TCA North Star Crash on Mt. Sleese, B.C. – December 9, 1956
A Brief History
By Rien van Tilborg
Weather for the December 8/9, 1956, weekend on the south coast of British Columbia was one
for the record books. Torrential rain and heavy winds caused widespread damage in parts of the
Lower Mainland. It was also the weekend Vancouver hosted the East-West All-Star Football
Game between the Saskatchewan Rough Riders and Winnipeg Blue Bombers. The game, at
Empire Stadium, was dubbed the “soup bowl”, reflecting less than ideal conditions.
On Sunday afternoon, December 9, TCA North Star Flight 801 (Aircraft 204) was scheduled to
arrive at Vancouver Airport at 12:30 p.m. but did not touch down until 2:19 p.m., having been
delayed mostly by headwinds as it made its way westward from Montreal earlier in the day. Half
the time lost occurred over the mountains between Calgary and Vancouver.
The aircraft went through a maintenance check and was prepared for its return eastward as Flight
810. At 4:45 p.m., Captain Alan Jack Clarke and First Officer Terry Boon arrived at the airport
and proceeded to the weather office for a briefing on conditions they could expect. The crew
then entered the aircraft to do their preflight check. Meanwhile, Stewardess Dorothy Bjornsson
assisted the passengers who, after much delay, were finally told they could board.
At 6:10, Flight 810 lifted off Runway 11 into the night sky with 59 passengers and 3 crew on
board. They followed Red 75, the southern airway out of the Fraser Valley, until Cultus Lake,
then switched to airway Red 44 and headed northeast over the Cascade Mountains to Princeton.
Shortly afterward they reported icing and turbulence. Upon reaching their flight planned altitude
of 19,000 feet, turbulence increased and they requested a clearance for 21,000 to find smoother
air. At 6:52, they reached 19,500 and reported a fire in Engine No. 2, shut the engine down and
requested a clearance to return to Vancouver via the way they came up. Realizing they couldn’t
maintain altitude, they changed their clearance request to airway Green 1 which runs along the
northern edge of the Fraser Valley (Vancouver, Maple Ridge, Hope and points beyond) and
where the mountains are generally lower. Air Traffic Control cleared them to airway Green 1
and to maintain 14,000, which they should have been able to hold.
At 7:10, Flight 810 reported by the Hope beacon (no altitude given) and requested descent to
10,000 for the final leg to Vancouver. This was the last communication from Flight 810.
When the flight did not arrive, search planes followed airway Green 1 up the Fraser Valley
hoping to spot some sign of the missing airliner. For the next three weeks, an intense air and
ground search was conducted, frequently hampered by bad weather. By early January, 1957,
considerable snow had fallen in the search area and the chance of spotting the aircraft was
virtually nil. Searching was scaled back to checking only new leads that might come in before
spring when a full search was scheduled to resume. One can only imagine the disappointment
and heartbreak of families when the aircraft was not found.
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On May 9, 1957, all the search stakeholders met to discuss
resumption of the search. However, their plans were not
acted on because on May 12th, three climbers, on an ascent
of Mt. Slesse, spotted a two-foot piece of aluminum from an
aircraft wing that proved to be from Flight 810. On May
13th, the impact point was discovered on Mt. Slesse’s third
peak at the 7,600 foot level. Approximately ten to fifteen
percent of the aircraft remained on the ledge where it struck
and the remainder dropped 2,000 feet to the base of the
mountain where it was buried in snow estimated to be
seventy feet deep in places.

Figure 13 - Crash remains on the ledge at the
7,600 foot level
(Fips Broda Collection)

With melting and avalanching already underway, recovery
efforts were postponed until late summer when most of the
snow would be gone and conditions safer. Again,
disappointment for grieving families looking for answers.

At the end of August, officials went in to assess the site.
The crash had reduced the aircraft to small pieces, the
largest being a fourteen foot length of wing spar. Enough of the aircraft was identified to
determine that it was whole on impact. It was hoped that cockpit gauges with needles “frozen”
might shed some light on the aircraft’s performance prior to the crash, but no intact ones were
found.
No human remains were removed and on September 11, the Coroner conducted a service at the
lower crash site for the 62 passengers and crew.

Figure 14 - Memorial service, December 9, 1957, at the monument
in the Chilliwack River Valley
(The Province Photo)

Meanwhile, TCA
commissioned a granite
memorial displaying a
bronze plaque bearing the
names of all who perished on
the ill-fated flight. A site
had been secured in the
Chilliwack River Valley for
the monument and a
memorial service was held
there on December 9, 1957,
exactly a year after the crash.

In the mid 1990s, attention was focused once more on the tragedy when two hikers returned from
a trip to Mt. Slesse and reported that logging had taken place in the crash site. Families of the
victims understood the crash area had been given cemetery status and were shocked to discover
this was not done. They formed the group, “Families of Slesse”, and resolved that the area
would finally be protected. An archaeological company was hired by the provincial government
to do the assessment and establish the boundaries for a commemorative site. Upon completion, a
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582 hectare area had been defined and formally
established on May 29, 1995. As it turned out,
logging had not occurred in the crash area but
came close to it.
On December 9, 2006, a 50th Anniversary
Memorial Service was conducted at the
monument in the Chilliwack River Valley. The
service was organized by Max Abrams, who
served during World War II under Major Philip
Edwin Gower, one of the passengers on Flight
810.

Figure 15 - Photo taken from the east boundary of the
commemorative site with Mt. Sleese in the background
(Janice Phelps Collection)

To this day, two key questions remain
unanswered about Flight 810: a) Why was the aircraft 20 miles south of airway Green 1 to which
it had been cleared? b) Why was it at an altitude low enough to strike Mt. Slesse?
The crash remains the worst ever recorded in western Canada.
EDITOR’S NOTE: Rien van Tilborg
remembers well the night Flight 810
was lost. He was an eleven year old
youngster living on a farm in Sumas
Prairie, halfway between Abbotsford
and Chilliwack and some thirty miles
west of the crash site.

Figure 16 - 50th Anniversary TCA North Star Crash - RCMP and Royal
Canadian Legion Honour Guard at the memorial in the
Chilliwack River Valley
(Rien van Tilborg Collection)

The loss of Flight 810 stayed with him over the years and when
he retired in 2000, he decided to find out if anything had been
written about the event. All he found were two books that
devoted a chapter to the crash. That’s when he decided to
research the tragedy and record his findings. It became an
unforgettable journey.

Figure 17 - Rien van Tilborg

Rien welcomes any comments from readers, and he can be reached at tcanothstar@shaw.ca.
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