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Hot Pilots and Cold Weather Flying 
By Dale Watts and Gerry Suski, WCAM 

An enthusiastic group of 42 Heritage Group members and 
spouses/partners were treated to an excellent talk and tour 
by presenter Gerry Suski at the Western Canadian Aviation 
Museum during the 2014 wind-
up event on May 22. The tour 
was followed by a superb 
luncheon catered by RRC’s 
Food Services. Following are 
selected excerpts from the talk. 

The challenge of adapting the 
fair weather bush planes of the 
1920’s and 1930’s to our 
extreme climate launched 
many Manitobans to hero status.  Manitoba pilots, 
inventors, engineers and mechanics made countless 
breakthroughs in cold weather flying technology and 
innovations from Canada’s first helicopter, to advances in 
satellites, to rocketry and to Canada’s contributions to 
space exploration.   

Early aviators had to innovate a lot.  The first thing 
they did in Western and Northern Canada was to 
put skis on planes.  This was done out of necessity, 
as there were few runways. However, skis do not 
have brakes.  There are stories about airplanes that 
would hit a rock or a log while landing and break 10 
inches off the end of the wooden propeller.  As there 
were no radio communications in the north at that 
time, pilots would be stuck there with no 
communication with the outside world to order a new 
propeller.  To get home they would cut 10 inches of the 
other end of the wooden propeller to balance the 
propeller so the motor would run. 

Another significant challenge was changing an airplane 
motor in -40° weather in the open—a difficult enough 
task even under ideal conditions in an enclosed shop. 

Even starting airplane engines in that kind of temperature 
was difficult. If these airplanes had to sit outside overnight, 
because they did not have heated hangars at that time, 
pilots had to drain the oil from the engine, take the oil 
inside where it was warm, then the next morning pour the 
warm oil back into the engine and hope it would start.  They 
also had a “blowpot”, which was a gas flame heater, which 
they placed under a “nose tarp” under the motor to help 
heat the engine.   

Max Ward, from “Ward Air “fame, claims to have invented 
the first “muffler-shrouded” cabin heater. He would fly his 
Gypsy Moth in the North with the -40 degree weather 
freezing every part of his body and realized the heat from 
the muffler was going to waste into the air behind him.  He 
built a shrouding around the muffler, directed the captured 
heat into the cabin, enclosed the cabin and used the heat to 
keep warm.  This was a huge innovation for pilots flying up 
North.   
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(Hot Pilots and Cold Weather Flying, CONTINUED) 

Tom Lamb started his airline out of The Pas literally by 
accident.  In 1930 he was hauling a load of fish across 100 
kilometres of frozen muskeg to the rail station at Cormorant 
Lake in Northern Manitoba, when his tractor unexpectedly 
sank into the muck.  Desperate to save his load, he signaled 
to the pilot of a passing airplane to land.  Tom Lamb hired 

the pilot of the Fairchild 71 
to carry his fish the rest of 
the way, which the pilot 
quickly delivered.  That same 
year, Tom Lamb travelled to 
Winnipeg, bought his first 
airplane, a Stinson Reliant, 
and taught himself to fly.  
Tom Lamb earned his 

commercial pilot’s license in 1935 and began making 
chartered deliveries.  He called his company “Lamb Air”.   

By the 1970s, Lamb Air flew aircraft of every shape and size 
from helicopters to the Bristol Freighter.  Lamb Air 
eventually operated 25 aircraft and employed more than 80 
people until their buyout in 1980 by Calm Air.  Most 
importantly, Lamb Air never suffered a fatality in its 46 
years of operation.  

As of today, Canada has one of the best aviation safety 
records in the world.  None of this could have happened 
without the courage and 
bravery of the bush pilots, 
who flew wood and cloth 
flying machines into the 
North, initially in open 
cockpits, without maps 
and without any 
communication, into 
uncharted, hostile, frozen 
environments. 

The first flying machine in Canada was designed and built by 
Alexander Graham Bell along with three of his assistants--
John McCurdy, Glen Curtiss and Casey Baldwin.  Most 
people know Alexander Graham Bell was a Canadian 
Engineer who invented the telephone, but few know that he 
was also an ardent aviator.  With financing from his wife, 
Bell, McCurdy, Curtiss and Baldwin designed and built the 
first airplane to ever fly in Canada--the Silver Dart.  The 
Silver Dart flew off Bras ‘d Or Lake’s ice in Bedeck, Nova 
Scotia on February 23, 1909.  It was ahead of its time; it had 
ailerons and tricycle landing gear.  

In 1926, a 33-year-old businessman from Winnipeg named 
James A. Richardson, for whom our current International 
Airport is named, recognized the potential of an airplane.  
James Richardson started a company called “Western 
Canadian Aviation” (WCA) with headquarters in Winnipeg.  

One of the airplanes the WCA pilots flew was the Fokker 
Standard of which the company owned 11 and which 
Richardson positioned in towns in Western and Northern 
Canada.  Subsequently, WCA became the first national 
airline and changed its name to Canadian Airways in 1931. 

Canadian Airways did well for many years despite the great 
depression, partly because they had the Royal Mail 
contract. In 1937, the Canadian Government started a 
company called “Trans Canada Airlines’ (TCA), which 
eventually became Air Canada in 1965. TCA took away the 
Royal Mail Contract plus other major contracts from 
Canadian Airways.  Canadian Airways was relegated to 
service Northern routes only, but they did survive.  
Canadian Airlines changed to CP Air in 1941, went through 
several merges and purchases, but was eventually merged 
into Air Canada in 2000. Winnipeg was initially the 
headquarters for TCA, but it was moved to Montreal in 
1964. 

The Unforgettable 
Bush Pilot 
By Dorothy Derksen 

Listening to the speaker at the Canadian Western Aviation 
Museum jogged my memories of the most unforgettable 
pilot I ever met. Upon completing high school, I went to 
work for BMO branch on Sea Island, (Vancouver Airport).  
The branch was located on the CPAir property, next to their 
service hanger and operations offices.  The major client was 
CPAir and most of its employees.  The culture in the bank 
revolved around the Aviation Industry. 

The early 1950's was a time of growth and expansion and 
William George "Grant" McConachie, 'Bush Pilot with a 
  

Canadian Airways Junkers Ju-52 

Fairchild 71 

Vickers Vedette (1924-1939) 
First aircraft manufactured in Canada 
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(The Unforgettable Bush Pilot, CONTINUED) 

 Briefcase', and president of CPAir, was one of the main 
'shakers and movers in the west.  Grant started the Vacation 
flights to Hawaii.  He opened up flights to the Orient, the 
Pacific Rim, and over the North Pole to Europe. He 
expanded the CPAir fleet, purchasing the state of the art 
aircraft.  It was an exciting time to be at the Airport and 
watch things happen. 

 

Grant was a friendly, humble person.  His open and 
engaging smile put everyone at ease.  He frequented our 
branch as he was on very good terms with our manager, 
even though his main corporate account was with the 
regional head office downtown Vancouver. 

The majority of CPAir executives, senior pilots and 
navigators had been bush pilots and/or served in the RCAF.  
They were highly experienced people.  Two incidents 
occurred during the time I served at the branch, which I will 
never forget.  But they do speak to the challenges during 
those early years of passenger aviation. 

One afternoon there was a great deal of commotion on the 
base.  Numerous fire trucks, ambulances, police cars and 
sand trucks roared past our branch onto the tarmac.  Our 
manager called the CPAir operations to determine what the 
problem was.  Apparently a CPAir passenger plane was 
circling the airport, unable to land because the pilot couldn't 
get the landing gear down.  Sand and safety nets were 
spread on the designated airstrip with fire trucks and 
ambulance in place for an eventuality of a crash landing.  
Tension was high!  Would the pilot be able to land the plane 
without any loss of life?  The highly skilled pilot miraculously 
did a belly landing with minimal damage to the fuselage 
avoiding an explosion, fire and any loss of life.  What a relief 
was felt by everyone at the airport that day. 

Grant had ordered the Comet Jet airplane from the factory 
in Britain.  In 1953 he sent some of his key team to England 
to pick up delivery of the aircraft.  The team called at every 
fuelling stop. Following the progress of the plane was like 

watching an NFL game on TV today.. Everyone was vitally 
interested in the progress being made.  At one of the stops 
in the Orient, the plane exploded at take off ,killing all on 
board.  It was a terrible tragedy and loss for CPAir.  After 
extensive investigation it was found that there was a flaw in 
the design of the Comet.  The model was scrapped.  
However, one of Neville Shute' novels about a flawed 
aeroplane design may well have been based on this 
particular model. 

Grant was a visionary.  Adversities did not stop him.  He 
never looked back, but kept  moving forward.  He truly was 
one of the greats in Western Canada's Aviation History. 

Call for Volunteers 
Do you want to be an Ambassador for 
RRC’s International Student Airport 
Pickup Service? 

 

Would you like to get to know someone new who is from 
another culture and country? Are you a proud alumnus of 
Red River College? If you are, then please help us welcome 
new international students to our College! We are looking 
for ambassadors to be a welcoming face when our new 
international students arrive in Winnipeg. 

Red River College piloted an Airport Pickup Service for 
international students for their first semester of study in 
August 2013.  Since the program’s inception, the program 
has welcomed many international students at YWG.  We 
would like to continue to offer this service, however, 
International Education needs your help. The service is 
made possible by volunteers from RRC’s alumni, staff, 
faculty and student communities. 
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Alzheimer Society of Manitoba  
Toll Free: 800-378-6699  
10-120 Donald St, Winnipeg, MB  R3C 4G2 
Website: alzheimer.mb.ca 

(Call for Volunteers, CONTINUED) 

Ambassador Frequently Asked Questions 

What is the time commitment?   
Do I just complete the student pickup and drop-off? 

The time commitment is usually 2 hours. You are simply 
expected to pick up the student from the airport and 
bring them to the location where they are staying. If you 
would like to take them for a tour, shopping, etc., you 
can do so, but it is not the expectation of this initiative. 

 

Can I specify a time I am available?  

Your availability is a key factor when matching up our 
arriving students and our volunteers. You are more than 
welcome to identify times when you are not available. 
Since the students are arriving on various dates and 
times, we are not able to specify the time until the 
request for pickup comes in.  Our pickup service will be 
offered from 8:00 a.m. – 11:00 p.m. only. 

International Education will coordinate and plan for the pickups with the students and volunteers.  In addition, your parking will 
be reimbursed. If you would like to volunteer, or have any questions, please contact international@rrc.ca. 

Being Your Own Best Advocate 
Reprinted with permission from the Alzheimer Society of Manitoba, August 2014 eNewsletter 

Speaking up and raising your voice can be a daunting task. Yet it’s a situation 
that countless family caregivers find themselves in when caring for someone 
with dementia. 

Being an advocate is a skill that involves problem solving, lots of 
communication, negotiation and often persistence. Whether it’s dealing with 
doctors or work or friends, it’s important for a caregiver to become an 
advocate for both the person with dementia and themselves. The good news 
is that it’s a skill that can be learned, and the Alzheimer Society is here to help. 

“Advocacy is speaking up in support of an idea or an action. Family caregivers 
of people with dementia find themselves doing this more and more as 
dementia progresses in the person they assist. For many, this role is new 
territory,” says Norma Kirkby, Program Director at the Alzheimer Society of 
Manitoba. 

To help people develop their skills as an advocate, the Alzheimer Society 
prepared a series of factsheets that cover a range of information and answer 
common questions a family caregiver may have. “We’ve tried to answer a number of things, such as: How do I decide what a 
person might want me to request on their behalf if we have never discussed that specific issue? Who do I take particular 
concerns to? When things do not go well, how should I negotiate to get to the best solution that can be accepted?” says Norma. 

In addition, the factsheets list the differences between various common advocacy roles (including specifying which ones need 
legal documents prepared, such as a power of attorney). They also describe how to get organized and approach various advocacy 
situations. 

“Each advocacy factsheet includes a story or illustration of the advocacy skill described. We have tried to help the reader see the 
skill in action,” emphasizes Norma. 

The factsheets also point out that it’s a good idea for a caregiver to recognize when they need help. Sometimes it’s valuable to 
reach out and have someone else assist with a situation. 

It’s important for family caregivers to take the time to read through these factsheets. An advocate can empower themselves with 
education. “Knowledge is power” is a proverb for a reason; being prepared is one of the best things a caregiver can do to become 
an effective advocate. 

 

mailto:international@rrc.ca
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60 Wonderful Years 
Congratulations to Gerry and Irene Varnes, 
Heritage members who have just celebrated 
their 60th wedding anniversary (1954 - 
August 14 - 2014).  

In Memoriam 
Irene Karasick-McMurrich passed away on May 14, 2014 at the age of 
91. Irene taught Oral and Business Communications at RRCC for several 
years in the 1970s. During her inspirational life she was a writer, 
mystic, poet, playwright, teacher and recipient of numerous awards. 

Roy (Wayne) Park passed away on May 21, 2014 at the age of 75. 
Wayne was a highly-respected Mechanical Engineering Technology 
instructor who loved teaching and inspired many in his career. Prior to 
RRC, he worked at Bell Foundry and Park Hannesson Ltd. 

HG Endowment Fund 
To sustain the Heritage Group Award Endowment Fund for RRC 
students in need of financial assistance, the Heritage Group has 
replaced its annual membership fee with an annual voluntary 
contribution to the Endowment Fund. All donations are matched dollar 
for dollar by the Manitoba Scholarship and Bursaries Initiative (MSBI). 
Donations of $20.00 or more will automatically be tax receipted. 
Upon request, receipts will be issued for donations of $10.00. 

An Annual Donation Form is included at the end of this newsletter. 

Or, if you prefer to make a secure online donation, go to 
https://me.rrc.mb.ca/OnlineDonation/, check the box for Scholarships 
and Bursaries, specify Heritage Group Award Endowment Fund in the 
box for Additional gift information, and also check the box to be 
contacted about setting up monthly donations. 

September Speaker 
“Experiences of a Radio Journalist” 
The featured speaker for September, Barry Burns, was in broadcasting 
for 39 years working in television and radio as a news anchor and 
reporter. He anchored Royal and Papal visits and in 2006 reported live 
from Afghanistan while embedded with 
Canadian troops at Kandahar Airfield. 

Currently, he is President of the Royal 
Military Institute of Manitoba. He is also 
a Governor of the Canadian Corps of 
Commissionaires and was recently 
appointed Command Sergeant-at-Arms 
for ANAVETS Manitoba and Northwest 
Ontario. 

HLCol Burns is the Honorary Lieutenant Colonel of 38 Signal Regiment 
with squadrons in Winnipeg, Regina, Saskatoon and Thunder Bay. 
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A Celebration of Red River College's Alumni and Friends 

Enjoy live music, dinner stations filled with culinary delights and vote in a slider 
competition! GO! promises to educate and entertain you, all at the same time! 

This year, we're showcasing Red River College's Heavy Equipment Transportation Centre 
and the location will not disappoint! 

 

Date: Saturday, September 27, 2014 

Time: 6:00 pm 

Location: Heavy Equipment Transportation Centre 
 Notre Dame Campus 
 2055 Notre Dame Ave., Winnipeg 

Tickets: $75 per person 

 

Buy Your Tickets Today! 
 

To find out more about the GO! alumni celebration contact Jana Thorsteinson, Alumni 
Relations Manager, at jthorsteinson@rrc.ca or 204.632.2359. 
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