naked pillow against the iron grilled 
headboard of the bed.  All of this had to be done at nought, nought hours, dawn crack whatever.   When completed out came the 
broomsticks ready for Round 2, the thorough sweep up of the dormitory room.......why is it that when I went to bed at night the 
bunk space beneath my bed was clean and tidy and yet at 0630 hours it was clogged up with fluff?  Come on you guys with       
Ph. D's in Quantum Physics and Analytical Calculus explain that one!  

The ordeal, however, was only just beginning, in walks the Duty Senior NCO and/or Duty Officer, all bright eyed and bushy tailed 
having just strolled over from the mess and a nice cup of tea, toast and cigarette.  "Woe is me" goes the quote, if the bedblock 
was not symmetrical and tight onto the floor it flew with encouraging words like "do it again properly",  lockers were shifted to 
try and detect any signs of fluff......or worse still a candy wrapper,  or piece of well chewed discarded gum.......that REALLY sent 
the cat among the pigeons!!  

However, if all was well, and the Duty Gods were satisfied with our sub human efforts we were allowed to form up in three's and 
march off to breakfast,  providing there was any left of course!  Thinking back I often wondered why did we have to do that?  
Over the years, I guess, was to ensure an attention to detail?  Or simply to take pride in a job well done, even a simple one like 
that?  Who knows!   

By now you may be wondering what the connection is between my title and the saga? ( I hope so as otherwise I've just wasted 
half an hour typing this lot!).  It was while watching a wartime movie entitled "The Way To The Stars",  a tribute to men and 

women of the Commonwealth Air Forces,  sprinkled with a few              
professional actors to do the Hollywood bit were some genuine service 
personnel in background shots, and there, in the crew room, at the back, 
was an extremely young David Tomlinson!  (the Mr. Brown of the film).   

Intrigued as to how he got there I decided to don my sleuths hat and    
discover some facts about him. It turns out that he was the son of a very 
prominent London barrister. When it came to career choices the young 
David mentioned that he would like to become an actor........you can     
imagine dad's response!  According to family members Tomlinson Senior 
regarded male members of the profession as "ne'er do wells" and the   
ladies were of "liberal" morals.......well we won't go into that but young 
David was not to be dissuaded.  He, himself, was not going to follow his 
father into the legal profession, and so, at his own expense, he learned 

how to fly, qualifying just in time for the Second War.  Obviously he volunteered for the RAF, was accepted and flew a  couple of 
complete tours before being sent to your fair land as a flying instructor,  near BC under the BCATP.   

And that is where my research grinds to a halt. Can anyone over there enlighten me as to what happened before Hollywood 
beckoned?  If anyone knows any further details please let me know!  You know the man himself once described his acting as 
"always playing the upper class twit!"  Well,obviously, that was far from the reality of the bloke in question! (Paul Taylor,      
Member BCAM, Ramsgate, U.K.) 

Seabee Facts…. 

My name is Mike Conlin and in the early 50s I lived at the Prince George Airport with my parents. One particularly windy day all 
of us kids and many of the adults were watching a local body shop owner trying to land a Seabee and it took him several tries. 
We were watching because he had his wheels up and apparently didn’t have a radio (that’s what we were told) so the tower 
couldn’t reach him to tell him. He landed and scraped up the plane pretty good.  

Some years later the same pilot landed that same Seabee on Ahbau Lake south of PG, with the wheels down and the plane sank. Many years 
later I was at your museum and saw the rusted wreckage of that exact plane. So that’s just a little background on your Seabee just in case you 
didn’t know all that and if it’s the same plane!  (Mike Conlin, Airplane enthusiast) 
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The Crash, the Trapper and A Plane Load of Missing Gold….. 
 

The flight began uneventfully, with the hulking DC-4 propeller plane, loaded down with gold, rising up from 
a remote airstrip near a northern B.C. mine.  It was headed to nearby Alaska where its 16,600 pounds of gold concentrate would 
be processed. It's a coarse, grainy substance of varying quality – nothing like solid gold, but nonetheless valuable.  
 
At 460 metres (1,500 feet) above sea level, things went wrong. The No. 2 engine whined, cut out and fell off the left wing          
altogether. The plane banked right to return to the airstrip, but the other three engines couldn't support the weight, sending it 
crashing onto a sandbar along the raging Iskut River, not far from the mine, on Aug. 14, 1996. The pilot's body was never           
recovered, while the two other crew members made it to shore. 

So began a mystery of a doomed B.C. plane and its load of gold, a tale emerging again after the plane reappeared – empty. Barrick 
Gold, which had since bought up the smaller outfit that owned the now-closed mine, rushed to the remote crash site and, this 
week, reported that the plane had already been stripped clean. The company does not know where the gold is.  Shortly after the 
crash, the Transportation Safety Board conducted an investigation, which essentially ruled the tragedy bad luck – the 51-year-old 
plane wasn't overloaded and had been properly maintained. But all the TSB could examine was one wing and the No. 2 engine, 
found four kilometres away. By the time inspectors had arrived, the wreckage was buried by sand and water in the fast-moving 
river, entombed. 

That is, until early last fall, when the shifting sands of the river lifted the plane into sight again. Work crews in the remote area 
noticed it in late September. "I knew right away which aircraft it was, and whose it was originally," recalled Dave Yeager, a        
geologist who flew over the wreckage while working with a company now called SnipGold Corp. The plane appeared heavily    
damaged, most of its paint stripped off. The large industrial bags of gold come with opened tops, and might have been washed 
clean by the fast-moving water. 

"More and more of the plane got exposed as time went on," Mr. Yeager said, adding people in the area all knew about the crash, 
and would know what had been on board. Rumours began to spread that a local trapper had first noticed the plane had             
resurfaced from the sandbar, and had begun hauling out gold concentrate, bit by bit. "It became lore, yeah. There were those who 
knew, and I mean it was a remote area," Mr. Yeager said. 

Word spread, and reached Barrick Gold, the world's largest gold mining company that had bought up the smaller outfit. There had 
been other crashes in the area, and the company wasn't sure at first it was even the same DC-4 – or what might be on board the 
plane. But it was racing weather as winter bore down. By Nov. 5, two days after it received word, a Barrick crew was on the 
ground at the remote crash site near the Bronson Creek in northwest B.C. It was the same plane.  Someone had beat them to it. 
"Upon examination, it became apparent that the roof of the aircraft had been cut off using professional tools and that there was 
no remaining cargo in the hold. There was evidence that the aircraft had been tied to a tree following the crash," spokesman Andy 
Lloyd said in an e-mailed statement. 

"Piecing the story together from accounts of parties that were in the area at the time and          
subsequent reports, we believe mine personnel salvaged the cargo of gold concentrate and the 
avionics at the time of the crash." 

If the old company, Homestake Canada, stripped the plane, it did so before the TSB had a chance 
to inspect it.  Barrick's account is also at odds with that of Air North Ltd., a Whitehorse-based   

airline that owned the plane. Owner Joe Sparling sold the salvage rights, but declines to say who bought them – only that, well 
after Barrick visited to find the plane stripped and emptied of gold, the salvager hadn't gone to the site. "Salvage guy has not been 
able to access the aircraft yet," Mr. Sparling said in an e-mail this spring. 

According to Barrick this week, there's nothing left to salvage. Several industrial-sized bags of concentrate, roughly 3,000 pounds 
each, are gone. Barrick declines to estimate the value, saying it's "difficult to extrapolate exactly how much gold was contained in 
this concentrate." Mr. Yeager describes concentrate as similar to powdered cement. The price of gold, however, is four times 
what it was at the time of the crash. 

Nearby Mounties say they haven't been called, Barrick considers it case closed and Mr. Sparling has remained tight-lipped. The 
TSB report, meanwhile, never speculated on what happened to the gold. All that remains is the wreckage, its paint stripped, its 
top pried open and its cargo hold empty – the Iskut River raging around it.  (Josh Wingrove, Edmonton Published July 5, 2012   
Updated May 1, 2018)  

Iskut River, B.C. 
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Pat Bay and the Avro Arrow 

Unlikely as it seems, Patricia Bay was to play a small part in one of the most controversial events in its aviation history 

when Canada moved to the very front of the world’s military aviation sector.  On 4 October 1957 the big hangar doors opened at 

the de Havilland Canada factory at Milton, Ontario and a small tug rolled out the revolutionary CF-105 Avro Arrow interceptor.  The 

debut of this aircraft was eagerly awaited by the assembled dignitaries from the aviation, military and political sectors.  The large 2

-seater, delta-wing interceptor was a leading-edge design that promised state-of-the-art innovations including; fly-by-wire and 

adaptive controls, integrated missile systems, an advanced radar, an internal weapons bay and exotic titanium components.      

Designed around two of the most powerful turbo-engines of the day, the mighty Orenda 

Iroquois, the Arrow would reach Mach 2.5 at an altitude of at least 60,000 feet and still be 

capable of a 2G turn – the only aircraft in the world with that capacity.  It promised to break 

every record for speed, altitude and time-to-climb.  The Avro Arrow was custom-designed to 

blunt the threat of Soviet Manned bombers attacking North America over the pole from 

their bases in the USSR.  Best of all, the Arrow was a proud Canadian design that would 

demonstrate an industrial and design technology in aviation that was second to none. 

Unfortunately, on that very same day, events that took place on the other side of the planet 

would dramatically alter the rosy future for both the Arrow and the Canadian aviation     

sector.  From a secret launch pad in the eastern reaches of the USSR a large Soviet missile launched the world’s first artificial      

satellite; Sputnik 1.  Its sudden appearance in the skies overhead created a sensation.  A Soviet satellite signaled that all of North 

America was now exposed to the threat of nuclear annihilation by an unstoppable missile carrying a nuclear warhead.   

Against this backdrop, despite the brilliant promise of the Arrow, its storyline proceeded along the downward spiral of a 

Greek Tragedy.  Costs steadily mounted.  Technological over-reach dictated the abandonment of the Velvet Glove; the indigenous 

air-to-air missile intended for the Arrow, and costs skyrocketed.  Despite its brilliance, foreign countries refused to buy the         

Canadian interceptor to protect their domestic manufacturers.  The Americans put political pressure on Canada to buy US        

hardware to unify NORAD; the North American Air Defense system.  And most telling of all, military analysts insisted that with the 

dawn of the ICBM, the threat of the manned bomber, and thus the need for an expensive interceptor, was now gone.  Bowing to 

these forces, on 20 February 1959, (forever to be known as Black Friday), the Diefenbaker Government abruptly announced in the 

House of Commons that the Arrow program was cancelled.  This single act threw 13,000 skilled workers onto the street and      

resulted in the five completed examples being cut up for scrap; at a stroke Canada’s position as a world 

leader in military aviation was destroyed. 

The Minister of Defense in the Diefenbaker Cabinet of the day was Major General George Randolph 

Pearkes.  He served with distinction in World War I, winning the Victoria Cross during the 1917 Battle of 

Passchendaele.  A career soldier, Pearkes won many awards and served as commanding officer at       

various posts in World War II before retiring in 1945 as a Major General.  Later that same year he was 

elected as a Member of Parliament from Nanaimo, BC and was re-elected in 1949.  Moving to the South 

Island, he was elected three times as MP for Esquimalt / Saanich and served as Minister of Defense from 

1957 to 1960 – squarely in the heart of the controversy over the Avro Arrow.  Later in 1960 he was   

appointed as the 20th Lieutenant-Governor of British Columbia; a post he held until 1968. 

And what does all of this have to do with Pat Bay?  At the 

north-west corner of the airfield is a small plot of land on which is located the Holy    

Trinity Anglican Church.  It has proudly served the community since 1885.  George    

Pearkes was a member of that congregation, and when he passed away in 1984 he was 

buried in its small cemetery.  There, overlooking Patricia Bay and the Malahat to the 

west, within feet of the threshold of what today is the main runway of Victoria            

International Airport, lies the earthly remains of the single man who had the difficult and 

unsavory task of making the effective recommendation to kill Canada’s brilliant Avro  

Arrow.  May they both Rest In Peace! (submitted by Doug Rollins, Librarian, BCAM) 
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The British Commonwealth Air Training Plan 

The British Commonwealth Air Training Plan (BCATP), or Empire Air Training Scheme (EATS) often referred to as simply 
"The Plan", was a massive, joint military aircrew training program created by the United King-
dom, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, during the Second World War.] BCATP remains as one of the single largest 
aviation training programs in history and was responsible for training nearly half the pilots, navigators, bomb aimers, air 
gunners, wireless operators and flight engineers who served with the Royal Air Force (RAF), Royal Navy Fleet Air Arm (FAA), Royal Australian Air 
Force (RAAF), Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) and Royal New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF) during the war. 

Under a parallel agreement, the Joint Air Training Scheme, South Africa trained 33,347 aircrew for the South African Air Force and other Allied air 
forces. This number was exceeded only by Canada, which trained 131,500 personnel.  Students from many other countries attended schools under 
these plans, including Argentina, Belgium, Ceylon, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, Finland, Fiji, France, Greece, the  Netherlands,  Norway, Poland and the 
United States,[5] where the similar Civilian Pilot Training Program was already underway by the end of 1938. 

The United Kingdom was considered an unsuitable location for air training, due to the possibility of enemy attack, the strain caused by wartime 
traffic at airfields and the unpredictable weather, so the plan called for the facilities in the Dominions to train British and each other's aircrews.   
Negotiations regarding joint training, between the four governments concerned, took place in Ottawa during the first few months of the war. On    
17 December 1939, they signed the Air Training Agreement – often referred to as the "Riverdale Agreement", after the UK representative at the      
negotiations, Lord Riverdale. 

The British Commonwealth Air Training Plan was viewed as an incredibly ambitious programme. The 1939 agreement stated that the training was to 
be similar to that of the RAF: three initial training schools, thirteen elementary flying training schools, sixteen service flying training schools, ten air 
observer schools, ten bombing and gunnery schools, two air navigation schools and four wireless schools were to be created.  The agreement called 
for the training of nearly 50,000 aircrew each year, for as long as necessary: 22,000 aircrew from Great Britain, 13,000 from Canada, 11,000 from 
Australia and 3,300 from New Zealand. Under the agreement, air crews received elementary training in various  Commonwealth countries before 
travelling to Canada for advanced courses. Training costs were to be divided between the four governments. 

On 29 April 1940, the first Canadian training course officially commenced, with 221 recruits, at No. 1 Initial Training School RCAF, located initially at 
the Eglinton Hunt Club, Toronto.  From this intake, 39 received their wings as aircrew on 30 September 1940. All of these graduates, however, were 
retained by the BCATP in Canada, as instructors, staff pilots or in similar flying assignments. The first BCATP personnel sent to the UK were 37      
Canadian observers, who received their wings at RCAF Trenton, near Trenton, Ontario, on 27 October 1940. The first BCATP-trained pilots posted to 
Europe as a group were 37 RAAF personnel who graduated in November 1941, from No. 2 Service Flying Training School, RCAF Uplands, Ottawa. 

Canada was chosen as the primary location for "The Plan" because of its ideal weather, wide open spaces suitable for flight and navigation  training 
— sometimes on a large scale, ample supplies of fuel, industrial facilities for the production of trainer aircraft, parts and supplies, the lack of any 
threat from either the Luftwaffe or Japanese fighter aircraft and its relative proximity to both the European and Pacific theatres.[4] For initial training 
biplanes, as one example of the wide range of American and British aircraft designs used for Canadian-based training  facilities, pilots might have 
started their initial flight training on both British and Canadian-produced examples of the Tiger Moth, the Boeing Stearman from the nearby United 
States, or even the indigenously designed and produced Fleet Finch biplane. 

The government agreed in December 1939 to join the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan, operate its bases in Canada, and pick up a large   
proportion of the costs. Events turned the scheme into a huge operation, one that cost Canada $1.6 billion of a total cost of $2.2 billion, and        
employed 104,000 Canadians in airbases across the land.  The W.L.M. King government saw involvement in the BCATP as a means of keeping      
Canadians at home, but more importantly, it eased demands for a large expeditionary force and buried the politically divisive issue of overseas   
conscription. Negotiating the agreement and agreeing upon aspects of involvement was notably difficult. Canada agreed to accept most of the costs 
of the plan but in return insisted British pronouncement that air training would be Canada's primary war effort. Yet another negotiation point was 
the British expectation that the RAF would absorb Canadian air training graduates without restrictions, as in World War One, and distribute them 
across the RAF. W.L.M. King demanded that Canadian airmen be identified as members of the RCAF with distinct uniforms and shoulder badges.  

The RCAF would run the plan in Canada, but to satisfy RAF concerns, Robert Leckie, a senior RAF commander (at the time in 
charge of RAF squadrons in Malta) and a Canadian, was posted to Ottawa as Director of Training. From 1940 he directed BCATP 
training. 

At its height of the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan, 131,533 Allied pilots and aircrew were trained in Canada, 72,835 of 
which were Canadian. At the plan's high point in late 1943, an organisation of over 100,000 administrative  personnel operated 
107 schools and 184 other supporting units at 231 locations all across Canada.  Infrastructure development including erecting 
"some 8,300 buildings of which 700 were hangars or of hangar-type construction."   

In late 1944, the Air Ministry announced the winding-up of the plan, since the Commonwealth air forces had long had a surplus of air crews. At the 
conclusion of the war, over 167,000 students, including over 50,000 pilots, had trained in Canada under the program from May 1940 to March 1945. 
While the majority of those who successfully completed the program went on to serve in the RAF, over half (72,835) of the 131,553 graduates were 
Canadians.  (Wikipedia) 
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Pigeon Message Service 

One little-known fact is that the Royal Canadian Air Force operated pigeons for more than 25 years.  This is not 

an aircraft model; although Pigeon would make an excellent name for an aircraft.  Instead, we are talking about 

the live, feathered homing pigeon! 

The sport of pigeon racing has been around for more than 3,000 years.  Pigeons were known to have been used 

for messaging as early as 1150 in Baghdad, and Gingus Kahn is reported as having used them in some of his 

campaigns of conquest.  The first news of the victory over Napoleon at the Battle of  Waterloo reached  

England via a homing pigeon.  So reliable were the birds that they were also used in many nations for     

delivering small items, including hospital drugs and microfilms.  There was even a  regular messaging      

service established in 1897 between Auckland, New Zealand, and Great Barrier Reef Island just off          

Australia.  This was the first Air Mail Service and led to the creation of the world’s first Air Mail Stamp.  In 

World War I a homing pigeon named Cher Ami, [Dear Friend], was awarded the  prestigious Croix de 

Guerre medal by the French Government for delivering 12 important messages over the battlefield.  So 

esteemed was this little messenger that it was later stuffed and presented to the American Smithsonian Museum, where it remains 

to this date. 

Less well known was the RCAF use of homing pigeons.  They were carried aboard military aircraft for emergency use as the birds 

were more reliable and considerably lighter than the tube-based radios of the day.  The idea was that a downed aircraft could send a 

message back to their base, including location, particulars of the accident and an indication of the state of health of the crew.  In 

1920 RCAF Station Jericho Beach, Vancouver, became the first RCAF unit to establish a Pigeon Division.  By 1930 there were a total of 

8 bases with pigeon lofts; the largest being RCAF Station Rockliffe, in Ottawa, Ontario.   With the 

outbreak of World War II, the     service underwent dramatic growth; by 1944 there were 30    

pigeon lofts in Canada - 16 on the West Coast and 14 on the East Coast.  At its peak, the Pigeon 

Division had one officer and over 300 enlisted men.  RCAF birds also saw active service in Europe 

with both Bomber Command and Coastal Command.  They remained in use throughout the entire 

war. 

Special lofts for the birds were constructed on operational air bases, and airmen of the Pigeon 

Division were given detailed instructions on the raising, nurturing and training of  homing        

pigeons.  In fact, the RCAF Basic Airman’s Manual contained four pages devoted to their care and feeding. Given the   sudden need 

for long-range patrols over rugged terrain and long stretches of open water, it was not surprising that homing    pigeons were used at 

RCAF Station Patricia Bay throughout World War II.  A specially-built pigeon loft was constructed for the birds on the Canadian Camp 

of the airfield, [the west side], in a little grove of pine trees, as far from the other buildings as  possible.  The birds were regularly 

exercised by releasing them in the area around Victoria and allowing them to find their way back to the loft. 

For most patrols, special boxes containing two pigeons were carefully loaded aboard each aircraft, and then retrieved after 

the sortie and returned to their loft.  While a number of pigeon-equipped aircraft from Pat Bay crashed during World War II, there 

was only one case where a homing pigeon returned to the base after a crash.  Most accidents proved to be either 

minor in nature, or so severe that no living thing survived.  In the case of the single surviving Pat Bay pigeon,    

although bedraggled and battered, the bird carried no message.  It had broken free from its damaged cage as a 

result of the impact and limped back home, but otherwise there were no survivors.  However, its return did    

signify to the searchers that the aircraft had most likely come down over land, which ultimately proved to be the 

case. 

The end of World War II saw a dramatic reduction of military forces, and the pigeons were no exception.  

In 1946 the RCAF dispensed with the Pigeon Division entirely.  The faithful birds had fallen victim to advancing communication    

technology and the pressing need for military cut-backs.  At a stroke they were to be dispensed with. 

So, what do you do with a few thousand suddenly-surplus homing pigeons?  Your ever-helpful museum has a suggestion.  

Send your browser to the Library section of the BC Aviation Museum web site within the next 3 months and we will provide you with 

an authentic, World War II recipe for Pigeon Pie! (submitted by Doug Rollins, Librarian, BCAM) 

Cher Ami on display  

The Pigeon Loft at RCAF Station Pat 

Bay during World War II. 
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And The Cockpit  Is…..? 

Beechcraft Staggerwing D17S  

The Gold Medal goes to:  

Who else but Allan Botting!! Well Done Sir! 

Followed in swift succession by: Mike Valenti, Silver; and 
Sandy Peel, 

Bronze!  

Well done 

all!! 

 

Name That Cockpit….. 

So let’s test your knowledge on this one…….    

The British Columbia Aviation Museum 

1910 Norseman Road, Sidney, B.C. V8L 5V5  

Ph. (250) 655 3300      Website: www.bcam.net  

Your 2018 Board of Directors: 

President:   John Lewis   (250) 665 6062   johnjarvislewis@gmail.com 

Vice President:  Mike Ingram     (250) 652 3460     

Secretary:   Eleanore Arkesteyn  (250) 656 4589  inquiries@bcam.net 

Treasurer:   Brian Hay   (250) 655 3300  accounts@bcam.net  

Directors :   Dave Poole   (250) 656 4364  dpoole9@telus.net 

    Grant Hopkins   

    Dave Jackson   (250) 656 0254  recce55@shaw.ca 

 

Other Very Nearly Important People:    

Aircraft Archives/Librarian:  Doug Rollins   (250) 655 4184  library@bcam.net  

Artifacts:   Barbara Gilbert  (250) 655 3794  artifcats@bcam.net  

Membership Records: Norm Dressler  (250) 656 3771  membership@bcam.net  

Volunteer Co-Ordinator: Jan Lewis   (250) 665 6062  j6877lewis@gmail.com 

Gift Shop:   Virginia Browne  (250) 882 0170  giftshop@bcam.net  

Norseman Newsletter: Virginia Browne   (250) 882 0170            norsemannews@bcam.net  

Norseman Room Rental: Barbara Gilbert  (250) 655 3794  inquiries@bcam.net   

Ground Maintenance: Robert Young   (250) 656 4679 

eBay Sales   Sandy Peel   (250) 658 5171   b.c.aviationmuseum@gmail.com 

Please contact Editor at:  norsemannews@bcam.net  with your ideas and comments for our future newsletters!  

mailto:b.c.aviationmuseum@gmail.com

