50th Anniversary of the
1956 CFC All-Star Game and Mt. Slesse Plane Crash 

INTRODUCTION

Sunday December 9th, 1956. 

The most catastrophic day in Canadian sports history. Five players from the Western Inter-Provincial Football Union (WIFU) of the newly formed Canadian Football Council (CFC) lost their lives when Trans-Canada Flight 810 flying out of Vancouver, crashed in horrific circumstances that evening, into the top of Mt. Slesse, about 125 km east of the Vancouver. Of the five players killed, three of them, Calvin Jones, Mel Becket, and Gordon Sturtridge participated in the 1956 Shriner’s All-Star Game at Empire Stadium in Vancouver the previous day, and the other two, Mario DeMarco and Ray Syrnyk, came along with their teammates for the fun and festivities, watching the game from the sidelines. 
This, the darkest of days, was felt most tragically and poignantly by the Saskatchewan Roughriders Football Club, their families, fans, and the entire province, as except for Calvin Jones, all the players killed were Roughriders!!

Sadly, this the 50th anniversary of the crash has passed by virtually unnoticed and uncommented upon in the mainstream media and most remarkably the sports media has also been silent. The exception to all this neglect is the recent publication by Caitlin Press in British Columbia of a fine  book, and a recommended read, by Betty O’Keefe and Ian MacDonald, entitled ‘Disaster On Mount Slesse: The Story Of Western Canada’s Worst Air Crash’. The book provides a highly readable, detailed account of the flight, the crash, and the subsequent search and discovery of the wreckage. 

I have also been doing research on the game and crash and have been extremely fortunate over the years in acquiring a number of extremely rare items from the 1956 Shriner’s All-Star Game itself. All the scans that accompany this article are from my personal collection. 
It is my sincere wish that on this, the 50th anniversary, this article be a fitting honour and tribute to the players, who lost their lives, and that Roughrider fans and the public at large, become aware of this historic event. Finally, I would like to thank the Saskatchewan Roughriders for allowing me this opportunity to post this article and scans.
THE GAME
Still basking in the glow of the recent birth of the B.C. Lions in 1954, a new stadium, and the memory still fresh of staging the most successful Grey Cup game ever in 1955, the 1956 Shriner’s All-Star Game to be played in Vancouver at Empire Stadium on December 8th was met with much excitement and enthusiasm, with the only concerns being the challenge of promoting the game, scheduled as it was, two weeks after the Grey Cup game in Toronto, and naturally enough, the unpredictable nature of Vancouver’s December weather.
First played in Toronto in 1955, the Shrine East-West All-Star Football Game was jinxed with horrible weather. A sparse, soaked crowd watched the West prevail 6 to 0 in a sea of mud, sleet and rain, with the star of the game being, and gracing the front cover of the January, 1956 issue of The Canadian Football News, the Roughriders’ Gord Sturtridge. Vancouverites were hoping and praying conditions would be better in 1956, but it was worse, with the events of the next day being beyond what anyone could have imagined!  After the 1957 Shrine game was played in Hamilton, again in very poor conditions, the league abandoned the game, deciding it wasn’t feasible to have an All-Star game in Canada in December, and after the Grey Cup game was played.
Throughout November, Vancouver experienced some of the worst constant rain, fog, and flooding the city had ever seen. Hopes were high and fingers were crossed that things would break before the game, and on December 3rd it seemed everyone’s prayers were answered as the skies finally cleared and the sun actually shone for the first time in weeks. But optimism was quickly dashed when a severe storm hit the following day, dumping over fifteen inches of snow. Conditions continued frigid and snowy for days, until early Saturday, when the rising temperature changed the snow to rain ensuring that the game would be played in the worst conditions possible. Because of the prevailing conditions advance ticket sales at $7.50 were slow with only just over half the capacity of 32,375 being sold by game time. As conditions worsened the hoped-for walkup fans obviously didn’t materialize and only 13,546 frozen, drenched, fans witnessed what came to be known afterwards as ‘The Soup Bowl’. 
Things got off to a bad start as the pre-game, ‘Grand Entry Parade’ bogged down in the mud. The dejected Shriner’s had no choice but to cancel the half-time ‘Pageant’, which was to include a parade of bands. As for the game itself, 

the West humiliated the disinterested Eastern squad 35 to 0. Touchdowns were scored by Jackie Parker, Normie Kwong, By Bailey, and two by Winnipeg’s Bud Grant. The ever reliable Reggie Whitehouse of the Roughies kicked all five converts. The Saskatchewan Roughriders were well represented on the Western squad with nine players listed in the program’s roster lineup, including Mel Becket, Ken Carpenter, Martin Ruby, Gord Sturtridge, and star quarterback Frank Tripucka. Two other teammates, Mario DeMarco, and Ray Syrnyk went along for the fun and festivities. Fate played a cruel hand in Syrnyk going to the game. Fellow teammate Bill Clarke gave Syrnyk his plane ticket when Clarke couldn’t afford to go, after he lost too much money in a poker game to the team’s trainer, Sandy Archer. 
After the game there was some jubilation in the victorious Western team’s dressing room, but first and foremost the players were just anxious to clean up and put on some dry clothes. It was in the dressing room after the game that the autographed page seen in the scan was signed by the trainers, coaches, and all the players on the Western team, except for Sturtridge and Edmonton Eskimo’s Oscar Kruger. A child that had previously been cared for in a Shriner’s Hospital meticulously drew and prepared the page by hand in pencil crayon and brought it to the game knowing that he would be allowed into the dressing room with his father after the game and have everyone sign his sheet. Regretfully, Sturtridge, along with his wife Mildred, and Kruger left to visit friends in Vancouver earlier, before the boy arrived. Unlike DeMarco, who visited his mates in the dressing room after the game and signed the page, Syrnyk immediately left the stadium after the final whistle. Thus, as can be seen, this historical document does have the signatures of three of the five players who perished the next day at the top of Mount Slesse, Calvin Jones, Mel Becket, and Mario DeMarco. That this team autographed sheet was cherished for many years is attested to by the many tack holes at the top, where it served as a tragic bittersweet memory in that boy’s bedroom.
THE FLIGHT AND CRASH
On Sunday, most of the players and football people associated with the game were scheduled to fly home. Most of the eastern all-stars left early in the day, with most of the victorious westerners being booked on a number of later scattered flights, including players on Trans-Canada Flight 810, which was scheduled to depart Vancouver International Airport at 4 p.m. on Sunday with stops in Calgary, Regina, and Winnipeg, before making its way to Toronto.

Back in the mid 1950’s, flying by plane was a rather informal affair, with none of the today’s heightened security measures in place. If you missed a flight, you could book a later flight, and if you couldn’t go or use your ticket, you give it to someone else, as Clarke gave his ticket to Syrynk. Calvin Jones missed his original early morning flight because he had slept in after a night of partying, and exchanged his ticket for a cancellation on Flight 810.  Conversely, Eskimo All-Stars, Frankie Anderson, Rollie Miles, and club president Moe Lieberman, were scheduled on Flight 810, but they went to the airport earlier in the day and took another flight, perhaps the same one Jones should have on. Saskatchewan’s own Bobby Marlow was also scheduled on Flight 810, but decided Sunday afternoon to cancel his booking to Regina and stay in Vancouver until Monday. Who knows, Jones may have taken Marlow’s cancellation? Lady luck was certainly smiling that day on one of the greatest players in Canadian football history, Edmonton Eskimo’s star halfback/ quarterback Jackie Parker, who also decided at the last minute to cancel his reservation, deciding to go directly to see his family in Knoxville, Tennessee rather first flying home to Edmonton. And finally, the head referee for the All-Star Game, the venerable Paul Dojak, member of the Saskatchewan Sports Halls of Fame, should have been on the doomed flight. But he changed his plans to visit a niece in Vancouver. But she never showed up. Who knows how Canadian football history may have been changed if some of the above original plans had been kept?
As the 4 p.m. departure time came and went, all 59 passengers became understandably anxious. The reason for the delay was understandably the weather. The storm continued unabated, with now high winds whipping up the frenzied precipitation. But as bad as things seemed, these weren’t conditions that caused much anxiety in the highly experienced flight crew, as they had seen and safely flew through worse conditions, both as pilots for Trans-Canada Airlines (TCA), and as RCAF pilots. The head pilot was veteran Captain Alan Jack Clarke, a highly experienced pilot who flew missions as a bomber pilot for the RCAF during World War Two. Captain Clarke was not scheduled to man Flight 810, but was called in to cover for a sick fellow pilot. At the airport Clarke met with co-pilot First Officer Terry Boon, who had logged 4,000 hours for TCA including over 1,000 hours at the control of the Canadair North Star, the workhorse of TCA fleet and the plane poised on the tarmac being prepped for Flight 810 to Calgary and points east. The two-man flight crew headed into a weather briefing at 4:30 pm., thirty minutes after the scheduled departure time, where they were told poor conditions that prevailed in Vancouver were going to follow them all the way to Calgary and possibly beyond. The pilots ascertained that it wouldn’t be an easy flight with some bumps along the way, but they had few worries, confident in their own abilities and in the dependable four engine, propeller powered North Star.
Just before 6:00 p.m. the plane was fueled, loaded with luggage, and the 62 passengers boarded, including football players Gord Sturtridge, with his wife Mildred, Mario DeMarco, Mel Becket, Ray Syrynk, and Calvin Jones. Takeoff was at 6:10 p.m. as Clarke first guided the plane west as advised by air traffic control. As the plane turned eastward, and as it gained altitude, it successfully went through zones of turbulence and rough patches of stormy weather, until after about forty minutes into the flight, and at almost 20,000 feet, things became calmer and smoother and both the pilots and the passengers thought the worst was over. But then suddenly the plane’s instrument panel flashed a warning light causing Clarke to immediately shut-off the inner left-hand engine, speculating on the radio to air traffic control that “it looks like we had a fire”, even though the pilots could not detect any smoke or flame. Both pilots were fully aware that malfunctions and short circuits in the North Star’s instrument panel were known to have occurred, so there was the possibility that the engine was still operational. 
But due to the conditions, and even though the North Star was more than capable of safely flying in these conditions with only three engines operational, Clarke decided to abort the flight, swinging the eastbound plane 180 degrees towards the southwest and requesting and receiving permission for clearance back to and a landing at Vancouver airport. Permission was immediately granted and Flight 810 was cleared to maintain 14,000 feet altitude on the established flight path known as ‘Green 1’. Experiencing strong crosswinds, Clarke last communicated with air traffic control at 7:10 p.m, requesting permission to start his decent, stating he was being hit with heavy precipitation, just past Hope, B.C. That was the last message received from the North Star.
The subsequent search proved fruitless and the swift early onset of winter quickly buried all hopes of recovery and signs of the crashed aircraft. A few witnesses near Chilliwack reported hearing a loud noise and flash of light that night at the top of Mt. Slesse after 7 p.m., but it wasn’t until six months later in May of 1957 that the site was discovered, and due to its extreme remoteness and precarious position, it wasn’t until late August that the wreckage was examined by Vancouver coroner Glen McDonald, who headed the inquest into the disaster. How the crash was caused could be not definitively determined. With the investigation of the crash site, witness accounts, analysis of the weather data, communication logs, and radar tracks, officials were confident that they at least were able to determine what happened, if not the specific ‘why’.
Upon the site’s discovery, what became immediately apparent was that the plane was flying back to Vancouver ‘off-course’ as Mt. Slesse was 20 to 25 km south of the safe and established ‘Green 1’ flight path. Officials could not determine if, under the extreme conditions, the flight crew was aware of the situation. The ‘Green 1’ flight lane was the safest and surest way through the high peaks of the rugged Cascade mountain range of southern B.C., but by straying 25 km south, the towering tops of some of the highest mountains, including the ‘fangs’ of Mt. Slesse, would have presented a real danger, especially in poor conditions with unreliable communications, one engine disabled, and starting its descent into Vancouver airport. One explanation proposed by the board was that with one engine disabled on the southern side of the west bound plane, the plane could have veered to the south due to the difference in thrust between the two working engines on the northern wing, and the one outside engine on the other side.
In all likelihood the plane was not totally disabled at the time of impact and crashed into the summit (estimates vary that the point of impact was 40 to 100 feet from the mountain top) totally unaware of its presence. The plane was losing altitude but it seemed it wasn’t in an uncontrollable vertical dive. The impact speed was estimated at 185 km/hour and immediately upon impact there was a huge explosion as the 1,400 gallons of fuel the plane was still carrying ignited. The wreckage then began to ‘free fall’ 2,000 feet down the sheer cliff before it was ‘hooked’ on a craggy outcropping. Debris from the crash continued to litter its way further down the steep slope. The flight crew, including stewardess Vivian Clarke, and all 59 passengers were killed instantly.
THE AFTERMATH

Because of the extreme dangers involved in a recovery operation at the virtually unreachable location of the main wreckage, and the fact that no bodies were found intact, the relatives of the victims agreed that all found remains were to be buried at the scene, and it has remained so to this day, almost fifty years later! Immediately after the consecration, and as recommended in the of the inquiry report, the site was protected and closed from the general public, as much for their benefit and safety, as to pay respect and honour the victims buried on the slope. However this was not ‘officially’ done by the Government of British Columbia until 1995, with a proclamation by B.C. Forests Minister Andrew Petter and the installation of a commemorative plaque near the site. One year after the crash TCA also paid their respects to the departed, with a ceremony and the unveiling of a memorial monument on a remote logging road near the foot of Mt. Slesse. 
A lasting football monument, the Becket-DeMarco Memorial Trophy, was donated by the families of Mario DeMarco and Mel Becket, to be given to the Western Conference’s Outstanding Lineman (Offensive Lineman after 1973). It was first awarded to Edmonton’s Art Walker in 1957. Roughriders who have won the award include Ed McQuarters (1968, 1969), Roger Aldag (1986, 1988), Vic Stevenson (1992), and Andrew Greene (2000).
To say that the Roughrider Football Club was devastated would be an understatement of epic proportions. Both quarterback Frank Tripucka, and lineman Martin Ruby, echoed the sentiments of everyone in stating that after the crash, “It just wasn’t the same. You just can’t replace men like that overnight.”  That words could not adequately express the shock, grief, and sadness felt by the club can be poignantly seen and felt in the simple wordless ‘In Memoriam’  printed in the 1957 Roughriders Yearbook/Programmes. And as a final lasting tribute, the football uniform numbers of the players killed in the crash were retired by the Saskatchewan Roughrider Football Club. 
#40 Mel Becket 
#55 Mario DeMarco 
#56 Ray Syrynk 
#73 Gordon Sturtridge.
