
The Saskatoon Skybirds - early days 

The year 1973 brought a new Base Commander to Saskatoon and a new leader for 
the Saskatoon Skybirds. They were Colonel Roger Arnold and Major Gary Millerson, 
both ex-Golden Hawks, and both determined to make the team a permanent unit. The 
selected pilots and ground crew were attached to the team for a full year. The show was 
expanded to include aerobatic formation manoeuvres, but formation changes during these 
manoeuvres were still prohibited. The show season began in May with what was to 
become the annual "Northern Tour", followed by shows across Canada and the United 
States. Funding for the team still came from the base budget and Training Command; 
team members were responsible for paying for half of their clothing which included the 
distinctive red flying suits that have become a Saskatoon Skybirds trademark. 

In 1974, for the first time, the tryout competition was opened to pilots from Bases 
throughout the Canadian Forces. The team was also cleared to perform a fully aerobatic 
formation display. The colour of the Saskatoon Skybirds aircraft changed that year when 
the distinctive red, white and blue paint scheme, (that still exists today), was adopted. The 
team deployed to CFB Comox in April for a workup period designed to test deployment 
procedures and expose team members to new show sites with difficult terrain features. 
This spring training session at Comox has become an annual operation. During the 
Northern Tour that year, with a performance at Inuvik, the Saskatoon Skybirds became 
the first North American formation team to fly a show north of the Arctic Circle. At the 
end of the season, the team had flown 80 shows with an estimated viewing audience of 
two million people.  

By 1975, the team’s composition and methods of 
operation were nearly as well established as those that exist 
today. The Saskatoon Skybirds were made a separate but 
not permanent unit of the Canadian Forces, integral to CFB 
Saskatoon under Air Command. Major Dennis Goulie 
became the Squadron Commanding Officer/Team Lead. 
One of the highlights of the 1975 show season was a 
midnight performance on May 11th at Inuvik in the "land 
of the midnight sun."  

In 1976, the growing popularity of the team in the United States was reflected in 
the request for a performance at a show in Philadelphia on the 4th of July as part of the 
American Bi-centennial celebrations. In Canada, the team performed at both Montreal 
and Kingston as part of the ceremonies during the Summer Olympics.  

 
The Saskatoon Skybirds are made an official unit 

Major Gregory Wallace became Commanding Officer and Team Lead for the 
1977-78 seasons. In September 1977, the Saskatoon Skybirds were finally made a 
permanent unit, and their official designation became the Canadian Forces Air 



Demonstration Team (CFADT). On April 1st, 1978, the CFADT received squadron 
status, and the Saskatoon Skybirds became 431 (Air Demonstration) Squadron. 431 
"Iroquois" Squadron, The Hatiten Ronteriios or "Warriors of the Air", had been a World 
War II Bomber squadron that was disbanded in 1945. It was reformed briefly in 1954 as 
an F-86 sabre squadron which contributed four aircraft to the "Prairie Pacific" aerobatic 
teams.  

Under the direction of Major Ted Griffin, the Squadron Commanding 
Officer/Team Lead for the 1979-80 seasons, the Saskatoon Skybirds performance 
featured an expanded nine-plane opening sequence that received popular acclaim with an 
estimated audience throughout North America, of over five million spectators.  

 
The Saskatoon Skybirds in the 1980s 

The 1981-82 Saskatoon Skybirds were under the leadership of a new 
Commanding Officer/Team Lead Major Marke Morphy. For the first time, the show 
opened and closed with nine-plane formation sequences and was performed in 1982 
before a total audience of more than six million fans.  
The tradition was continued in 1983-84 as Major George Henderson led the team through 
a total of 133 shows in the two year period. The year 1984 was special in that the team 
helped celebrate the 75th Anniversary of powered flight in Canada and the 60th 
Anniversary of the Royal Canadian Air Force.  

Major C.F. Huot led the 1985-86 Saskatoon Skybird 
teams through a total of 121 shows throughout North America. In 
1986 several performances were flown at the Expo 86 site, and 
the Saskatoon Skybirds were one of five military aerobatic teams 
to perform at the Abbotsford International Airshow. On August 
9th, 1986, Major Huot was honoured to lead a historic five-plane 
flypast consisting of one aircraft from each of the different 
military demonstration teams from Europe, and North and South 
America.  

The 1987-88 Saskatoon Skybirds teams were led by Major Dennis Besault who at 
30 years of age, was the youngest Saskatoon Skybird Team Lead ever. A highlight of the 
1988 season was the opening ceremonies of the Winter Olympic Games in Calgary, 
Alberta where the team's performance was witnessed by almost two billion people around 
the world.  

 
The Saskatoon Skybirds in the 1990s 

Major Donald Dempsey of Edmonton, Alberta took over the reins of the squadron 
for 1989-90, with 1990 representing the Team's 20th Anniversary season. During 1990 
the team flew their 1000th official air demonstration and also incorporated the use of red 



and white smoke at several major show sites. The 1990 team scheduled 74 displays at 53 
locations. Major Rob Stephens led the 1991-92 Saskatoon Skybirds through 125 shows. 
In addition to these scheduled performances the team performed briefly in concert with 
the United States Navy Blue Angels during Disney's 20th Anniversary celebrations in the 
fall of 1991, and flew as part of the opening ceremonies prior to the 1991 Grey Cup 
Game. In 1992 the Saskatoon Skybirds performed for the Inuit Circumpolar Conference 
at Inuvik, NWT and were honoured to be official ambassadors for the Canada 125 
celebrations commemorating Canada's 125th Birthday. 

 


