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Investigators began sifting through what is left of a downed water bomber yesterday, searching for the remains of two pilots and the cause of the crash.

Ian MacKay, 41, of Rossland, and co-pilot Eric Ebert, 36, of Toronto, were killed when their plane, a four-engine Lockheed Electra, hit the side of a mountain on Wednesday afternoon and exploded.

Despite the size of the Electra, only bits and pieces of the fuselage remained from the impact and subsequent fireball.

"The site is quite difficult to access," said Peter Murphy, senior technical investigator for the Transportation Safety Board. 

"It's a steep and dangerous site still at this time."

Forest officials indicated one of the greatest dangers is the potential for charred trees to fall. The approximately 60-degree slope is also covered in loose shale.

The water bomber crashed while fighting a small fire about 10 kilometres south of Cranbrook.

Witnesses on the ground, less than a kilometre from the crash site, saw the tanker make a loop above Hidden Valley Road, fly over a set of power lines and then smash into the mountain at about 1:20 p.m.

The crash started a second fire of about 1.5 hectares, which spread to 5.4 hectares. It was still burning yesterday.

MacKay and Ebert were employees of Air Spray Ltd. of Edmonton, which owns fire-suppression planes in B.C. and Alberta. 

The cause of the crash is unknown.
