How love saved the life of Normie Kwong and kept him
off a doomed plane, 65 years ago today
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Dec. 9 marks the 65th anniversary of one of Canada’s greatest aviation disasters. In 1956, 59 passengers and
three crew members were killed while aboard a Trans-Canada flight from Vancouver to Calgary. The plane
disappeared after running into icy weather over the mountains, but its wreckage wasn’t found for five months
despite intensive searches at the time. It was one of the deadliest air crashes at the time and still ranks as
Canada’s sixth deadliest air disaster.

Some of the high profile passengers aboard the plane were four members of the Saskatchewan Roughriders
(Mel Becket, Mario DeMarco, Ray Syrnyk and Gordon Sturtridge) and one Winnipeg Blue Bomber (Calvin
Jones.) They were returning home from an East vs. West all-star football game in Vancouver. Two other high
profile football players were supposed to be on that plane. Jackie Parker changed his plans at the last minute,
opting to instead go elsewhere to visit relatives. Norman Kwong (1929-2016) decided to stay an extra day in
Vancouver, where he was courting his future wife. He didn’t get on the plane so that he could stay on the west
coast and have another date with Mary.

Fate spared them that day. Here’s a story from the archives about those events; it appeared in Postmedia
newspapers on the 50th anniversary of the crash in 2006.
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His full title is His Honour, the Lieutenant Governor, the Honourable Norman L. Kwong, CM, AOE.

Fifty years ago Saturday, however, the Queen’s representative in Alberta was a young man named Normie
Kwong, the fullback of the Edmonton Eskimos.

When His Honour looks back on a life of extraordinary accomplishment, he recognizes 1956 as a particularly
significant passage. On Dec. 9 that year, Kwong and teammate Jackie Parker were supposed to be on Trans-
Canada Airlines Flight 810, headed to Calgary from Vancouver following the East-West Shrine all-star game at
Empire Stadium.

It’s a long-ago story, but a fateful one,how love made him stay behind to woo the woman who was to become
his wife.

“ I was courting my wife (Mary Lee) in Vancouver at the time, ” Kwong remembers. “ It was probably our
second or third date, so I decided to stay over an extra day. I was booked on Flight 810. The only reason I didn’t
go was because I had a date. I’d hate to give her credit for that. Just kidding. But that was the actual
circumstance of why I missed the flight. ”

After losing an engine just beyond Hope, the four-engined, piston-driven, DC-4 North Star was turning around
and returning to Vancouver when it disappeared over the Cascade Mountains. For five months, it was as

if TCA Flight 810 had entered the Bermuda Triangle. Despite an extensive search, the impact scene wasn’t
found until May 1957, near Chilliwack.

The plane had slammed into Mount Slesse, known as The Fang, killing all 62 on board, including
Saskatchewan Roughriders Mel Becket, Mario DeMarco, Ray Syrnyk and Gordon Sturtridge and Winnipeg
Blue Bomber Calvin Jones.

It remains Western Canada’s worst aviation disaster and the sixth most catastrophic loss of life in the history
of Canadian flight.

Parker, who like Kwong cancelled his original booking on 8§10, made alternative plans, deciding to visit
relatives in Mississippi.

Following his retirement as a player, Kwong had a successful career in real estate, was part-owner of the
Calgary Flames when they won the city’s only Stanley Cup in 1989 and turned the Calgary Stampeders around
with the hiring of Wally Buono as head coach. A member of the Canadian football and Canadian sports halls of
fame, he was named to the Order of Canada in 1998.

“ Everybody’s had situations like that where you’ve made the right choice or a lucky choice and your life has
turned out differently, ” Kwong says. “ It’s been a pretty good life for me. Four boys, all married, six
grandchildren and another on the way. I’ve been very fortunate.



There has been a long line of teams, athletes and coaches, from Knute Rockne to Bill Barilko to Cory Lidle,
involved in aircraft mishaps. Given the nature of pro and college sports, with their hectic scheduling and
continental travel demands , the gratifying conclusion is that air crashes happen about as often as

a perfect game. For comparison, more people have orbited the moon than pitched a 27-up, 27-down game in
the major leagues.

It’s almost ancient history now, but Reg Whitehouse remembers how fearful he became, how long it took to get
over the loss of four teammates.

Whitehouse, who retired in 1966, immediately after the Roughriders won their first Grey Cup, said that, for the
rest of his career, he would geton a plane and wonder if he would make it to his destination. He played in the
’56 all-star game with Becket, a centre, and Sturtridge, a defensive end. DeMarco, an offensive lineman and
Becket’s business partner, and Syrnyk went along to Vancouver just to cheer them on.

“ My wife (Joanne) was supposed to come with me, but we decided to cancel it. I just had a feeling, ” says
Whitehouse, 75, who was partial to the turbo-prop Vickers Viscount, a faster, newer plane just being
introduced by TCA . “ I was supposed to go back with the other guys, butI decided to change aircraft. I always
wanted to be on the Viscount because it had good climbing ability. The North Star was slow climbing, and it
tended to pick up ice. It shouldn’t have been flying in the mountains. ”

From the doorstep of his home on Rotary Street in Chilliwack, Whitehouse can see the peaks of Mount Slesse,
where the debris field of flight 810 has been declared an official heritage site. In 1995 — following pressure
from Families of Slesse, relatives of the victims who wanted the area safeguarded as a memorial site — the
B.C. government agreed to create an enduring legacy.

Jones, the only Blue Bomber on the doomed passenger list, was supposed to have gone out earlier with
teammates Bud Grant (who later coached the Minnesota Vikings to four Super Bowl appearances), Gordie
Rowland and Bob McNamara.

An outstanding offensive guard at the University of lowa, in 1954, Jones became the first collegiate football
player ever to appear on the cover of Sports Illustrated. Named team captain and an All-American in 1955, he
was the first black player to win the Outland Trophy as college football’s top lineman.

At Iowa, Jones’s No. 62 jersey — coincidentally the number of people lost on Flight 810 — is officially
withdrawn, making him one of only two players in the university’s 117-year football history to have his number
retired. Similarly, the Roughriders have taken No. 40 (Becket), 55 (DeMarco), 56 (Syrnyk) and 73 (Sturtridge)
out of circulation.

Rob Murphy, the B.C. Lions’ left tackle who received the DeMarco-Becket Trophy, the prize that goes to the
most outstanding lineman in the CFL’s West Division, confessed he knew nothing of the trophy’s background.
“It’s the first I’ve ever heard of it. The story behind that trophy just makes it more significant to me. . . . It’s
something that should be told. ”
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A significant number of other community leaders were aboard the plane, as this Calgary Herald front page story
indicates. The list included: Ald. Wally Rowan, his wife Yvonne Rowan and their two children Patrick, 12, and
Suzanne, 5; Maj. Phillip Gower of the Queen’s Own Rifles and Brig. Harold E. Wright, formerly the
commander of the militia forces in Calgary.
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The Vancouver Sun published this package of content on the 50th anniversary of the crash.
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FRASER VALLEY | On a
stormy night
50 years ago,
TCA flight 810
vanished southeast
of Chilliwack, its
wreckage lying

dormant until spring
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eavy with ice and with
an engine shut down,
the airliner lurched

through the howling
winds of a violent night heading
for Vancouver.

The instrument panel had
flzshed a fire warning light, and
Trans-Canada Airlines Flight B0
had tumed around over the tow-
ering Cascade Mountains near
Haope, aborting its Calgary desti-
nation. The date was Dec. 9, 19546,
exactly 50 years ago.

Losing one of the four motors
on a Morth Star was an emer-

ey but not a serious one, the

ependable TCA workhorse
could fly on three. Capt. Jack
Clarke, a 35-year-old veteran fli-
er, knew threc-engine ﬂ]}'Lng well
He had brought home from flak-
filled German skies a sputtering,
badly damaged bomber with one
motor gone on one of the 47 raids
he flew.

His voice was calm as he
radioed Vanoouver control towe,

WEEKEND EXTRA
CONTINUES ON PAGE B2-3
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couver,

B.C. had just endured one of its vicious
:’\rmawrm with hcvﬂi:g;hnds that
freezing rain that m

out the Lower Mainland, and this was

League

at brand new Empire Stadium
t writers dubbed the "soup ball”
The West, coached by Edmonton's Pop bry.
slithered to a 35-0 win over the East, with a
post-game unanimous view that
was no place for mid-December football.
That same had earlier occurred to

more than 3,0 oople who had hwtgg
|‘- r.h largely

ace the elmzuu in the exposed
selnng at the stadium.

the delayed fight at Vancou-

ver An])-nrl. In 1956 the terminal was

tan, with only meager services. Go:ﬁ-

Sturtridge of the Regina Roughriders

huis usual in thuhnp. s
teammate Mel . Sturtridge had

brought his wife, Mlldmd. io the coast as a

treat, leaving three small children at home

witha Beckett was e to get

home, his wife was !xp!l:tlnsg first

child before Christmas,

Two other Roughriders had come to

h the Mm'n‘n wasa

jovial
Regwpumim:hni
immﬂ:eUSRﬂS)'mr

er and a University o Sulm
bty h.apm;':d'hm
innipeg Bombers, after
the game, slept in, and missed his early-
morning fight. He managed to get a last-
minute seat on Flight 810. More

than Jones, as it transpired. was Edmonton
star Jackie Parker, who cancelled in order to
fly home to visit family in the US. Parker
d.leda&wwaluaxahﬁd.lmtonﬂthe

%eollm on Flight 810 were

p‘mﬁtﬂwﬂnﬁlﬂmy
11)’ Df four whe had been at the game; a
‘China eager to be reunited
en with

col!eﬁe as was Stewardess Bjornson.
iy Revi s Wiasiveg ¥iace Woass
an eg where t

wouldbeam b:&fn on to
Toranto, At pre-flight briefing, the two
w told that weather throughout the
t was bad. They might have to over-fly

and their alternate was Regina or

lher t have mﬂym& v g. The
plane in case.
mumhgfam.dmm

ment of the U.§. b\lilta})ou las

h.nhylﬁolndlm mﬁm
wue

new aircraft and jets co on the scene.
‘There had been only one accident,

an RCAF trainer from the flying school at
Saskatoon. passe lund four
crew members had died along in the
trainer. The RCAF's own llmnmunhsm-
‘had operated for many years without a fatal-

ity
“The Flight 810 aircraft had passed all its
ular mainienance ltmommﬁrﬁ-
wred for econodmy and only three seats
were empty when lifted off Vancou-

ver's at 610 p.m. on a very dark, rainy
mnm:ynmbwmm usual

nervous ,

THE DAILY SPECIAL

VANCOUVER SUN FILES

Photo taken in 1957 shows wreckage of TCA Flight 810 on Mt. Slesse. The four-engined

plane axploded in a flash visible from the ground

the cloud cover one minute:

after the pilot radioed that the plane was rapidly icing up and one engine was out.

mmm

Mbulnwm 1o be under way.
mfﬁ'.fmmnmﬁ

e aks, bouncing off the

through the
granite walls and mmus
gusts of snow that plummeted to the
ground. For the passengers it was a rough

t swirlin

major mountain before the lowlands of the
Fraser Valley opened up like a fan. Their last
mnsmisaionwuat? pm. when the fast
maoving, ﬁ plane exploded into a
brilliant, burnin hJJ.a vivid flash seen
through the s by several people on the

ground who did not ‘what it was,
The search begins

‘When anxious air traffic controllers
decided the

Squadmul.eader George Sheahan, a for-
mer bomber pilot, immediately launched
what was then th: biggest nh';:l:h in

at
Cumuxlhatwmnrbm 4 training exer-
cise was radiced to overfly the route look-
ing fior fires or flares. Throwgh the murk the
CIEW SaW B

at dawn, including amateur pilots from
Chilliwack Flying Club. Out there in the
vast, white waste, somewhere between

Forty-two minutes into the flight, the air-
Mwmmﬁﬂmﬂnﬁtuw
that it looked like they had a fire
mmz llmnmdelunhedil’it
was ly a fire or an electrical
tion on the instrument panel. But
Mmrmmzmmmw
Vancouver, about 100 miles — 160 kilome-
tm:—

away.
Clarke reported that the hﬂvﬂmad
Morth Star was losing
m‘" m::nﬁm:m
storm roduced atmospher-
ic conditions that uﬂ'gcndradlo transmis-
sions. There was no more mention of fire
mdlmn(nfmmmmlm

Clarke and Boone were sure they were
westhound on Green L, but they were not.

metre granite peak of |

collisions by
ﬂumfzwhniulndwchuﬂlh;’
Sheahan, like most other knowledgeable
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TCA FLIGHT 810

SUDMETTED FHOT0

Fllght Lieut. Jack Clarke (second from left) with crew of his Halifax bomber while stationed at Aqk, Palestine, In July 1842, At his pro-
fight briefing for TCA Flight 610, he'd been told to axpect weather bad snough he might have to skip the scheduled stop In Calgary,

flyers, from the outset knew there was not
much chance of a plane landing successful-
Iy in a storm, in the dark, in that mountain-
ous wilderness. lfthryhldcumed.ownmﬂ
there were any survivors, they would not
last long in that freezing weather. But they
had to search, and they had to hold out
flecting, for the fami-

llﬁuffhﬂ'gelml 62,
Vile weather

Search planes were buffeted by howling
gusts, one pilot reported even his veteran
crew was airsick. A sighting on
one mountain turned out only to be a snow-
blown formation. Continued heavy snow

up enough to cover any wreck-

ape. Smp]unfmndshctmlhkewm
analysed and found not to be aviation fuel
At the search's Sheahan had 60 air-
~craft in the bunt. called a halt
because of dangerous flying conditions,
some of the amateur pilots in the light
slaus being the most reluctant to come
own. Volunteer search parties went out
into the bush in a valiant but futile hunt
because there was no clear indication
where to look. Police had made door-to-
door checks In the Fraser Valley looking for

Vancouver Sun reporter Tom Ardies and
photographer George Dm‘l ncnmhled
Sumas Mountain, a minor peak v:r

Ihere despite the fact that the site had
already been checked. Searching endad
with TCA offici

conclusions. Her passion was mountain
climbing and she was acclaimed the best

woman climber in B.C. In early May 1957,
sh.e talked two fellow climbers, Geoffrey

scale near Chilliwack shunned by many
mountzineers as too difficult and too dan-
gerous. She had tried it once before but bad
weather had forced the party down. She
‘wanted to try it again and she there
Wiy 1 the mysery o the i

y 12 the mys! the missing
ouh&uwwiwmlh in the
lead, the climbers near the and
found aircraft wreckage. She insisted on

carrying down a [arse ooe whll:h was
examined by transport in Vancou-
ver and mmediatuly :.dmml'ud as from

discovery made headlines

startling
for days. Reporters and photographers
Pl ey
Vancuuver Sun reporter and aviation spe-
cialist Ron mm‘ﬁ.r flew wex Slesse in a
Wears i nlnie—tool ace ato|
Mount Slesse almost within s}gm urmg
broad and pem::ful upper
Fraser Vs

He added: “Itis a dangerous mountain
even to fly over ... I've never seen a more

The tireless Pigou was in a small group

that immediatel wemlw.‘ku Slesse,

psl!mda

and Paddy Sherman, a Province reporter

‘who would later tell the story of Flight 810
Cloudwalkers,

in his book
A helicopter landed them about 1,525
and limbed

metres up ¢
to the top. They ascertained the North Star
had struck about 60 metres from the top,
iggesting that if it had cleared Slesse it
s mﬁmﬂeil ulmlwnhet:sﬂlﬂ’.

wis just speculation. At

they found mangled some

AN E A GO B

Mount Slesse

ded personal belongings, and shattered

hgjgg had been broken into small
the initial devastating impact,
!thltw left of the hﬁd
feet down tbmwnuin. 4 b;Lu
more ly parts an ngings al
the lower level, some of them in crevices on
Slesse's ja d. boulderillewn face big
emu;h o dozen North Stars.
wlmje was found,

ltmﬂ:ngumuwmimmemuunmm
as warmer spring weather produced
::.mahnchmu that Ih:hlniueddawnnear the
L one
peisebop e o
$80,000 in it attracted more than the curi-
ols. I!mdawmnedﬂml.twunoslwu
in St Mnnhlhe'r
tain, and that Slesse coul bendmhmp
ﬁrw:nmlhmmmdﬂu Police
blocked off the lower road to the mountain,
The site eventually was declared to be the
Mount Slesse commemorative site, protect-
ed by law,

Transport Canada held an exhaustive
ion. Specialists could not deter-
Flight 810 moﬂmm in the

n1.1.|1.e
P‘l.npod.m ﬂll::ruh.
They &:Nw&ﬂm“nﬂl

not in free fall when it hit Slesse. bﬂt

‘were that it d from
either icing, turbulence, subsidence — a
descmdhumﬁonohjr atmosphere

ilot's widow,

et
ried out when her son chartered a heli-
and took her ashes up Mount Slesse
ie near where her husband died. The

ltll‘l [
the o ‘w'wm%ﬁlm
love story.

lan Macdonald and Betty 0'Keste are both
former reporters who since 1995 have besn
‘writing historical books on West Coast
jpeople and events. Disastor on Mt. Slesse —
‘The story of Westem Canada's Worst Alr
Crash (Caitiin Press) Is thelr tenth bool,
written to homour those wha died 50 years
‘ago on TCA Flight 810,

This story about the crash from the Vancouver Sun focused on how the aviation accident effected the life of the
pilot’s son, who was only nine when he lost his father.
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Course of novelist’s life altered
by father’s death on Mount Slesse

AIR DISASTER | Jay Clarke might have followed in pilot-father's footsteps if not for crash 50 vears ago
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