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In the northwestern corner of British Columbia
there is a region known as Cassiar Country —
magnificent mountain domain that sweeps across
the northern reaches of British Columbia from
Dease River in the cast to the Pacific Ocean in the
west.

Throughout the cighteen seventies and
eighties, thousands of miners moiled for gold in the
Cassiars, along its lakes, rivers and creeks. And they
panned out millions in unld including a 72 ounce
solid gold nugget, the l.ua{ut ever recorded in
British Columbia.

Things are different now. On historic McDame

Creck, near what was once the old McDame
‘I'rading Post, stands the town <:f(’;1s'-sim', a lhri\'ing
mining community in a spectacular scenic setting
close by the British Columbia-Yukon border. And

just north of the town is the only asbestos mine in
western Canada — the producer of some of the
finest asbestos fibre in the world.

The booklet is about Cassiar town and its mine.
[t reveals something of the community’s character,
what the people do who live and w ork in Cassiar. It
prov ides a glimpse of the surr(:undmg country with
its majestic mountains, lakes, rivers and valleys.
And it tells the Cassiar story, the mining, mlllmg
and marketing of asbestos.

In the Cassiars there are immense undeveloped
natural resources, and scenic beauty beyond
compare. Glimpses of these riches are spread across
the pages of this booklet which is presented to you
with the compliments of Cassiar Asbestos
Corporation, an active and productive resident of
British Columbia’s Cassiar region since 1951.




Early prospectors had seen the asbestos as far
back as the early eighteen seventies and the Indians
knew of it before that. In fact, it was the Indians
who told the gold seckers about the “wooly hill” to
the north, and the birds that built their nests of
white fluff that could withstand the heat of fire.

Looking north, the prospectors could clearly
see a prominent green band of serpentine rock
slanting across the rugged face of McDame
mountain, but it would be years before anyone
would do anything about it. Antone Money was the
first. When he prospected the Cassiar region in 1923
he noticed that where the schist and serpentine rock
met there were veinlets of asbestos. He peeled a few
fibres from the green rock and examined them, later
writing, “Although transportation seemed far away
from this isolated corner of wilderness, this could be
an important discovery.”




In 1951 Dr. William Smitheringale, a
prominent Canadian geologist, was asked by Fred
M. Connell, president of Conwest Exploration
Company, to examine McDame mountain and make
recommendations with respect to its possible
development as a mine. During those early days
trails and roads were bulldozed through the mire.
Mining machinery was brought in and the tedious
job of scraping the talus fibre from the surface began
in earnest.

By the summer of 1952 a tent town to
accommodate Cassiar’s two hundred and fifty
pioneer miners and construction men had been
erected. One year later the compdm s first
production mill was placed in operation, milling ore
at its rated capacity of 500 tons per day. Since those
early times the capacity of the mill has progressively
increased. It now processes more than 4,000 tons of
ore per day, pr()duung an average of 415 tons of
asbestos every twenty-four hours.

Currently, Cassiar Asbestos C orporation
Limited has an annual production of more than one
hundred and eight thousand tons of fibre which is
regarded as among the best obtainable anywhere in
the world.

Despite Money’s expressed optimism,
twenty-eight years would pass before Richard
Victor Sittler and three partners, Hiram Nelson,
and the two Kirk brothers, Ronald and Robert,
climbed McDame mountain in 1950 and staked it.
This was the event that generated interest in the
McDame mountain asbestos deposit, leading to the
formation of Cassiar Asbestos Corporation in 1951
by Conwest Exploration Company of Toronto. This
was the start of 20th century life and industry in the
Cassiar region — Antone \1011ey “1solated corner
of wilderness.”

CASSIAR GOLD RUSH

The prospect of quick riches lured
hundreds of placer miners to the
Cassiar, where gold was discovered
first at Dease Creek in 1872. Rich
claims were later found at Thibert
Creek and here at M€Dame Creek.
From this creek in 1877 a 72-ounce

solid gold nugget was recovered -

the largest recorded to date in

British Columbia. By 1878 much of

the gold had been removed and the

fortune seekers moved on.
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Asbestos:
The Wonder Mineral

Like all minerals, asbestos is a product of
nature. Its qualities are unique in that it will neither
burn nor decay. About 95 percent of the commercial
asbestos mined in the world is called Chrysotile
the type mined at Cassiar. It accounts for 97 percent
of all the asbestos used in Canada and the United
States.

Technically, the term “asbestos” is the generic
name given to a group of hydrated silicate minerals
that can be separated into relatively soft silky fibres
which have great tensile strength. In fact, the term

“asbestos” can be said to apply to all minerals that
can be separated from their parent rock in the form
of fibre.

There are six major groups of asbestos which
are classified under two headings — Serpentine and
Amphibole. Cassiar Chrysotile is designated as
white asbestos and is the lone member of the
Serpentine class. The remaining five principal
groups are recognized as members of the Amphobile
class of asbestos, none of which are mined
commercially in Canada.

The Greeks knew about asbestos four hundred
years before the birth of Christ. They wove it into
wicks for their temple l(lmps because it would not
burn, thus providing an “everlasting light.” Marco
Polo was astounded when China’s Emperor tossed a

piece of asbestos cloth into a fire and removed it
unharmed. Ben Franklin acquired a purse made of
asbestos cloth in 1725 which he described in a letter
to a friend as a “purse of stone.” In 1800 Prince
Eugene, Viceroy of Italy, gave his lady a priceless
necklace as a symbol of his love. As a mark of her
own enduring affection, she presented the prince
with a pair of asbestos gloves which she had woven
for him with her own hands, thus attesting to the
value of asbestos in the early part of the 19th
century.

It was not until 1873 that science and industry
began to seriously examine the unique properties of
asbestos and dppl\/ its virtues to the service of
mankind. Today, it is estimated that as many-as
3,000 different prndmts in use throughout the
\\nr]d contain a portion of asbestos.

Indeed, the uses of asbestos throughout the
spectrum of human activity seem almost endless. It
can be spun into thread and woven into cloth. Some
grades can be made into paper. It can stand high
temperatures and heavy pressures. It resists
weather, corrosion, vermin and fungi. It insulates
and filtres, binds and fills. Its universal application
has saved countless lives and has prevented billions
of dollars of property damage. T'hat is why asbestos
is called “The Wonder Mineral”.




Mining, Milling
& Marketing

The mine is situated on top of McDame
mountain, about nine hundred metres above the
town. Itis western Canada’s only asbestos
producing mine and since 1952 it has been a major

contributor to British Columbia’s growing economy.

Located in the valley below is the mill, and
between it and the mine there stretches a five
kilometre aerial tramline, an indispensable link in
the continuous production of Cassiar fibre.

The asbestos outcrop at Cassiar was discovered
on the western slope of McDame mountain.
Subsequent exploratory work proved that the ore
zone is large and shaped like a lentil or a big green
onion. The geologists describe it as “massive
lenticular ore body”. It strikes in a northwesterly
direction and dips approximately forty degrees to
the east, extending below the main peak of McDame
mountain which, before the stripping program
began, had an elevation of almost 2,135 metres.




The "open pit" method of mining was selected
as the best approach. The pit began in 1953 as a
combination side-hill and mountain-top excavation.
Over the years it has been progressively deepened to
its present stage of development. Current
production requirements call for mining some
1,300,000 tons of ore annually to produce more than
100,000 tons of asbestos fibre. To accommodate the
"phase mining plan" some 6,000,000 cubic yards of
waste rock are removed each year.

The Mine operates on atwenty-four hour per
day basis, seven days a week. It is accessible from
the townsite by a 9.6 km road which climbs up the
western slope of McDame mountain through a series
of seven switchbacks to the lower bench of the pit.

The Tramline is 4,700 metres long from the
loading station at the mine to the unloading station
at the mill. And is capable of delivering 300 tons of
ore per hour. It loads and unloads automatically and
has 142 buckets, each of which is capable of
handling two tons.

While resisting the gravity pull of some 140
tons of ore dropping 650 metres in five kilometres,
the tramline's two induction motors exert a braking
influence and, in the process, regenerate some 400
kilowatts of electrical power.

The Milling Process is based on the fact that
asbestos fibre "fluffs up" as it is repeatedly crushed
and screened and becomes lighter in weight than the
Serpentine rock from which it was separated. As it
passes from one horizontally gyrating screen to the
next,the fluffed up fibre tends to"float"on the surface
of the crushed rock. When separated rock and fibre
reach the end of the screens the rock falls away by
gravity for further crushing, while the fibre is
vacuumed off. The fibre is then carried by air ducts
to cyclone collectors, and from there to a series of
gyrating screens where itis cleaned. After cleaning,
the fibre is separated into different fibre lengths and
transported to storage bins where it is collected by
grade and made ready for bagging.

The bags are automatically filled with 45.5 kg
of compressed fibre and transported by conveyor to
a machine where the bags are sealed. Finally they
are stacked on pallets in lots of twenty and
automatically strapped and shrink-wrapped for
shipment by truck and barge to Vancouver. From
there Cassiar asbestos is shipped to the markets of
the world.
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