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Airport-from sheep's pasture to paved strip
A sin g le -en gin e  biplane  

that touched down in a 

sh e e p 's  pasture in 1928 was 

the first aircraft to land in 

Vanderhoof, reports the 

historical book, ‘'V an d e r­

hoof - The Tow n That 

W o u ld n ’t W a it ” . In its 

account on “ The A irw a y s” , 

the book goes on to explain  

how the present V and e r­

hoof A irport, located north 

of the V illage , developed as  

the Defense Departm ent  

took it over du ring  the 

Second W o rld  W a r  to use it 

a s  an alternate land ing  

strip  to Prince George. 

Planes com ing up from  the 

United  States u sua lly  had  

to refuel in north central 

B.C . before continu ing no­

rth.

W h ile  no such em ergen ­

cy occurred ca lling for a  

m ilitary land ing at V and er­

hoof, Scotty A lm ond, who  

was in charge  as a Lead ing  

A ircra ftsm an  from 1944 to 

1946, say s  the runw ay had  

to be prepared at all tim es 

anyw ay, just in case. “ W e  

would be out there with the 

big rollers after every  

snow fall, or if we got a 

special code telling of in­

creased activity. Som e­

tim es w e 'd  be out there in 

the m iddle  of the night; all 

the local farm ers thought 

those gu y s  in the A ir  Force  

were c ra z y !"

W ith  their two T D  18 

bulldozers, the a irm en had 

the only heavy equipm ent 

for snow  rem oval in the 

vicinity. Som etim es the m a­

yor of Vanderhoof, E rn ie  

Philpott, would ask  them to 

plow the streets of the 

V illage . The a irm en  g lad ly  

did  so, a lthough  in the 

m idst of their good deeds 

they angered  the odd V ill­

a ge  resident who had his 

outhouse accidentally kn­

ocked over.

U p  to twenty A ir  Force  

men were stationed for 

m aintenance at the airport, 

a lthough  in the later years 

of the war, A lm on d  w as the 

lone caretaker. The W e s t ­

ern A ir  Com m and  had built 

barracks, a recreation hall, 

a m ess hall, a ga ra ge  and  

an office. Pow er and com ­

m unications were supp lied  

by the Departm ent of T r ­

ansport. Four look-alike  

residences, which still s t­

and at the airport, were  

constructed by the D O T  to 

house personnel who m oni­

tored and reported the 

weather and kept com m un­

ication channels open twen- 

ty-four hours a day.

Before he transferred the 

inventory from  the A ir  

Force to the D O T  after the 

end of the war, A lm on d  can  

rem em ber the airport being  

visited  frequently by deer.

coyotes and tim ber wolves 

during  h is tim e there. O ne  

form  of w ildlife, however, 

was not welcome. “ M ic e  

were a lw ays eating the  

wires of the airport lights, 

and those th ing s had to be 

functional at a ll t im e s ,"  he 

recalls.

A ccord in g  to “ Th e  Tow n  

That W o u ld n ’t W a i t " ,  the 

D O T  m aintained the run­

way until A p ril, 1959, when  

control and  m aintenance  

w as handed to the V illa ge  

at a  cost of S 1 .00 per year. 

A ll b u ild in g s  except the 

four houses, the range  

station office, the power 

plant and the pum phouse  

were taken down.

In A u gu st, 1978, the 

V illa ge  received a $400,000 

gran t from  the provincial 

governm ent to u pgrad e  the 

airport. The  lowest b idder 

on the project, C o lum b ia  

Bitu lith ic  Ltd., subm itted  a 

price h igher than the grant, 

resu lting in a  delay while  

negotiations to change  the 

design  and lower the price  

were carried out. Th e  con­

tractor began  laying down  

pit-run material in late 

Septem ber. H eavy  ra ins in 

October frustrated attem ­

pts to com pact the course  

crush base; thus, it w as 

decided to leave the com ­

paction and fine grad in g  

until the fo llow ing sum m er.

W o rk  resum ed in early 

July, 1979, after the V illa ge  

received another grant of 

$110,000 to com plete the 

paving program . A fte r the 

com paction and  fine g ra d ­

ing w as done, pav ing began  

on Ju ly  30 u sin g  aspha lt 

hauled from  Prince George. 

B y  A u gu s t  8, the pav in g  of 

the apron, taxiw ay and  

m ain runw ay (now 4,000 by 

72Vi feet) w as fin ished.

The V illa ge  applied  this 

sp r in g  for airport ligh ting  

and a non-directional bea­

con and will be soon  

hearing word on them from  

the provincial governm ent. 

In the m eantim e, the go v ­

ernm ent has com m issioned  

a feasib ility  study, which 

began  in early June, to be 

done of a irports at H o u s ­

ton, G ran isle . B u rn s  Lake, 

Fraser Lake and  V and e r­

hoof, to determ ine what 

type of facilities and up­

g rad in g  are needed. V illa ge  

A dm in istrator, B r ian  R itch­

ie, says the resu lts of the 

study “ could decide what 

type of airport we are  

destined to b e .”

There have been att­

em pts to set up regu larly  

scheduled  com m ercia l fly­

ing services for V and e r­

hoof, such a s  w ith H arrison  

A irw a y s in 1972-75, but 

they have fallen through  

because of lack of dem and

and  inadequate  runw ays. 

How ever, the new paved  

runw ay has revived opti­

m ism  tow ards receiving  

such serv ices and inquiries  

have been m ade in that 

direction to C P  A ir  and  

Pacific W e ste rn  A irlines. 

" W e  shou ld  be receiving  

responses so o n ,” say s R i­

tchie.

Rather than end ing  up 

w ith a direct link service  to 

Vancouver, R itch ie  expects 

that V anderhoof w ill even­

tually  be part of a “ feeder

sy ste m ” , w hereby com m ­

ercial aircraft w ill land 

regu larly  in a series of 

sm a ll com m un itie s w hile  en 

route to the larger centers.

M ean w h ile , M a y o r  Don  

G ran tham  has been p u sh ­

ing to have the V anderhoof 

A irport designated  an a l­

ternate to Prince G eorge, 

which at the least, would  

involve an add itiona l 1,000 
feet to the paved runway.

There are now five b u s­

inesses in operation at the 

V anderhoof A irport. V a n ­

derhoof F ly in g  Services, 

which started in 1970, and  

the B lu e  M ou n ta in  F lyers, 

which form ed in 1975, both 

offer flight tra in ing and  

plane rentals. The  other 

b u sin e sse s  include V andar-  

rell Sa le s  and  Rentals, 

Northern  M o u n ta in  H e li­

copters, and  Co ast  M o u n ­

tain F ligh t Service.

A irsh o w s  have been per­

iodically part of V anderhoof 

su m m e rs  since the m id ­

sixties, when the V an d e r­

hoof F ly in g  C lu b  began

organ iz in g  them. The B lue  

M o u n ta in  F lyers have been  

bu ild in g  the a irshow  into a 

region-w ide  success since  

the m id-seventies, and it is 

now the second largest in 

the province. The  F lyers  

drew  1,500 spectators to 

their first show, 3,500 to 

their show  the fo llow ing  

year, and 6,000 to the show  

in 1979. Ten thousand  

spectators are expected to 

turn up for the 1980 two- 

day spectacular on Ju ly  26 

and 27.
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