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MARTIN MARS, “GOD OF RAIN”
by Dirk Septer

With a wingspan of 200 feet, the Martin Mars is the largest operational flying boat the world
has ever seen, or probably ever will see. Only seven of these aircraft were built and from
1946 to 1956, when the last one was retired, they carried a quarter of a million passengers
and many tons of freight over the Pacific for the U.S. Navy. One Mars carried a record
68,327 pounds of cargo from Pax River, Maryland to Cleveland, Ohio.

These flying boats had performed well and developed somewhat of a mystique of
invincibility. They were well-liked by their crews. When the last operational flight was made
in 1956, the three older JRM-1 Mars had logged between 18,000 and 20,000 hours each.

From 1957 through 1959 the four remaining Mars aircraft rested on the beach of the
Alameda (California) Naval Air Base awaiting possible destruction. Around 1959, they were
auctioned off to be scrapped. Veteran coastal pilot Dan Mclvor was instrumental in
acquiring the Mars flying boats. He developed the “gallons per hour” concept of using
aircraft capable of dumping large amounts of water on forest fires and was involved in the
early days of aerial fire fighting using the DeHavilland Beaver and Grumman Goose.
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Late in 1959, B.C. Forest Products Ltd., MacMillan Bloedel Ltd., Pacific Logging Ltd.,
Tahsis Company Ltd. and Western Forest Industries Ltd., formed Forest Industries Flying
Tankers (FIFT) to purchase, convert and operate the Mars as waterbombers for the
member companies. An operational base was established, complete with communication
centre, fuelling and maintenance facilities and crew living quarters at Sproat Lake near the
community of Port Alberni.

Though a scrap dealer had just purchased the Mars aircraft for a total price of $23,000, Dan
Mclvor managed to acquire them for $100,000 — still a huge bargain. The four aircraft,
named Caroline Mars, Marianas Mars, Hawaii Mars and Philippine Mars were ferried to the
Victoria International Airport at Patricia Bay. Sitting at the old Fairey Aviation of Canada
Ltd. hangars and tied down across the airfield, these “monsters” literally dwarfed the nearby
small control tower.

Fairey Aviation stripped the first two aircraft of redundant military gear and other equipment
not required in a peacetime waterbomber. They were then fitted with plywood and
fibreglassed tanks holding some 7,200 US gallons. Finally, two pickup probes were
installed to allow the aircraft to take on water while “on the step.” The hydraulically-
operated probes fill the tanks in 30 seconds as the aircraft taxies across the water at 70
knots (130 km/h).

During the summer of 1960 a technical evaluation of the Mars waterbomber was carried
out. Initial trouble with engine failures was traced to excessive vibration caused by faulty
propeller blading, but the general opinion justified continuing the operation with one aircraft.
However, after performing well on two fires, Marianas Mars was lost on its third fire of 1961.
On her first run, the Mars crashed in heavy timber close to the target area at Northwest Bay
and four crewmen lost their lives. Marianas Mars had apparently failed to drop her load and
she could not outclimb the rising ground.

A lengthy inquiry exonerated the aircraft and FIFT ordered another Mars to be converted.
Overhauled down to the last hull rivet, she was ready for service in early 1962 but saw
relatively little action due to the generally low fire hazard that year. A total of 118,000
gallons of water was dumped on five fires. On the largest fire the real potential of the Mars
was recognised.

A year later, Caroline Mars, the fourth aircraft slated for service but not yet converted, was
written off under totally different circumstances. On October 13, 1962 the tail end of
Typhoon Freda struck the Victoria airport, broke the eight heavy steel anchor cables and
hurled the four-engined giant 200 yards, breaking her back. Damaged beyond repair, the
aircraft was scrapped.

It was during the 1963 season that the Mars really showed what she was worth. For the
first time the aircraft completely extinguished a fire without ground crew support. In
September, however, the Mars really got into action! The usual fall rains held off and the
weather turned hot and dry. Fanned by strong winds, many slash fires were soon out of
control. Consequently, the Mars flew more sorties in three days than in any of the



preceding three years. In 32 runs some 177, 000 gallons of water were dropped on a
number of fires. Until the ocean became too rough, salt water pick-ups were made offshore
from the fires, with round trips made in 10 minutes.

A record 495,000 gallons of water were dropped on nine operational fires during the 1963
season. For once and for all the Mars proved to be a major contribution to fire control.
Consequently, FIFT decided to bring a reserve tanker into service during the coming year.
During the summer of 1965, the two Mars bombers dropped more than one million gallons
of water on 17 forest fires in British Columbia. This was the first time the million-gallon
mark was reached.

On operational tours, the Mars crew consists of four people — Captain, First Officer and two
Flight Engineers. The Captain is responsible for the overall success of the mission and the
safety of the aircraft. It is he who ultimately decides whether it is safe to fly over the fire
area, considering terrain, smoke conditions and air turbulence. As the giant flying boat will
create about a 4-ft. (1.2 m) swell on takeoff, the Mars aircraft taxi to a secluded part of the
well-populated Sproat Lake prior to starting their takeoff run.

When flying in to pick up a water load, the Captain takes complete control. Descending
fairly rapidly, he will ease the aircraft down until it is planing through the water at exactly 70
knots. When the aircraft is planing smoothly, he will lower the probes to pick up water.
During an actual operational mission, chemical fire retardant would then be injected into the
tanks.

Meanwhile, the First Officer is busy with the flaps and trim controls in preparation for
takeoff. The moment the loading starts, the First Engineer will take over control of power.
In these critical 20 seconds required to take on a full water load, he must maintain the
aircraft speed at 70 knots, and then boost power for takeoff.

While en route to the fire, the First Officer maintains radio communications with the Pilot of
the birddog aircraft, awaiting instructions. Ideally, the birddog Pilot has by then identified
the first target and lined up the best line of approach. Before starting his bombing run, the
Mars Captain will often fly over the target to confirm the instructions from the birddog Pilot.
The captain will then make the drop. Once committed to his run, he concentrates entirely
on his approach course and altitude. The First Officer will take over the throttles to maintain
airspeed at 120 knots. Once past the target, he then applies climbing power to ensure a
safe exit from the fire area.

The fourth crewmember on the flight deck is the Second Engineer. When he is not busy
watching the maze of instruments on the console to ensure that all systems are “running
green,” he will make frequent inspections of the water tanks and miscellaneous auxiliary
power units. The radio person back at the base takes care of dispatcher duties, alerting the
base crew about any repairs or supplies the aircraft may require upon return to base.
During slow fire seasons when callouts are few and far between, the crews will keep a
regular schedule of maintenance, training and base improvement. But when the call
comes, the crews will be ready to respond.



In 1962 FIFT used a birddog plane, a Cessna 195 floatplane, for the first time. A Grumman
Goose later replaced it. In water bombing operations, a birddog is indispensable. In
addition to making the tanker operation more accurate, it also makes it safer. First over the
fire scene, the Pilot of this aircraft will do a quick assessment of the situation, identifying the
target priority. After establishing air-to-ground contact, he will warn crews working on the
fireline of the approaching airtanker. Using a standard warning system, the Birddog Officer
will ensure that ground crew and equipment are clear of the area targeted for airtanker
action. Normally, radio communication between the Birddog Officer and fire control line
supervisors will prevent incidents of fire fighters being hit by airtanker drops. The birddog
plane will now lead the airtanker to its target. The secondary function of the birddog plane
is that of a “jack-of-all-trades,” locating spot fires or flying a fire boss over trouble spots.

Though the Mars are almost exclusively used for the company’s own forest fire suppression
operations, when available and so required, they have been used by other agencies. In
recent years the two Mars aircraft worked on the huge fire near Salmon Arm in 1998. The
“Silver Creek Fire” forced evacuations in the province’s dry Okanagan country. In 2000 the
Mars worked outside Canada for the first time, logging 44 hours fighting wildfires in
California.

When one of the two remaining partners in FIFT pulled out last year, the future of the two
Martin Mars JRM-3s was hanging in the balance for a while. By 1998, the number of FIFT
partners had dwindled to only two, MacMillan Bloedel Ltd. (MacBlo) and TimberWest. After
Weyerhaeuser took control of MacBlo, they considered the operating costs of $2 million
annually too high to justify the continued use of the two Mars waterbombers, leaving them
to TimberWest to operate.

After their first and only accident, the two remaining Mars bombers have worked 40 years
accident- and incident-free. Averaging about 75-100 hours a year, the two aircraft have
logged a total of 2,800 hours each since the beginning.
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This newsletter is the official organ of the Forest History Association of British Columbia.
Please submit newsletter material and send changes of address to the Editor: John
Parminter, # 3 — 130 Niagara Street, Victoria, BC V8V 1E9. Phone (250) 384-5642 home
or (250) 356-6810 office. E-mail: jvparminter@telus.net

Membership in the association is $10 yearly, or $45 for five years. Please send dues to the
Treasurer: Edo Nyland, 8793 Forest Park Drive, Sidney, BC V8L 4E8. Phone (250) 656-
9276. E-mail: edonon@islandnet.com

The President: Stan Chester, can be reached at 5686 Keith Road, West Vancouver, BC
V7W 2N5. Phone (604) 921-9880. E-mail: stanchester@shaw.ca





